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Abstract 

 

 

This dissertation argues how the mobilization of tools of modernity, popularized by the 

Canadian Grocer and Chatelaine, and at times enforced by state officials, transformed food 

distribution, production, and consumption. The periodical literature reframed the home kitchen 

as an extension of the grocery store, selling both as modern spaces redesigned under the 

principles of scientific management. Using Toronto as a case study, this study starts in the late 

1890s with the establishment of the Grocer and traces how women were pulled into modernity as 

workers and shoppers, over a period of thirty years, in ways unlike other retail industries.  

Between 1890 and 1939, new government programs, policies, and regulations increasingly 

intervened in the relationship between the market, the grocer, and the consumer. The appearance 

of the citizen consumer, including female shoppers who asserted their needs and preferences, 

gained new attention in the popular press. Such public debates about morality and consumerism 

during the First World War and the Great Depression forced many independent grocers and 

grocery chains to consider their reputation and responsibility as corporate citizens. Through the 

examination of periodical literature, this dissertation argues that modernity in the grocery trade in 

the early twentieth century could never fully cleave consumption from the ólogicalô need for food 

that female consumers faced. 
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Introduction: Check -out the Modern 

[Figure 1. Loblaw Groceterias Advertisement, The Toronto Daily Star. (Nov. 18, 1926): 11] 

In 1926 the Toronto Daily Star ran an advertisement for the grocery chain Loblaw 

Groceterias. The full-page advertisement featured daily, and weekly specials available to 

shoppers at a Loblaw Groceteria, and the advertisement itself was framed by a chain-link border 

with phrases such as ñno waiting,ò ñcash & carry,ò ñlowest prices,ò ñhighest quality,ò and ñself 

serveò in the centre of each link. At the very top of the advertisement [Fig. 1] the store name 

Loblaw Groceterias was flanked by the insignia ñself serveò and ñcash and carry,ò which were 

two methods of modern grocery shopping the chain exemplified. Below the brand name and 

modern methods was a sketch of five women accompanied by an explanation of how these 

women and their ñBobbed Hairò were connected to the Loblaw brand. The bobbed haircut came 

to be a visible marker for the figure of the ñmodern womanò in the early twentieth century.1 As 

the text below the sketch indicates, the hairstyle (and grocery store) embodied the ñheight of 

 
1 Kathy Peiss, ñGirls Lean Back Everywhere,ò in The Modern Girl Around the World: Consumption, Modernity, and 

Globalization, eds. The Modern Girl Research Group (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008): 348. 
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fashion to-dayò and was made for ñtidiness and cleanliness.ò2 These modern women were 

depicted as well-groomed; their jewellery suggests affluence, with the centre figure wearing a 

collared shirt often donned by female office workers or students. Like the bobbed hair, Loblaw 

Groceterias, by 1926, had become a popular choice for female shoppers in Toronto while the 

grocery press continued to exemplify the brand for its modern methods, tidiness, and cleanliness. 

The association of bobbed hair and Loblaw Groceterias was one means whereby the grocery 

chain claimed it was an inherently modern space for modern shoppers.  

Although the text suggested bobbed hair could ñbe dressed in many styles,ò advertisements 

for Loblaw Groceterias continued to feature the same variation of modern women who evoked 

their preferred shopper or employee. Through this image, and many others which appeared 

within the pages of the grocery press or womenôs magazines, the central argument of this 

dissertation takes shape. My central thesis is that as the grocery industry embraced modern 

retailing techniques, female customers were recast as by the periodical literature as 

simultaneously modern shoppers though purposely and repeatedly anchored to prescriptions of 

the domestic. The sketch of the women with bobbed hair celebrated their modern style, yet quite 

literally, wedged them between the name of a corporate chain and the various lines of food for 

sale, which would ideally make its way into their shopping basket and pantry. 

Three questions animate my dissertation. First, how did grocery retailing embrace modern 

retailing techniques to write food consumption into the thrust of modernity? How did food as a 

commodity, a perishable good, and status as a necessity for subsistence modify how modern 

grocery retailing could occur? And, finally, given the gendered responsibility for food provision 

in most households, how did food as womenôs domain, shape the possibilities and limitations of 

 
2 ñLoblaw Groceterias Advertisement,ò The Toronto Daily Star, (November 18, 1926): 11. 
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making food retailing modern? Over the thirty-year period examined in this dissertation, the 

mobilization of the tools of modernity by the grocery industry and grocery press transformed 

food distribution, production, and consumption. As part of this transformation, women as 

workers and consumers, were pulled into modernity in ways unlike other retail industries. The 

tools of modernity were brandished by the trade journal, the Canadian Grocer, and in popular 

womenôs magazines, such as Everywomanôs World and Chatelaine, and at times, were enforced 

by state officials. However, modernity in the grocery trade could never fully cleave consumption 

from the logical need for food that consumers faced, and, as a result, female shoppers gained 

new political stake in public policy debates about consumption during times of national crisis 

and instability. The title of this dissertation, ñGrocery Baskets and Bobbed Hair,ò is at the centre 

of these three questions as both came to symbolize modernity, standardization, homogeneity, 

freedom, and autonomy for women as vectors between the home kitchen and the grocery store. 

Modern Meanings 

My dissertation builds and expands upon the following fields of historical scholarship: 

histories of modernity and consumption, Canadian food history, and the history of women in 

Toronto in the early twentieth century. This dissertation follows Jane Nicholasôs definition of 

modernity: that modernity was a period of time and a consciousness of what it meant to be 

modern.3 These two interconnected elements, as Nicholas describes, paved the way for advances 

in the mass-production of factory-made good which, coupled with new ideas and faith in 

 
3 Jane Nicholas, The Modern Girl: Feminine Modernities, the Body, and Commodities in the 1920s, (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2000) 11. See also Deborah Epstein Nord, Walking the Victorian Streets: Women, 

Representation, and the City (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995, Erika Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure: 

Women in the Making of Londonôs West End, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000): 34, 79. T. Jackson. 

Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920 (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1981), 61, 98. 
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progress and technology, facilitated mass consumerism across Canada.4 For this reason, I 

approach modernity, in-part, as a period initiated in the 1890s and accelerating through the 

1920s, as the city of Toronto was in flux by way of urbanization, industrialization, and 

commercialization. The decline of the Victorian era was a period of economic and industrial 

growth, immigration, and social reform. What followed was a cultural and technological shift 

where field experts and consumers grappled with the new ñproblemsò of urbanization, engaged 

in social activism, and challenged Victorian predilections for self-sacrifice, thrift, and self-

control.5 In this way, my study builds on the scholarship of Carolyn Strange, Veronica Strong-

Boag, and Bettina Bradbury, who examined the experience and perception of women in urban 

spaces during this period of change. Their studies explore the material and what was most visible 

ï womenôs recruitment into industrial waged labour in downtown factories, solo travel on public 

transportation, leisure activities, and shopping ï and the imaginary ï where these modern 

activities were framed as a potentially, and a very real, danger to women and girls.6 In addition, 

the simultaneous rise of anti-modernism, a movement that sought to escape the ñurban stressesò 

 
4 Nicholas, The Modern Girl, 11-12, 95, 212. While Nicholas differentiates between the modern girl and new 

woman: ñif the new woman elbowed her way into a hostile public sphere with notions of improving it, the modern 

girl had a different goal of experiencing pleasureò and while the timeline of the two figures overlapped, the 

delineation was largely based on age and class.  I conflate the two figures, not to suggest these differences were 

unimportant, but to demonstrate how white women from both middle-and-working classes were imagined as an 

ideal and modern shopper in the eyes of advertisers, the trade journal The Grocer, and by the grocery trade more 

broadly. The form, structure, and order that the grocery store could offer became an integral space for modern 

women to who wished to participate in Canadaôs social, economics, and cultural growth. 
5 Keith Walden, Becoming Modern in Toronto: The Industrial Exhibition and the Shaping of a Late Victorian 

Culture, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997):125. See also Lears, No Place of Grace, p. 13 for a discussion 

of Victorian self-control and self-restraint as a triumph of what he calls the modern superego. 
6 Carolyn Strange, Torontoôs Girl Problem: The Perils and Pleasures of the City, 1880-1930, (Toronto: University 

of Toronto Press, 1995): 5, 7, 10. Veronica Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled: Lives of Girls and Women in 

English Canada, (Boston: Addison Wesley Publishing, 1993): 7-8, 11-12, 51. Bettina Bradbury, Working Families: 

Age, Gender, and Daily Survival in Industrializing Montreal, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993). See 

also, Lori Chambers, Misconceptions: unmarried motherhood and the Children of Unmarried Parents Act in 

Ontario, 1921 to 1969, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), 64. Tamara Myers, Caught: Montrealôs 

Modern Girls and the Law, 1869-1945, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006) for further discussion on moral 

regulation enacted on womenôs bodies and actions in the city. See also, Rappaportôs Shopping for Pleasure, notes 

the difference between the flaneur, a masculine subject; a man walking along in the modern streets and a flaneuse, a 

feminine subject who appeared as the city transformed into a commercial metropolis, pgs. 115-117. 
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and feared over-civilization caused by modernity, prompted an increase of art, literature, and an 

array of ñauthentic experiencesò (such as D.I.Y. and crafts).7 In this context, independent and 

chain grocery stores alike professed their modernness yet often retreated to folkloric imagery as a 

way to appear connected to the past, the familiar, and the community.8 

 The most common way to mediate this divide was to use images of women as modern 

shoppers, who boasted the autonomy to select the lines of foods they wanted. However, the same 

women were anchored to prescribed images of gender normative expectations and behaviours, 

particularly in the context of household management and child-rearing. The Loblaw Groceterias 

billboard, for example, was a mixed message of modern and traditional sentiment [Fig. 2]. 

 

 
7 Ian McKay, The Quest of the Folk: Antimodernism and Cultural Selection, (McGill -Queensôs University Press, 

2009): xvii, xx. Joy Parrôs The Gender of Breadwinners: Women, Men, and Change in Two Industrial Towns 1880-

1950, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994) claims that the increase in mass production industries challenged 

the grounding of masculine identity in the physicality of manual work but this led to the subdivision of tasks and 

hierarchies were confounded, pg. 164. See also, Adrian Gamble, ñComfortable, Honest and Unpretentious: A 

Cultural History of Canadian Arts and Crafts Movement,ò PhD Dissertation, York University (2020). 
8 David Monod, Store Wars: Shopkeepers and the Cultures of Mass Marketing, 1890-1939, (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1996): 62-63.  
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[Figure 2: Loblaw Groceterias billboard. ñGrandma knowsò [1921] Location unknown. City of Toronto Archives, 

Fonds 1488, Series 1230, Item 1477.] 

On this billboard, the brand name of Loblaw was oversized and the dominant feature of the 

billboard. It assured viewers that one of their locations was nearby and claimed that their store 

was the most economical. Not only did the name Loblaw become synonymous with modern food 

retailing, but its physical presence as a chain throughout Toronto (even with only 8 stores in 

1921) was purposely built near busy intersections where transportation was available and 

accessible. The growth of public transportation in Toronto was just one of the visible markers of 

the modernized cityscape. The tagline of ñwhere money goes farthestò reflected the growing 

consumer interest in low prices and a trend toward thrift, particularly as thrift was marketed as a 

sign of household intelligence and during times of financial hardship, an emblem of nationalism. 

The brand name is accompanied by an image of an elderly woman, and although she carries the 

grocery basket (a commonality of the Loblaw store, but a rarity at the time), the phrase 

ñGrandma knowsò appears to contradict the newly constructed shopping experience the billboard 

attempts to market. Unlike the commonly used imagery of the young female shopper (with 

which this dissertation opens), the elderly woman in this billboard, suggests that through her own 

household experience she has acquired the generational knowledge to shop and fill her grocery 

basket, without the mediation of the clerk, with the lines of foods she understood to be 

economical and of value. Through such images, generational and familial knowledge was used in 

scientific retailing and the science of food, which was consistently marketed by the press as 

knowledge procured by an expert in the field, a laboratory, or an institutional kitchen setting. In 

such representations, women of all ages, were enticed to reject folkloric image of the traditional 

housewife and embrace modern messages of progress, efficiency, and technology.  
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Grocery stores could never fully celebrate the rupture of consumption from production. Grocery 

stores sometimes engaged in such folkloric images as a tactic to (for instance, celebrating 

Grandmaôs cooking and knowledge of food) respond to the moral economy of food, especially 

during times of economic crisis (such as the persistent demand for credit or protests over prices). 

However, as grocery stores touted how their modern grocery shopper had the freedom to ñshop 

around,ò the fear ï both imagined and real ï that modernity would rupture a womanôs 

relationship with her home or family, was embedded in the periodicals. The solution to this fear 

was the dissemination of images of supposedly modern women who shopped in modern spaces 

or used modern tools (measuring cups and refrigerators) with modern haircuts, yet were tethered 

to the responsibility of children, familial obligation, and domestic labour in the kitchen. Because 

of this tethering I argue for the unevenness of modernity in the grocery press repeatedly 

prescribed womenôs relationship to food in the context of the domestic economy and a 

production of the past (as something traditional) while alluding to the promise of freedom, 

authority, and autonomy.  

 Modernity as a consciousness is explored in Keith Waldenôs Becoming Modern in 

Toronto, where he argues that the proliferation of consumer goods, the ñmass accessibilityò of 

these goods, the appearance that they were both indispensable and in such abundance that 

anyone could aspire to obtain them, universalized a middle-class standard, for women and men, 

and tied consumer purchase to personal identity and sense of self.9 This consciousness was not 

limited to consumers. David Monodôs foundational study Store Wars has challenged the myth of 

the small-time shopkeeper as inherently backward, anti-modern, and unable to modernize their 

 
9 Nicholas, 12.  Walden, Becoming Modern in Toronto, 24, 125. Liberalism, as Ian McKay explains in ñThe Liberal 

Order Framework: A Prospectus for a Recognition of Canadian History,ò The Canadian Historical Review, Vol. 81 

No. 4 (December 2000): 616-645, was tied to tenets of liberty, property, and equality; the acquiring of goods 

increased ñthe quantity of oneôs material possessions and increases oneôs individual autonomy or sovereignty. 
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stores or approach to retailing.10 In addition, this modern consciousness was institutionalized in 

the 1890s when Domestic Science was integrated into contemporary university curricula. 

Domestic science, first offered at the University of Toronto, was a form of professional and 

educational training for women to become modern homemakers. Donica Belisle contends the 

introduction of domestic science helped establish the modern citizen consumer as white, 

bourgeois, and feminine.11 The function of household management in post-secondary education 

belonged to a much broader idea of what it meant to be appropriately modern and raise a modern 

family. This idea, unconsciously or not, was extended by the experts of the Retail Merchant 

Associationôs (RMA) lecture series and Chatelaine Institute scientists in the late 1920s. 

However, as Cynthia Comacchio has argued, the majority whose lives were far removed from 

the intellectual movements and elite, and aesthetics of ñmodernism,ò modernity was experienced 

ñmore fundamentally in the everyday discordances of traditional ways with the new realities 

wrought by science and technology.ò12 The customers and retailers of the grocery stores I 

investigate had vested interest and shifting priorities in supporting Empire and Canadian-made 

goods, their pocketbooks, and the health and well-being of their families in the pursuit of 

behaving and being perceived as modern.13  

 
10 Monod, 5, 151, 160. 
11 Donica Belisle, Purchasing Power: Women and the Rise of Canadian Consumer Culture, (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 2020): 97. In his examination of the campaign for domestic science in Ontario universities, A.B. 

McKillop found that a scientifically trained modern homemaker would understand the best nutritional advice, create 

a sound home economy, and serve the traditional function as the ñangel in the houseò ï a moral front to counteract 

the ñcrassness of the world of business, industry, and finance. A.B. McKillop, Matters of Mind: The University in 

Ontario, 1791-1951, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994): 139-140. Even toy advertisements for young 

girls, like the óFairy Palace Doll Houseô included a wash tub, board, and wringer, a five-piece baking set, and 

mixing bowl and basin. 
12 Cynthia Comacchio, The Dominion of Youth: Adolescence and the making of a Modern Canada, 1920-1950, 

(Waterloo: Wilfred University Press, 2006): 12-13. 
13 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumersô Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America, (New York: 

Vintage Publishing, 2003): 13-14. 
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Modern Methods 

There is a rich and growing body of scholarship on the intersection of modernity, women, 

shopping, and consumerism, especially in the context of the department store. Donica Belisle, 

Susan Benson, William Leach, T. Jackson Lears, Keith Walden, and Erica Rappaport have 

explored the interplay between the rise of consumer society and modern femininity in the 

Canadian department stores like Eatonôs and Simpsonôs, the Toronto Industrial Exhibition, U.S. 

giants like Wanamakerôs and Marshall Field, and the experience of shopping in Londonôs West 

End. For example, Rappaport shows how urban women, from different social classes, enjoyed 

shopping as a public and visual pleasure. While she maintains that shopping emerged as a 

specifically female activity in the middle of the nineteenth century, the West End shopper had 

been imagined as an aristocratic woman, but this had slowly unraveled by increasing numbers of 

middle-class women who took advantage of growing mobility into the city, tea shops, and female 

lavatories.14 Rappaport shows that like the grocers I study, department store owners imagined 

their ideal customers as middle-class women. They catered to patrons assumed needs by 

installing chairs and small tables in stores, hiring female employees and female demonstrators to 

make the store feel like home, providing service or space, cash or credit, and spending 

considerable time and money on their displays. In addition, Rappaport views shopping as leisure 

time spent outside the home; no act of purchase was necessary to shop, and ñalthough shopping 

was imagined as connected to a womanôs domestic responsibility, it was primarily conceived as 

public pleasure.ò15 While shopping for food was, first, an act of labour, not leisure, grocers used 

many of the same strategies as did department stores. Grocers often framed their patrons as 

 
14 Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure, 4, 10, 14. 
15 Rappaport, 5. 
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customers because there was an important expectation of loyalty in exchange for their efficient 

service, quality goods, and competitive prices. The shop window was an effective medium to 

capture the attention of the passersby and entice them inside, much like the stores in the West 

End or elaborate displays of Eatonôs or Wanamakerôs. Still, it was unlikely that the housewife 

who had carefully budgeted and created a grocery list would enter a store, survey the stock, and 

leave empty handed. The rise of the shopper, in the context of the grocery industry, was much 

more visible by the 1930s alongside the boom of the chain store, and as the retail competition 

had evolved, the experience from patronizing where you needed to, to the ability to shop around. 

 Retail Nation is an excellent inquiry into the relationship between Eatonôs, Simpsonôs, 

and the Hudson Bay department stores and Canadian national identity. Here, Belisle contends 

that these stores were symbols of Canadian modernity, for they assured that their goods and 

services would ñenhance democratic life, strengthen the Canadian nation, and create citizen 

fulfillmentò and, this way, helped make retailing a national past time.16 In Fables of Abundance, 

Lears investigates how national corporations in the U.S. used advertising to represent and sell 

factory-produced goods to a mass market and the ñconflict between authenticity and artificeò 

with material goods that followed.17 Beyond the ephemeral material, the actual retail space of 

department stores were endowed with social meaning. Interior displays were ñkeyed to class 

distinctionsò and designed where luxury goods were illuminated by light and mirrors while 

cheaper items were displayed on tables or counters, where bargain basements were literally and 

figuratively located on low levels; these stores catered to upper-and-middle class tastes but tried 

 
16 Donica Belisle, Retail Nation: Department Stores and the Making of Modern Canada, (Vancouver: UBC Press, 

2011): 4. 
17 T. Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance: A Cultural History of Advertising in America, (New York: Basic Books, 

1994): 12-13. 
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to meet some working-class needs.18 The department store counters were overwhelmingly female 

and working-class. Benson has argued that if class could be a divisive factor in the clerk-

customer relationship, then gender was a unifying one.19 Saleswomen were encouraged (by male 

managers) to shop with their customers and treat female customers like they would guests in 

their own homes.20 Saleswomen were to transfer skills from their domestic lives to their work, 

while department store paternalism extended from employees to their female customers, 

claiming authority over both realms.21 In a similar manner, the grocery store was presented by 

the popular press as a respectable, trustworthy, and modern extension of the household.  

The Toronto Industrial Exhibition, as described by Walden, was as formidable a force as 

department stores in shaping understandings of modernity and ñnudging people toward new 

meaningsò and ñnew ways of being.22ò Arguably, there were more similarities between the 

Exhibition floor and the grocery store than between the grocery store and the department store. 

While the roots of the Toronto exhibition were often traced to a commitment to progress, both 

agriculturally and industrially, the mass display of dry goods communicated to attendees was 

ñtangible proof of the advantages of class cooperationò while the size and wealth of the 

companies that had produced them suggested the ñconsistency of industrially produced goods.ò23 

This show would later be the predecessor to the expanded version of the Canadian National 

Exhibition (CNE), discussed in more depth in Chapter 2, where producers and chain store 

companies operated their booths to advertise their goods, gain crowd recognition, and market 

 
18 William Leach, Land of Desire: Merchants, Power, and the Rise of a New American Culture, (New York: Vintage 

Books, 1993), 71, 78-79, 83. He argues that there was the desire to stir up feelings of social inadequacy and envy, 

but also to meet some needs of ñclassò and ñmassò together. 
19 Susan Porter Benson, Counter Cultures: Saleswomen, Managers, and Customers in American Department Stores, 

1890-1940, (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1988): 130. 
20 Benson, Counter Cultures, 130. 
21 Benson, 130. Belisle, Retail Nation, 7-8, 84-85, 93, 99. 
22 Walden, Becoming Modern in Toronto, 339. 
23 Ibid., 22, 144. 
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themselves as a successful product of modernity. The Exhibition was a place that ñgave middle-

class women an opportunity to escape the restrictive family hearth and to practice social 

interactions in public spaceò and granted the luxury of anonymity that only a city could permit to 

non-city visitors.24 Torontoôs grocery stores used many of the same kinds of marketing 

techniques, but differed from the exhibition in key ways: the modern grocery store a finite space, 

a space of purchase and necessity, and the cash-and-carry and self-service method utilized by the 

Loblaw Groceterias chain ratified uneven understandings and experiences of modernity. 

The following chapters also engage with Tracey Deutschôs Building a Housewifeôs Paradise, 

which has examined the growth of grocery chain stores and the eventual emergence of the 

supermarket in Chicago, which has served as a helpful guide for my own research. Deutsch  

argues that politics, such as New Deal policies and grassroot protests, must frame any 

understanding of the grocery store and shopping.25 Deutsch centres the American grocery chain, 

the National Tea Company, to document how the grocery store was a deeply political and 

gendered space, whereas I foreground Loblaw Groceterias to explore the modernization of the 

grocery trade in a large Canadian city.26 In addition, my research builds directly on David 

Monodôs study of shopkeeping and mass merchandising in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century. Monod challenges the assumption that small and independent shopkeepers 

were homogeneous and were innately anti-modern and overly reliant on traditional methods of 

 
24 Ibid., 155, 170, 181. Walden does not argue that the space ever advertised itself as anything other than the 

extension of the family realm. 
25 Tracey Deutsch, Building a Housewifeôs Paradise: Gender, Politics, and American Grocery Stores in the 

Twentieth Century, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012): 3, 45. 
26 Joy Parr has cautioned how it is an oversight to conflate the political, economic, and consumer decisions and 

policies of the U.S. and Canada because of to the geographic closeness between the two North American nations. 

Domestic Goods: The Material, the moral, and the Economic in the Postwar Years, (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1999): 12. By 1924 Loblaw Groceterias expanded into Buffalo and Chicago. By 1932 the Loblaw chain 

operated 127 self-service stores with 77 in Chicago and 50 in Buffalo. The chain later sold the Chicago stores to 

Jewel Tea Co. but retained the Buffalo stores. ñLoblaw Groceterias,ò The Toronto Daily Star, (Feb. 6, 1932): 15. 
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retailing.27 Store Wars is an exhaustive study on the economic modernization of small retailing 

in Canada which examines a range of retailing occupations, from shoemakers, furniture 

salespersons, grocers, clothiers, and druggists. Because of this more expansive scale, Monod 

seldom discusses the feminization of consumption outside of the context of department stores, 

clothing, and other material goods.28 My analysis of Toronto and the expansion of chains like the 

Loblaw Groceterias permits a more focused analysis of the gendering of grocery shopping. 

The way in which I describe women as consumers and shoppers builds on  recent 

historiography that has refuted the construct of the passive consumer as weak and feminine or as 

inherently irrational.29 The following chapters describe numerous marketing techniques, sale 

strategies, and success-versus-failure rhetoric, but this is not to suggest that consumers (or 

grocers and their stores) had no agency; there was a great deal of participation and engagement 

on both sides and a series of individual, personal choices. For this reason, my analysis adopts 

Parrôs method of having acts of consumption ñtalk backò in their own terms, where women 

asserted their ñown preferences over the commodity form prevailing in the market.ò30 However, 

food as a commodity was not vulnerable to the tools of modernity in equal measure to others. 

While clothes, kitchen appliances, and other goods could be placed in bargain bins or creatively 

re-purposed, food was perishable.  And unlike other commodities, purchasing food was almost 

entirely deemed womenôs work. 

 
27 Monod, 13. 
28 Ibid., 115, 119-120, 123. 
29 Donica Belisle, ñToward a Canadian consumer history,ò Labour/Le Travail, Vol. 52 (Fall 2003): 188, and Retail 

Nation, 126. Valerie Korinek, Roughing it in the Suburbs: Reading Chatelaine Magazine in the Fifties and Sixties, 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000): 8, 11-2. Parr, Domestic Goods, 6-7. Richard Wrightman and T.J. 

Lears (eds.) The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in American History, 880-1980, (New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1983). Leach, Land of Desire. Lynn Spigel, Make Room for TV: Television and the Family Ideal in Postwar 

America, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992): 5. 
30 Parr, Domestic Goods, 10, 15, 212. 
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Scholarship by Katherine Arnup, Molly Ladd-Taylor, and Strong-Boag investigates the 

experience of motherhood in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century in North 

America. The interwar years, as Strong-Boag documents, witnessed an increase in womenôs 

access to waged labour so much so that young girls ñhad to expect some period of employment 

and employers had come to anticipate their availability.ò31 However, most of these workers left 

waged labour when they married or had children.32 The same media culture that popularized the 

rhetoric of domesticity in womenôs magazines also represented the visual embodiments of the 

domestic ideal: the reassociation of women with the home, motherhood, and men with waged 

labour.33  Through the early decades of the twentieth century, advice literature warned mothers 

against working until their child was at least two years of age and the onset of the Great 

Depression heightened the hostility toward women employed in waged labour, especially 

married women.34 The construction of motherhood, as presented in advice literature, womenôs 

magazines, and popular culture, insisted that the responsibility for domestic consumption and 

production was the domain of women, especially mothers. 

Strong-Boag traces the emergence of a domestic economy based on credit and consumption 

rather than thrift and production, with children and their mothers in the 1920s and 1930s 

increasingly targeted by advertisers.35 Young girls and their mothers became part of a mass 

consumer culture where commercially produced goods were intended to replace the homemade 

 
31 Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled, 42-43. Both Arnup and Strong-Boag claim that employment numbers 

documented in census records from 1921 and 1931 (two periods of depression) underestimate the number of female 

workers and the history of waged labour economy in Canada cannot be understood without women. 
32 Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled, 41. She notes how the majority of working-class girls had always helped 

with domestic work in own households, and some had long accustomed to finding jobs outside the home as servants, 

seamstresses, and factory hands. 
33 Lears, Fables of Abundance, 103. Epstein Nord, Walking the Victorian Streets, 75. 
34 Katherine Arnup, Education for Motherhood: Advice for Mothers in Twentieth-Century Canada, (Toronto: 

University of Toronto, 1995): 149. 
35 Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled, 2, 13.  
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and rarely bought items that had been the norm in years past.36 From periodical literature to 

domestic science classes, women and girls were encouraged to become up-to-date administrators 

through ñconscientious budgeting, more psychological know-how, and informed 

consumerism.ò37 This echoes Ladd-Taylorôs examination of ñmother-workò where the 

availability of labour-saving devices, removal of industrial production from the home, and 

decline in family sizes meant middle-class urban women spent ñless time on household 

ómaintenanceô and had more time for household ómanagement.ôò38 Arnupôs examination of 

motherhood as an analytic category details the dominant view of what constituted a good mother 

that was constructed, developed, and propagated through advice literature. With the advent of 

mass-magazines, a significant body of óscientificô advice literature, was designed to teach 

women the best way to rear children, was now widely available. It also marked a shift from 

relying on maternal instincts (and family systems) to advice literature designed for ñmodern 

mothersò to heed the advice of experts, not their hopelessly old-fashioned mothers.ò39 My 

argument builds on the scholarship of domesticity and motherhood by exploring how the grocery 

press and womenôs magazines constructed the ideal shopper in the figure of the mother and tried 

to legitimize and capitalize on womenôs domestic work by characterizing it as traditional. 

Womenôs responsibility for producing food often centered around consolidating ethnic or 

racial identity. Franca Iacovetta and Valerie J. Korinek have explored the intersection of food 

and ethnicity through the experiences of newcomers, particularly mothers. These newcomers 

were evaluated (by experts and prying neighbours) for their conformity to expectations of 

 
36 Ibid., 14, 132. In practice, the production and purchase of commercial goods shifted aspirations and stimulated 

desire, rather than actual practice and for the most part, most households had to make do with what they had and 

could afford.  
37 Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled, 126. 
38 Molly Ladd-Taylor, Mother-Work: Women, Child Welfare, and the State, 1890-1930, (Chicago: University of 

Illinois Press, 1994): 4. 
39 Arnup, Education for Motherhood,4, 7. Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled, 126. 
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modernity through well-fitted modern kitchen appliances, heeding the advice of nutritionists and 

Chatelaine recipes, all while relishing in the abundance of resources available in Canada.40 

Strong-Boag similarly has examined how household science classes exposed students of non-

British origins to ñthe forces of Canadianizationò where they ñlearned that the domestic 

standards, recipes, and procedures that engaged their mothers were no longer preferred. [é] 

Newcomers were left to cope with what such instruction meant to mothers proud of their 

traditional skills and daughters encouraged to remake themselves and their óforeignô families into 

a more acceptable image.ò41 The perception of obtaining acceptance through food and active 

participation in consumer culture was the experience of Black Canadians, argues Cheryl 

Thompson. However, the desire to achieve this acceptance was limited by commercial realities. 

Her study found that racial stereotypes of Black women in advertising campaigns continued to 

exclude them from the same independence and freedom that had been granted to modern white 

housewives.42 One such instance, Thompson asserts, was with the ñMammyò racial stereotype 

appearing on Aunt Jemima pancake mix, an American product that quickly found its way to the 

Canadian market, advertisements, and on the shelves of Loblaw Groceterias.43 For many 

 
40 Franca Iacovetta and Valerie Korinek, ñJell-O Salads, One-Stop Shopping, and Maria the Homemaker: The 

Gender Politics of Food, 1947-1950,ò in Sisters or Strangers?: Immigrant, Ethnic, and Racialized Women in 

Canadian History, Eds. Epp, Iacovetta, Swyripa, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), evaluates a later 

period of immigration (post-WWII) but these sentiments/expectations were present in late 19th c. See also, Mariana 

Valverdeôs The Age of Light, Soap, and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada, 1885-1925, (Toronto: University 

of Toronto Press, 2008) examines the rise of the social sciences and subsequent investigations of the homes, 

kitchens, and cupboards of the poor, pgs. 21-23. 
41 Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled, 20, 129. See also, Steve Penfoldôs The Donut: A Canadian History, 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008) which explores how the donut was not only a mass commodity but an 

ñedible symbol of Canadiannessò and can be used to trace changing economic values and cultural meanings that 

were associated with food, consumer culture, and mass production in the twentieth century. Alexander Hughesôs 

dissertation, ñLake Effect Pizza: The Commodification and Culture of Pizza in Toronto, Ontario and Buffalo, New 

York 1950-1990,ò adopts a similar investigation to Penfold.  
42 Cheryl Thompson, Beauty in a Box: Detangling the Roots of Canadaôs Black Beauty Culture, (Waterloo: WLU 

Press, 2019): 37, 43. 
43 Thompson, Beauty in a Box, 43 and Cheryl Thompson, ñIôse in Town, Honeyò: Reading Aunt Jemima 

Advertising in Canadian Print Media, 1919 to 1962,ò Journal of Canadian Studies, Vol. 49. No. 1 (2015): 208, 214. 

See also, ñEvery Aunt Jemima Sale Sells Other Things for You,ò advertisement, Canadian Grocer, (February 15, 

1929): 11. In a similar manner, Anne McClintock has investigated the intersection of imperialism and gender 
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Canadian women, strategies to obtain and afford groceries became an entrance for consumer 

activism as a class activity.44 Female grocery shoppers could contribute to the local economy as 

evidence of their political and economic participation, which at times, helped facilitate their 

entrance into leadership positions within women-led organizations during times of crisis..45 For 

example, Radical Housewives by Guard presents the collective action undertaken by Torontonian 

housewives in the 1930s who insisted upon the government to regulate business, particularly the 

cost of milk for its nutritional value for their children, in the interest of consumers. Ian Mosby 

observed how the conditions of the First World War and Depression prompted a growing number 

of women to use their support for wartime command economy, food rationing, and price controls 

as a means to ñarticulate and enactò a ñvision of social and economic citizenship that stressed 

their rights as consumers to fair prices and equitable food distribution.ò46 Fahrniôs Household 

Politics focuses on Montreal in the postwar period and also centres women as economic citizens 

 
whereby colonies (especially Africa) became a theatre for exhibiting the cult of domesticity and the reinvention of 

patriarchy vis-à-vis domestic colonialism, commodity fetishism, the invention of racial idleness, and other aspects in 

Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Context (1995). Victorian advertising took explicit 

shape around the reinvention of racial difference (McClintockôs central case study is that of Pearsô Soap as a product 

to consolidate British national identity) which was made possible, and was sustained by, the mass marketing of 

empire as an organized system of images and attitudes.  
44 Parr, Domestic Goods. Bettina Liverant, ñThe Promise of a More Abundant Life: Consumer Society and the rise 

of the managerial state,ò The Canadian Historical Association, Vol. 19, No. 1 (2008): 229-251, Katrina Srigley, 

Breadwinning Daughters.: Young Working Women in a Depression-Era City, 1929-1939, (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 2010), Julie Guard, Radical Housewives: Price Wars and Food Politics in the Mid-Twentieth-

Century Canada, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019), Magda Fahrni, Household Politics: Montreal 

Families and Postwar Reconstruction, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), Joseph Tohill and Louis 

Hyman, ed., Shopping for Change: Consumer Activism and the Possibilities of Purchasing Power, (Toronto: 

Between the Lines, 2017) Chapters by Liverant, Guard, and Tohill in particular. Beatrice Craig, Backwoods 

Consumers and Homespun Capitalists: The Rise of Market Culture in Eastern Canada, (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 2009). 
45 Belisle, Purchasing Power, explores the rise and influence of the Womenôs Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) 

to combat perceived social crisis (particularly with alcohol): 18-42. Liverant, ñMaking a Market for Consumers: The 

Calgary Consumers League and the High Cost of Living,ò in Shopping for Change, 42, 52. 
46 Ian Mosby, Food Will Win the War: The Politics, Culture, and Science of Food on Canadaôs Home Front, 

(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2015): 62. 
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who asserted that the individual was entitled to participate in a capitalist economy and that the 

state had a role to play in facilitating this participation.47  

This activity brought female consumers into conversation with federal and provincial states, 

which were intervening in more elements of everyday life. By profiling government officials and 

hosts of óexpertsô in conversations regarding family life, labour, and responsible consumption in 

womenôs magazines and the grocery press, this dissertation analyzes how these figures crafted 

policy measures to enforce stability as the grocery industry.48  Furthermore, access to political 

and economic rights of citizenship have been shaped through state policies and forms of 

governance. As Jennifer Stephen has argued, constructions of citizenship have been historically 

organized through relations of gender, sexuality, class, race, ethnicity, and other identity factors; 

articulated within the possibilities and limits of national belonging.49 In this context, public 

policy measures and state officials took on greater importance as the grocery industry ballooned 

amongst the new consumer economy. This was apparent through the first wave of food and drug 

regulations at the turn of the century, government initiatives to secure food distribution systems 

(rationing, anti-hoarding, profiteering) during the Great War, the provision of Motherôs 

Allowance and relief, and eventually, the welfare state. The advent of the First World War was 

one of the first visible fractures between the state and the market, where growing tensions 

between state regulations of food and the morality of profit, as Ryan Targa has noted, unfolded 

in the advice columns in womenôs magazines, the grocery press, and the grocery store itself.50 

 
47 Fahrni, Household Politics, 7, 109, 120. 
48 Jennifer Stephen, Pick One Intelligent Girl: Employability, Domesticity, and the Gendering of Canadaôs Welfare 

State, 1939-1947, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007): 15-16, 33.  
49 Stephen, Pick One Intelligent Girl, 8, 11-15. 
50 Ryan Targa, ñGreat War Profiteering, Patriotism, and the Democratic Revolt in English Canada, 1914 to 1922,ò 

PhD Dissertation, York University, July 2022, 21-22. Targa also rightly comments on the intervention by governing 

officials as not a homogenous group, nor was the óstateô a monolithic entity. Governing officials had varying and 

opposing views on regulation against food profiteering, 149, 179, 244. 
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The increasing ñlegibilityò of Toronto through public and food policy was facilitated by the 

belief in the ability of science and technology to improve societies through large-scale social 

engineering and standardization.51 As anthropologist James C. Scott has claimed, mastery over 

the natural environment was a modern desire to ñrationally engineer all aspects of social life in 

order to improve the human condition.ò52 Because irrationality, disorder, and anarchy were the 

foes of modernity, once food became visible, and then calculable and capable of being 

administered within rational, predictable, and controllable it could become governable. In 

modern societies, there was ñno invisible social hand,ò and ñsome degree of engineering by 

visible hands in or out of the stateò was necessary.53 This included the lines that filled the 

grocery store window and the contents of oneôs icebox at home. 

My contribution to the history of women in Toronto builds upon Strangeôs study of 

Torontoôs working girl ñproblem,ò Katrina Srigleyôs retelling of the experience of young women 

and girls in Depression-era Toronto, and Cynthia Wrightôs analysis of Eatonôs College Street 

shoppers wherein I explore womenôs prescribed relationship to the grocery store and grocery 

shopping in the early twentieth century.54 Second, my dissertation explores the dynamics 

between the space of the grocery store, the act of grocery shopping, and the space of the kitchen. 

In this way, my dissertation extends beyond an economic business history and incorporates 

elements of social and cultural history, gender history, and labour history; it builds on previous 

 
51 James C. Scott, Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1998): 5. 
52 Scott, Seeing like a State, 88. 
53 Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap, and Water, 20. 
54 Strange, Torontoôs Girl Problem (1995), Srigley, Breadwinning Daughters (2010), Cythnia Wright, ñôThe Most 

Prominent Rendezvous of the Feminine Torontoô Eatonôs College Street and the Organization of Shopping in 

Toronto, 1920-1950,ò PhD. Dissertation University of Toronto, 1992: 82. Ruth Frager has written about the history 

of Jewish women in Toronto, ñPoliticized Housewives in the Jewish Communist Movement of Toronto, 1923-1933,ò 

(1989) and Sweatshop Strife: Class, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Jewish Labour Movement of Toronto, 1900-1939 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992). 
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scholarship and adds to the analysis of the advice literature regarding the mastery of the new, the 

modern, scientific management, and technology in the grocery store, and by extension, in the 

home kitchen. Third, I argue that the grocery trade and the women who shopped there were 

frequently at odds with what it meant to be modern, an image prescribed by the periodical 

literature. As Victoria de Grazia has said, ñgender is especially visible at the moments of 

transition [é] from bourgeois to mass consumption - and in times of scarcity and social 

distress.ò55 My dissertation offers this visibility, and one more caveat that gender is especially 

visible at moments of transaction. My dissertation contributes to this rich literature by focusing 

on Canadian grocery stores, building on the grocery and shopkeeping studies by Deutch and 

Monod while concentrating on how the production of the modern grocery store depended on 

women as workers, consumers, wives, and mothers in Canadaôs second-largest city during the 

first three decades of the twentieth century. 

Methodology 

My research is guided by the articles, editorials, advice, political commentary, and 

advertisements in trade journals and magazines. In this way, my dissertation offers an analysis of 

how people talked about grocery stores, how the grocery trade grappled with modernized sales 

practices, and how women were pulled into the grocery sector as workers, consumers, and 

prospective consumers. The publishing press is inherently modern as it is mass-produced and 

mediated knowledge ï whether about the grocery trade or the home ï to the public. The two 

main publications I examine are The Canadian Grocer and Chatelaine, for several reasons: first, 

both were published under the Macleanôs Publishing Company but had two very different 

 
55 Victoria de Grazia and Ellen Furlough, (eds.) The Sex of Things: Gender and Consumption in Historical 

Perspective, (Berkely: University of California Press, 1996): 4. 
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intended readerships; second, they each achieved the highest subscription base for a Canadian 

trade journal and womenôs magazine; third, my sources address not only the space of the grocery 

store but also  the intentions, preparations, domestic and gendered expectations associated with 

food in the home that were prescribed by the popular press; and fourth, despite varied 

readerships and content, both sources reveal a similar language for what it meant to be modern 

and meet modern expectations as merchants, shoppers, men, and women in public or private 

spaces. As the Grocer and Chatelaine attempted to ósellô the modern to their readers, editors (and 

associated correspondents and advertisers) were careful to keep class lines ambivalent not to 

alienate the consuming public. In theory, these journals hoped to represent and guide a wide 

swath of grocers and shoppers, regardless of store size or weekly budget, to participate in 

modernity if they behaved in a modern way.  

Like the Loblaw chain, the Grocer and Chatelaine are still in circulation today. Following 

Valerie Korinekôs examination of Chatelaine in the 1950s and 1960s, I recognize the prescriptive 

nature of the journals and magazines I rely on, and I do not presume that the guidance and advice 

reflected the reality of their readers.56 In this way, I also include letters to the editor, 

photographs, and other commentary to offer some balance between the editorial staff and the 

everyday life of the reader. In addition, I have used the Toronto Daily Star to supplement these 

two national publications and amplify the Torontonian perspective where possible. However, the 

prescriptive nature of these sources is exactly how and why Canadaôs entrance into modernity 

was uneven.   

 
56 Korinek, Roughing it in the Suburbs, 12-15. Korinek has argued that previous studies on American magazines 

have been overly deterministic analysis of the impact of magazine publishers and writers on readers. Strong-Boag, 

Arnup, and Ladd-Taylor have each commented on the departure of advice literature and the lived realities for many 

working-class (and middle-class mothers), and although advertisers ñclamoured for attentionò many ñcontinued to 

hope for the best and cope with the worst.ò The New Day Recalled, 219. Mother-Work, 156. Educating for 

Motherhood, 7, 36, 39. 



Kirby, 22 
 

The inaugural volume of The Canadian Grocer was just twenty-four pages and was released 

in the fall of 1886. It was first launched as a monthly periodical, and despite securing only one 

subscriber after 10,000 sample copies were sent to nearly every retail merchant across Canada, 

the founding brothers J.B. Maclean and Hugh C. Maclean were hopeful.57 The trade journal was 

launched with the hope of establishing itself as the leading North American grocery journal,  

to conduct our business on thorough and honest business principles; to give our patrons the 

utmost value; to gain the confidence of the trade [é] to be independent of any clique, house, 

association, or other guild; to allow no one to dictate the policy of this paper; to give 

subscribers adequate value and impartial attention, and to resort to no unbusiness-like 

schemes or use undue influence to secure advertising patronage.58  

The contents of each issue were filled with advertisements for various lines of food, equipment, 

advice columns, explanations of new or changing regulations, and market reports (prices and the 

availability of Canadian-produced and imported goods). Customer service ï and how a new 

refrigeration system or cheese-cutting equipment could satisfy the most exacting patron ï was 

the central focus of the Grocer.59 

 The second issue of the Grocer, with the same number of copies distributed, brought five 

subscribers. In a reflection of their six years of success, the Grocer was heralded as  an 

independent reporter where ñcolumns are not controlled by any óbearô or óbullô,ò the absence of 

ñeverything sensationalism or fakeism so deplorably common these days,ò and above all, an 

authority where ñno merchant who is properly alive to the interests of his businessò is without 

the Grocer.60  In response to the quickening pace of the grocery market, the brothers revised the 

trade magazine in January 1888 to a weekly issue to bring their audience the most up-to-date 

information regarding prices, deals, and goods for sale. The sheer volume of the journal 

 
57 ñCanadian pioneers in trade journalism,ò Canadian Grocer, (Oct. 6, 1893): 34. 
58 ñJust Look at us Now,ò Canadian Grocer, (Oct. 6, 1893): 11. 
59 ñCatch On!ò Canadian Grocer, (Mar. 13, 1891): 15. ñWhy Not Make Your Full Profit?ò Canadian Grocer, (Nov. 

3, 1911): 31. 
60 Ibid. 
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continued to balloon from twenty-four pages in 1887, forty-four pages by 1893, to over eighty 

pages by 1939.  

Throughout the period my research examines, there was no clear editor of the Grocer. Only 

once was a chief editor named. William L. Edmonds was editor-in-chief at the Grocer 

approximately from 1893 until 1904, when he transferred to the Macleanôs publishing company 

and later Macleanôs Magazine launched in 1905, where he assumed a general manager and vice-

president position.61 Beyond Edmonds, there is no clear editor-in-chief but a growing, unnamed 

team of editorial staff and correspondents for the Grocer.62 The team of correspondents were 

required to report the market changes and features and in 1920 the journal boasted that ñour 

editorial staff interviews all over Canada perhaps 200 men in the trade every week. No one 

subscriber is in a position to do this, but they pay us our subscription price for this work.ò63 

While the Grocer claimed to not be beholden to external influence, like any periodical press they 

mediated knowledge for their subscribers with intention and agency. There is no concrete way to 

observe if the self-described expertise (and often conflicting advice) the Grocer offered was 

taken up by readers in the way the journal hoped, but their promotion of merchants who followed 

their direction and those that forwent modern merchandising guidance were presented as 

primitive.64  

 
61 ñFifteen yearsô service,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 6, 1905): 47. ñStaff dinnerò Canadian Grocer, (Jan.6, 1905): 29. 
62 There was the rare mention of a member of the editorial staff or a general manager but beyond this the editorial 

staff and chief-editor was unknown. 
63 ñRecording the Facts,ò Canadian Grocer, (Dec. 10, 1920): 30. The subscription price was originally $2 per year 

until 1916 where it increased to $3 per year. See also, Canadian Grocer Vol. XXXII No. 16 (Apr. 19, 1918): 14. 
64 Charles Christian, ñPrimitive Methods,ò Canadian Grocer, (Apr. 13, 1900): 5. ñA Return to Primitive Systemsò 

Canadian Grocer, (Oct. 19, 1917): 27. ñChances Good for Maintenance of Standard of Living,ò Canadian Grocer, 

(Jul. 1, 1932): 13. Canadian Grocer, (Feb. 27, 1931): 45. 
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This was a stark difference to the editorials in Chatelaine, discussed further in depth in 

Chapter 3, which were signed and claimed by Byrne Hope Sanders.65 This lack of editorial 

clarity is reflected in the articles and series that appeared in the Grocer in first few decades of the 

twentieth century, where there is an unclear idea of what it means to operate and decorate a so-

called modern store. Within and between each issue, there was a considerable amount of 

backsliding, pivoting, and attempts to assuage the egos and desires of the chain stores, the 

independents, and female customers. For example, titles such as ñCredit Necessary to the 

Country Store,ò ñOrigin of Credit Troubles,ò ñClaims Chains Do Not Take Interest in 

Community Life,ò and ñIf óNot a Chain Store Townô Itôs Not Much of a Town,ò each appeared 

in the same 1930 issue.66 The contradictions appeared beyond the featured articles too. Again, in 

the same yearly volume, while one grocer prided himself in the freshness of his product as he 

only cut meat based on customer request to avoid the deterioration of the quality, an 

advertisement for a Berkel meat slicer promised the ability to prepare food for the customer 

before they entered the store, allowing for quick sales and more time for service.67 In the absence 

of a clear editorial tone, the Grocer itself reveals the unevenness to mobilize and invoke 

modernity within the grocery trade. 

I live 200 metres from a Loblaw store, which not only served as a constant reminder to 

complete this research, but visiting the 17,702 sq. ft store with directions to walk one-way down 

each aisle, remain 6ft from the person in front or behind, and lining up outside in the frigid cold 

 
65 Byrne Hope Sanders was editor for Chatelaine from 1929 until 1952. For further reading see, Korinekôs Roughing 

it in the Suburbs, 260-264. 
66 ñOrigin of Credit Troubles,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 3, 1930): 27, ñClaims Chains Do Not Take Interest in 

Community Life,ò Canadian Grocer, (Feb. 14, 1930): 28, ñCredit Necessary to the Country Store,ò Canadian 

Grocer, (Apr. 25, 1930): 96, ñIf óNot a Chain Store Townô Itôs Not Much of a Town,ôô Canadian Grocer, (Dec. 19, 

1930): 19,  
67 ñBelieves in Cutting All Meats in Front of the Customer,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jul. 18, 1930): 33. ñThe Berkel 

method of Slicing,ò Canadian Grocer, (Mar. 14, 1930): 16. 
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as limited numbers of shoppers were allowed in at one time, made me think about the ways we 

shop for groceries, layout, and how we act inside this space (especially during times of crisis). 

By September 2021, after more than a year of Covid-generated archival lock-downs, I could 

access archives in Toronto and Ottawa, but both were still heavily restricted with limited visiting 

hours (3 hours per day, maximum 4 visits per week).68 As I was unable to enter Long Term Care 

facilities or retirement homes due to the ongoing pandemic, an oral history of grocery shoppers 

in the early twentieth century was not possible for this phase of my research. Future studies 

could expand, like Srigleyôs study has done, linkages between material lives, identity, desire, and 

necessity.69 

 I was, however, granted access to the George Weston Ltd. archives located in downtown 

Toronto. The Weston company ï for which todayôs Loblaw Companies Limited is a subsidiaryï 

houses archived corporate material on the Loblaw Stores and Loblaw Groceterias. The archivist, 

Derrick Clements, kindly gave me a tour of a storage room filled with relics related to Loblaws. 

This included a woven Loblaw Groceterias shopping basket from the 1930s (a personal favourite 

archival find, see Chapter 1, Fig. 14), canisters of Loblaw branded Pride of Arabia Coffee and 

Egyptian Tea Blend, undated ñXXX Spirit Vinegar,ò and warehouse boxes used to transport 

bananas, and even a Loblaws supermarket boardgame ñfor all agesò (which unfortunately fell 

outside of the timeline of this research). I was also directed toward annual reports addressed to 

the shareholders of Loblaw Stores Limited. This collection included audits of the books and 

 
68 Like many of my peers, how I approached my topic and research was a result of the realities of the COVID-19 

Pandemic, which, by the end of my first year in the program, shuttered libraries and archives across the country 

throughout 2020. 
69 Katrina Srigley, ñClothing Stories: Consumption, Identity, and Desire in Depression-Era Toronto,ò Journal of 

Womenôs History, Vol. 19 No. 1 (2007): 82-83. 
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accounts of the Company from 1916 to 1919, 1925, 1926, 1929, 1930, 1933, and 1939.70 The 

annual reports of the Loblaw Stores, from before the launch of Loblaw Groceterias in 1919, 

included accounts receivable, a summary of merchandise on hand per store, a summary of 

furniture and fixtures, and accounts payable. These earlier reports included the location of the 

Toronto stores, which I was able to verify and continue to extend until 1939 using the Toronto 

city directory. From 1925 onwards, the annual reports provided monthly statements, the asset 

value of real estate, autos and trucks, and store improvements, expenses paid for salaries for 

management, office workers, supervisors, warehouse workers, and truck drivers, and costs 

associated with rent and advertising.71 Perhaps it was no longer worth the trouble to disaggregate 

costs associated and accrued per store by 1925 as the monthly statement shows a rapid growth in 

the number of stores each month; between July 25th, 1925, and January 9th, 1926, the number of 

Loblaw Groceterias had grown by 29 to 36, there were 85 stores by July 27th 1929 with 94 stores 

by December that same year.72 However, the annual reports remained relatively modest until the 

late 1940s and early 1950s when these reports began to spotlight company culture, such as 

employee pensions and benefits, recreation rooms, luncheon facilities, and the employee bowling 

league.73 While I had originally hoped to do a more focused cultural analysis of the Loblaw 

brand, it was the published primary sources of the Canadian Grocer, Chatelaine, and the 

 
70 The archive housed each annual statement prepared in April and October of 1916 to 1919. Following this date the 

archive did not have complete records and owns one annual statement per year for the dates listed. 
71 Loblaw Groceterias. Inc. Annual Report, (Jun. 30, 1925). Courtesy of the George Weston Archive. 
72 Loblaw Groceterias. Inc. Annual Report (Jun. 30, 1930). Courtesy of the George Weston Archive. See also, 

ñLoblaw Self-Serve Store Soon to Top the Century Mark,ò Canadian Grocer, (Apr. 25, 1930): 42. 39 Stores in 

Toronto, Hamilton and Windsor 6 each, London and Ottawa 3 each, Oshawa, Niagara Falls, St. Catharines and St. 

Thomas (2). At this time the business was confined in Canada to Ontario, at one time there was a Loblaw Groceteria 

in Edmonton, but this was closed in the late 1920s.  
73 Loblaw Groceterias. Inc. Annual Report, (May 31, 1948) and (Jun. 2, 1951). Courtesy of the George Weston 

Archive.  
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Toronto Daily Star that proved most useful to examine the narrative of grocers, grocery 

shoppers, and groceries produced by the popular press. 

Toronto as a Microcosm  

 In many respects, Toronto served as a socio-economic model for other cities in English 

Canada in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.74 Toronto was one of the first cities in 

Canada to be occupied by chain grocery stores. At first these stores were slow growing, with 

only 18 or 20 by 1920. By March of 1930, there were at least 265 units of chain stores in 

Toronto.75 Because of the context of how the Loblaw brand emerged as a powerful grocery chain 

store in the early twentieth century and Torontoôs presence as one of the largest metropolis, the 

political, socioeconomic, and cultural trends that occurred in the three decades of my study, are 

reflected onto the city of Toronto and its residents, retailers, and shoppers.  

Between the 1850s and 1870s there was a gradual trend to urbanization in cities like 

Toronto and Montreal. The pace of economic life quickened, cities grew in height and density, 

railways increased mobility, and larger manufacturing establishments settled into the growing 

cityscape.76 The influence of assembly line efficiency and scientific management from the late 

1880s permeated modernist architecture in the early twentieth century, as Mauro Guillen and 

 
74 Arnup, 8-10, 14, 35. Arnup argues that Toronto led the nation in most forms of social experimentation, particularly 

health and child-care measures. The measures that were implemented in Toronto during this period were ñoften held 

up as the ideal, if not the reality.ò  
75 ñNew Groceteria Chain of Food Stores on Wheels is Planned for Near Future,ò Canadian Grocer, (Mar. 28, 

1930): 14. This does not include the number of independently owned chain stores, or voluntary chain stores, in 

Toronto. This was estimated to be an additional three or four hundred associated with either Superior, Red & White, 

Adanac, and Leader.  
76 Bradbury, Working Families, 11. Monod, 103. While the race to the sky had already begun in American cities by 

the 1910s, Canadians were somewhat uncertain about these steel behemoths.76 For a discussion on New York 

skyscrapers see Ann Douglasôs Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan in the 1920s, (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 

1996). Douglas argues that skyscrapers were inherently an American form of urban architecture and she sees the 

development of the New York skyline as a national and gendered process. Emily Thompson, Soundscape of 

Modernity: Architectural Acoustics and the Culture of Listening in America, 1900-1933, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 

2004) explores zoning laws in New York in 1916, pg. 170. 
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Emily Thompson have argued.77 For Guillen, industrial structures like factories and offices were 

constructed to emphasize efficiency, rationality, and functionality.78 What was distinctively 

modern about this architecture, Guillen had argued, was the notion that the architect was 

concerned about the user of the building, not necessarily the client or firm who had 

commissioned it.79 Tall buildings had already made their appearance in Toronto by 1913, and 

one 1913 Macleanôs article profiled the advantages and disadvantages of the skyscraper. The 

Commission of Conservation of Canada vehemently referred to them as ñrank and reedy 

growth,ò ñmodern towers of Babel erected by greedy corporations,ò and ñmonstrosities and 

nuisances.ò80  The Commission continued to argue that skyscrapers led to overcrowding, 

darkened the streets, and were ña menace to [é] those who unfortunately fall within their 

overpowering and sepulchral shadow.ò81 Modernists applauded the simplicity, cleanliness, and 

unusualness of the skyscraper as a feat of architectural and modern grandeur.82 The article 

continued to persuade that ñit is safe to say that thousands of votes would be cast in its favour by 

people who like the new buildings as being definite proof that the city containing them is an up-

to-date place with all the symptoms of progress.ò83 The óunusualnessô of the skyscraper was part 

of the uncomfortable shift into the modern, where almost every style, product, movement, or 

thing that was attached to the word modern became a point of tension and discussion. However, 

the skyscrapersô vogue increased rather than diminished. The Toronto skyscraper became a 

 
77 Anson Rabinbach, The Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity, (Berkley: University of 

California Press, 1990): 238-239. 
78 Mauro Guillen, The Taylorized Beauty of the Mechanical: Scientific Management and the Rise of the Modernist 

Architecture, (Princeton University Press, 2006): 8 
79 Guillen, The Taylorized Beauty of the Mechanical, 137. 
80 Main Johnson, ñDoes Canada Want Skyscrapers?ò Macleanôs Magazine, Is. 25 No. 4 (Feb. 1, 1913): 30. 
81 Ibid., 31-32. Despite some vocal boards of trade hoping to limit the height of future buildings to 125 ft., The 

Canadian Pacific Building, completed in 1913, was the tallest in Toronto at 240 ft. and was quickly surpassed in 

height by the Royal Bank building and then by the Royal York Hotel. 
82 Ibid., 32, 35. 
83 Ibid., 35. 
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visual marker for women visiting the Chatelaine Institute in the Macleanôs building, and its 

likeness was mimicked by some grocers who displayed their goods in the same towering fashion 

[Fig. 3]. 

[Figure 3: Grandeur of the H.P. Sauce display at the CNE, Midland Vinegar Company Exhibit, Canadian Grocer, 

(Sept. 20, 1910): 45.] 

Beyond the physical changes to the cityscape, there was also a new noise that 

accompanied the modern era. Emily Thompson has argued that this new sound was modern for a 

number of reasons: it was efficient, it was a product, and it was perceived to demonstrate manôs 

technical mastery over the physical environment; the modern sound was clear, direct, and easy to 



Kirby, 30 
 

understand.84 What predated this sound was something more organic, more traditional, and 

familiar.85 The noises of horse-drawn streetcars and bustling outdoor markets were gradually 

replaced with the sounds of modern technology like street railways. [Fig. 4]  

 

[Figure 4: Viewing looking north on Yonge Street from King Street, with horsecars travelling both north and south. 

1888. Toronto City Archives. Fonds 16, Series 71, Item 13350.] 

 
84 E. Thompson, 3. 
85 Thompson, 117-118, 156-7. See also Colonel George, ñWhen Toronto Grew Up,ò Macleanôs Magazine, Is. 31 

No. 1, (Jan. 1, 1921): 16-17, 40-44. 
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The conditions of modern city life are argued to be more fatigue-producing than at any other 

time. The mere increase in the volume of noise of the traffic constituted a sensory bombardment 

like no other.86 Much like how Walden abruptly opens his Becoming Modern in Toronto, with 

the death of Hannah Heron, who was struck in 1892 by a new electric trolley, traffic and 

automobile accidents was ever increasing on the streets of Toronto by the 1910s and became as 

much of a marker of the modern as the motor engine was.87 [Fig. 5] 

[Figure 5: Toronto Railway Company streetcar. With increased speed came concerns for safety. Early streetcars 

were equipped with a lifeguard constructed with a pipe frame and hung with heavy fishnet. After several fatalities, a 

new type of automatic fender was installed. Toronto City Archives. Finds 16, Series 71, Item 3363. Ca. 1893] 

 
86 David Fraser Harris, Nerves, (Kessinger Publishing, 1913): 215. 
87 Walden, Becoming Modern in Toronto, 3. See also, Reg. Calbeck, ñCanadian Carelessness,ò Macleanôs 

Magazine, Is. 23 No. 3, (Jan. 1, 1912): 266-269. 
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[Figure 6: Passengers transferring between a Toronto Railway Company car and a Toronto Civic Railway car at St. 

Clair Ave. W. and Avenue Road. [1916] Toronto City Archives. Fonds 16, Series 560, Item 3.] 

However sparkling new these changes appeared, the modern was accompanied by an 

uncomfortable sense of haste, unpredictability, and unfamiliarity. This encounter was not 

necessarily negative, as Thompson describes that the modern was ñbuilt from the ground upò and 

ñconstructed by actions and through experiences of ordinary individuals as they struggled to 

make sense of their world.ò88 

Technology was a visible symbol of modern culture in early twentieth-century Toronto, 

for future customers were now in closer proximity to shops by way of the railroad and streetcars, 

and the telephone facilitated grocery orders submitted and delivered without leaving home. The 

publishing press, too, occupied a substantial role in permeating a perception of an imagined 

modernity to a national audience of women and men, as magazines and trade journals brimming 

 
88 E. Thompson, 11. 
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with advice and instruction found their way into kitchens, on top of coffee tables, and store 

offices. My dissertation places debates and anxieties about modernity, gender and grocery 

shopping in the context of Toronto being made modern. 

Chapter Summaries 

Chapter 1, ñThe Grocery Trade,ò is divided into two main sections. The first section 

examines how the tools of modernity were mobilized to transform food distribution and 

production in the late nineteenth century and the first three decades of the twentieth century. The 

intervention of the federal state through food restrictions and regulations, coupled with the 

advocacy ï and authority ï of the grocery press for scientific management and ñscientific 

selling,ò figuratively and quite literally, separated the modern grocery sector from traditional 

agricultural techniques and local food production. This separation is explored in the second 

section of this chapter through the popularization of the Loblaw brand in periodical literature. 

Largely endorsed by the grocery press as a beacon of modernity, the Loblaw chain and the 

groceteria self-serve method of shopping came to populate the busy intersections across Toronto 

in the hope of capturing the pocketbooks of middle class and affluent blue-collar households. 

This chapter presents the foundation for how the role of the federal state, brick-and-mortar 

grocers, the grocery press, and the shopper were, at times, at odds with who was permitted into 

modernity.  

Chapter 2, ñTricks of the Trade,ò examines the way in which women were pulled into 

modernity through the grocery sector as workers, consumers, and prospective consumers. The 

role of women in the grocery sector was different than in other retail sectors. The chapter 

explores how the grocery trade capitalized on the gendering of administrative labour in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century to employ young, single women as bookkeepers, 
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stenographers, or clerks to mind sweet-toothed children and other women who entered the store. 

As technology and scientific management reorganized peoplesô relationship to production, a 

series of home and food experts emerged to guide men and women into the modern economy and 

sought to subvert the domestic economy to usher the household consumer into its own modes of 

credit, consumption, and thrift. The hypocrisy of what modernity could offer becomes apparent 

as women were expected to be independent corporate actors while they were simultaneously 

portrayed as tethered to child raising and other domestic responsibilities. 

Chapter 3, ñExpanding Stores, Shrinking Kitchens,ò continues to examine the contradictions 

between modernity and prescribed domestic responsibilities for women in the grocery sector and 

the home kitchen. Two authorities on either space, the Grocer and Chatelaine, promoted modern 

tools, techniques, and images to ensure efficiency and productivity. The launch of the Chatelaine 

Institute invoked this contradiction between modernity and tradition as the kitchen was imagined 

as a site of active consumption, of pre-packaged and easy-to-prepare foods for modern shoppers 

to purchase. The caveat was that the Institute championed introducing technology and science 

into the kitchen to modernize it without disrupting the gendered norms, expectations, and actions 

that were expected of their female readers. At the same time, the grocery store was expected to 

expand. This expansion did not necessitate more square footage (though it was beneficial) but 

the illusion of openness and accessibility ï especially for female customers. The figure of the 

modern shopper, depicted by periodical literature, was not representative of the óbusiness girlô on 

her way home from work but a woman tethered to the responsibility of children, familial 

obligation, and domestic labour in the kitchen. Public policy and periodical literature valorized 

the sustained position of women as shoppers and feeders of the family in new and unintended 

ways during times of crisis. 
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 Chapter 4, ñCitizen Consumers and Corporate Citizens,ò explores foodôs distinct status as a 

different type of consumable. Modern methods of marketing groceries were always tempered by 

the logical need for food that female shoppers faced. Unlike other material goods, the press, state 

officials, and shoppers themselves affixed morality to food, which was heightened during The 

First World War and the Great Depression. Food was irrevocably moral and was continually tied, 

by the womenôs press and sometimes state officials characterized womenôs responsibility for 

feeding their families as an inherently moral responsibility, which in turn generated a social and 

political space for consumers to make demands of the grocery trade. During periods of crisis, 

periodical literature and state officials reframed food from a commodity to food as moral and 

cultural production, too, and in the process, tried to reorient consumer spending. State 

intervention advocated and, in some cases, regulated national and communal interests to 

supersede individual needs and capitalist profits. Not only did consumers demand moral 

obligations of corporations, but independent grocers would accuse the chain stores of being 

detached, profit-hungry, and uncaring toward the community. The grocery industry had been 

brought into civic obligations under the conditions of the war, but it was the economic 

depression of the 1930s that intensified womenôs ability to ñtalk backò to public policy and by 

proxy, the grocery industry. 
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Chapter One: The Grocery Trade 

Introduction  

The provision of groceries evolved with the expansion of Toronto. In the late nineteenth-

century new foods like fruits and vegetables were introduced into Canadian diets as an increase 

in international imports, agricultural improvements, and a deflation of prices were reflected in 

the increase of grocery stores. This chapter will examine how the tools of modernity transformed 

food production and distribution in Toronto. Food was increasingly regulated, packaged, and 

standardized. The Grocer captured this transformation by valorizing brick-and-mortar grocery 

stores over open markets and pedlars. Industrial modernity, popularized by the Grocer, 

represented a transformation from an archaic relationship to the market to one defined by 

predictability, no liabilities, and stability. The gradual federal and provincial intervention in food 

production and consumption and the growing authority of the Grocer helped legitimize and 

professionalize the grocery retail industry.  

Early foodways in Toronto 

In Ontario alone, the number of specialized food shops doubled between 1871 and 1891, 

followed by a 60% growth over the next 40 years.1 Even with the economic inflation of the early 

twentieth century, which Monod argues had more of an impact on wages than food prices, there 

was little decline in the consumption of food prior to the 1930s. In addition, there was an 

accompanying change in consumer preference. Those from the working class and the modestly 

affluent in the 1870s and 1880s wanted to see ñthe fruits of their labours manifested in new 

 
1 Monod, 104.  
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goodsò and began ñshaping their spending choices,ò which did not necessitate a dramatic 

increase in spending power but involved a ñdramatic shift in priorities.ò2 In response, marketing 

practices in Canada began to shift. Monod contends that the original novelty underpinning 

consumer society was not in the spending power, but the desire and ability to consume.3 This 

was then enabled by the changes in commercial techniques and promotional skills, both of which 

were facilitated through trade journals such as the Grocer. Canadian merchants responded to an 

increasing number of wage earners, both male and female, and hoped to cultivate a mass 

audience. The conflation of shifting priorities and more wage-earners in the late nineteenth 

century was the precursor to the consumer society that would bloom in the first three decades of 

the twentieth century.  

 In the mid-1800s Torontoôs wealth had rested on the produce from the land that 

surrounded it. Much of this farmland and market gardens was located in what is now known as 

Leslieville.4 The grasses from the marshland that surrounded Ashbridges Bay were nutritious and 

cheap, and the butchers who controlled pastureland in this area would sell their produce at the 

nearby St. Lawrence Market.5 In the nineteenth century, it would have been dangerous to 

transport meat long distances due to heat and other contaminants; this way, what had been 

slaughtered and processed in Ashbridges Bay had a direct route to local markets.6 The 

 
2 Ibid., 112.  
3 Ibid., 102. 
4 A number of these farm fields were owned by the Ashbridge family, Charles Cowell Small, the Sammons, and the 

Cosburns family. The area from the Don River to Heward Street was virtually all cattle sheds, ranches and abattoirs. 

The Clarkes, Blongs and Morses were prominent families of wholesale and retail butchers. In 1907 the Ashbridgeôs 

began to subdivide their farmland for residential housing. 
5 ñ19th Century East End Villages: Donmount, Riverside, Leslieville, Norway,ò Leslieville Historical Society. Web. 

https://leslievillehistory.com/timeline-ashbridges-bay/page/16/. Most of Leslieville was outside the City of Toronto 

until 1884 and was not subject to City taxation or by-law enforcement.  
6 Sean Kheraj has argued that from the incorporation of the City of Toronto (1834) the municipal government in 

Toronto held extensive regulatory authority to mediate the interactions between people and animals, which included 

public markets. ñLiving and Working with Domestic Animals in Nineteenth-Century Toronto,ò in Urban 

Explorations: Environmental Histories of the Toronto Region, edited by L. Anders Sandberg, Stephen Bocking, 

Colin Coates, and Ken Cruikshank, (Hamilton: L.R. Wilson Institute for Canadian History, 2013): 128-129.  
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production and sale of food was more tightly controlled from the mid-to-late nineteenth century.7 

Bettina Bradburyôs study of Montreal between 1861 and 1891 demonstrates that those who grew 

vegetables, made their own cheese, or collected milk from a family goat or cow for sale to 

supplement and stretch wages ï rather than for consumption in the home ï found themselves 

increasingly restricted to do so by city regulations. A similar restriction already existed in 

Toronto. By 1840, the city council had begun to gradually constrain the geographic space for 

grazing cattle, and by 1876 all free-range animal husbandry was banned in Toronto.8 Other 

home-grown or produced goods for consumption were increasingly regulated with The 

Adulteration Act, first enacted by the federal government in 1874 and later amended in 1890, 

which responded to the production and sale of adulterated milk and butter.9 In addition, as more 

of the buying public was consuming canned products, in 1907, the federal government passed 

The Meat and Canned Foods Act which permitted the federal government the authority to inspect 

products prepared for and packed in cans and all fruit, vegetables, and fish prepared for export 

were subject to federal inspection.10 Adulteration Act, Pure Food legislation, The Lords Day Act, 

the Bulk Sales Act, and the Combines Act were just a handful of regulations imposed on the trade 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Some of these government interventions were 

advocated for by retailers and consumers alike. John MacCormac for Macleanôs Magazine 

documented the ñPure Foodò problem. He wrote about a womanôs experience in the corner 

grocery store: ñThere was nothing [é] unusual about her and that is why her actions were 

significant for she typified the average Canadian housewife doing part of her daily buying. The 

 
7 Bettina Bradbury, ñPigs, Cows, and Boarders: Non-Wage Forms of Survival among Montreal Families, 1861-91,ò 

Labour/Le travail, Vol. 14 (Fall 1984): 9-46.  
8 Kheraj, ñLiving and Working with Domestic Animals in Nineteenth-Century Toronto,ò 130-131. 
9 Aleck Samuel Ostry, Nutrition Policy in Canada, 1870-1939, (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2006): 16-17. The 

adulteration of food was a central concern of the Dairy Industry Act (1914). The Act was later repealed with the 

passage of the Food and Drug Act 1920. 
10 Ostry, Nutrition Policy in Canada, 16. 
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woman made two purchases [é] the genial grocer with the white apron and smiling face [é] the 

woman knew the grocer [é] she considered him an upright man.ò11 However, as MacCormac 

describes, the two purchases were not as pure as she had expected; the jam had little fruit and 

instead contained dextrin, and the labelled chicken soup can contained slightly spoiled veal soup. 

The Pure Food movement, in part led by the Retail Merchants Association (RMA) and the 

Toronto Retail Grocers Association, resulted in federal protection under the Pure Food Act (c. 

1906) for retail grocers who purchased goods from a wholesaler or manufacturer. Prior to this 

Canadians had to ñcontend with sand and dirt in the sugar; chicory or peas in the coffee; turnips 

and timothy seed in raspberry jam; flour in white pepper and numerous other adulterations [é] 

Today the consumer is protected by the Government grading of Standard.ò12 While Aleck Ostry 

has argued that the federal governmentsô involvement in nutritional policy helped establish a 

national food surveillance regime, consumer protection law also solidified trust within the trade 

and upheld the reputation of the grocer in the eyes of the consumer.13  

The growing number of federal regulations coincided with the number of food retail 

stores which had increased steadily in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In Ontario, 

between 1881 and 1895, there was a 40.5% increase in recorded food stores.14 However, 

sometimes regulations and licensing fees that were introduced were not enough to satisfy the 

growing number of grocers. This is especially evident in the case of the pedlar. The pedlar was 

mobile and would go from house to house to sell their wares. Although not ñuniformly valued 

 
11 John MacCormac, ñCanadaôs Pure Food Problem,ò Macleanôs Magazine, Is. 25 No. 1 (Aug. 1912): 45. 
12 ñGreat Changes in Grocery Methods,ò Canadian Grocer, (Apr. 15, 1939):  38. 
13 Ostry, 10-19. Toronto was one of the first cities to enforce pasteurization by-laws, and by 1929, some dairies have 

had pasteurized milk for over 25 years. 
14 In 1881 there were 5845 stores registered as ñfood storesò in Mightôs Ontario Business Directory (Toronto 1895) 

and by 1895 there were 8817 food stores. The Census of Canada, vol. 4 Table 2, 28-29 records 12926 food stores by 

1921. This is a 75.44% increase from 1881. This data is captured in a table in Monodôs appendix, 353. 
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throughout the country,ò the pedlar or peddling was a regulated trade.15 Pedlars required a license 

and must brandish a badge, and failure to do so resulted in a heavy fine. Tensions between brick-

and-mortar grocers and the pedlar were amplified in the pages of the Grocer, with the latter 

being ethnicized in places.  

 In 1891 the Grocer published a list of eleven reasons why the pedlar was a danger to the 

trade. These reasons ranged from,  

Pedlars are dangerous competitors of those who own stores; fruit pedlars endanger the 

public health by depositing their refuse in the streets; their business methods damage the 

store keeper who cannot carry his wares from street to street; there are many dishonest 

pedlars who defraud the public by light weights and short measures; and the pedling 

business is monopolized by an undesirable class.16 

 These reasons were provided with no editorial comment from the Grocer. The retailer in Canada 

was left to draw their own parallels between Chicago and cities like Toronto and the seeming 

threat of the pedlar to their own store and customers. 

 This hostility and degradation of the pedlar by the Grocer is not surprising as the pedlar 

was not the journalôs target readership and how the pedlar distributed their stock to Torontonians 

undermined much of their advice for how to succeed as shopkeepers. As a food distributor, the 

pedlar was not confined to shop hours or a single location, and their ability to weave around the 

city and into working-class neighbourhoods would have been appreciated by families working 

shiftwork. While the pocketbooks of working-class women were not necessarily the target for 

 
15 The spelling of pedlar varies overtime between pedlar, peddlar, pedler, and peddler. Pedlar was the most common 

spelling from the 1890s to 1910s. Unless used in a direct quote I have opted for the spelling of pedlar for 

consistency. ñChicago Grocers Vs. Pedlars,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 1898): 8. See also, ñVagrant traders,ò 

Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 30, 1891): 3, an earlier column where the pedlar was reported to ñtime his departure so as to 

evade any claims upon him for taxationò and was referred to a ñhandicapò in the trade.There are cases in Ontario 

where merchants had demanded that the city enforce the license law for pedlarôs as it was not consistently applied. 

In some of these cases the Retail Merchantsô Association intervened to launch a complain with the Chief-of-Police 

or city council. See ñTo Enforce Peddlersô License,ò Canadian Grocer, (May 2, 1910): 39. See also, ñKingston 

Merchants Waging War Against Men Selling Without Licenses,ò Canadian Grocer (Dec. 4, 1910): 32. 
16 ñChicago Grocers Vs. Pedlars,ò 5.  
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many of the chain stores like the eventual Loblaw brand, the perceived infringement of the brick-

and-mortarôs potential customers, and the grocery ñpecking orderò only antagonized grocers and 

advertisers more. Pedlars had been accused by members of the RMA, which included a number 

of grocery retailers, of ñpreying on women while their husbands were off at workò and that 

ñmany timid housewives complain of these house-to-house peddlers.ò17 However, I could find no 

evidence of the pedlar as a nuisance or danger reported in Everywomanôs World, The Canadian 

Home Journal, or Chatelaine to their predominately female readers.  

Some brands refused to sell their stock to pedlars and were vocal about their disdain for 

them. Red Rose Tea ran a series of advertisements against the pedlar. In one such advertisement, 

bold letters appeared at the top and stated, ñYou Can Beat Out the Peddler,ò and urged customers 

to display the tea on the counters, in the windows, and recommend it to customers. The quality of 

the tea was of a high grade and the grocer could ñbe sure the peddler will not offer them anything 

so good at the priceò and that ñno pedlar can steal Red Rose Tea business away from you.ò18 

Some advertisers and grocers feared that housewives did not pay attention to quality when 

shopping and would only compare prices, which meant the grocer could lose out to the pedlar 

nearly every time.19 

 Much like the provision of food, the figure of the pedlar was made visible in order to 

become governable. In 1895 the ñPedlar questionò was addressed in Toronto. A previous 

Toronto by-law passed in 1891, had prohibited pedlars from selling on King, Queen, Yonge, 

Dundas Street, and Spadina Avenue. After a failed attempt to repeal the by-law in the Court of 

 
17 Monod, 90. 
18 ñYou Can Beat Out the Peddler,ò Canadian Grocer, (May 2, 1910): 47. See also, ñNot how cheap but how good!ò 

Canadian Grocer, (May 21, 1920): 25. 
19 ñThe Fresh Fruit Trade,ò Canadian Grocer, (May 27, 1892): 2. See also, ñThe Pedlar and the Tea Trade,ò 

Canadian Grocer, (Oct. 15, 1915): 22. 
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Appeal, the pedlars brought the matter before the Supreme Court and were successful.20 The 

Grocer explained how the by-law of 1891 had been ñmaimed in one of its important featuresò 

but reassured their audience that the merchants of Toronto should not be discouraged as the city 

could still regulate which side of the street pedlars may be permitted to ñply their avocationò and 

had the power to define certain hours of operation.21 In an attempt to mobilize merchants, the 

Grocer concluded that ñideal provinces or municipalities are built up only by action from withinò 

and when it comes to the ñpedlar nuisance,ò there were ñmany other ways of killing a dog 

besides hanging it.ò22 The pedlar continued to appear in the volumes of the Grocer between the 

1910s and 1930s, rarely separated from words and phrases such as nuisance, evil, ñinvader of the 

law,ò or allusions to criminality.23 It is unsurprising then that the modern grocery trade 

established a hierarchy of shopkeepers through the press and municipal intervention to protect 

the interests and profits of grocers with a fixed, stable address and disparaged the unpredictable 

pedlar. 

  Pedling, as a method of selling, was the antithesis of what the Grocer had hoped to 

cultivate for its imagined community of readers.24 Without a storefront, there was little for the 

journal to advise on, as, in their mind, there would be no scientific or modern methods of 

retailing, no standardization, minimal cleanliness (for pedlarôs, by nature of their trade, would 

 
20 ñPedlar Question in Toronto,ò Canadian Grocer, (Nov. 22, 1895): 15. 
21 Ibid. Even licensed pedlarôs were not immune to further interventions in their trade. A Toronto fish pedlar was 

charged with creating a nuisance by shouting his wares on the street ñCurrent News of the Week,ò Canadian 

Grocer, (Sept. 1913): 36. 
22 ñThe Pedlar Question in Toronto,ò 15. 
23 The R.M.A. asked for a number of changes to Ontario Statutes including a change in the Hawkersô and Peddlersô 

and the Transient Tradesô Acts (TTA) and accused peddlers of evading the law under the TTA. The amendment 

asked was aimed to clear up obscurity so there would be óno shadow of a doubt as to the liability of the party 

accusedô ñOntario R.M.A. Proposes Amendments,ò Canadian Grocer, (Apr. 11, 1919). The percentage of pedlarôs % 

decreased in 1920s but grew once more in the 1930s with the depression and mass unemployment. 
24 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 

2006), 141-149. 
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expose their food lines to the open air and streets) was presented as a pre-modern form of selling. 

Toronto had experienced a surge of immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe before 1914, 

and many immigrants found themselves denied access to higher education and better-paid jobs 

because of their ñaccent, colour, or culture.ò25 As a result, the pressure to expand self-

employment opportunities grew and peddling ï which was sometimes a traditional occupation 

for men and women in their home country ï became the only option in the downtown core of 

Toronto, where immigrant communities were largely settled due to its affordable housing and 

proximity to downtown workplaces. 

 One of the areas located in the downtown core was distastefully referred to as ñThe 

Wardò and was an area of the city that was considerably overpopulated and in poor condition. 

Located between the parameters of University Avenue, College Street, Yonge Street, and Queen 

Street, it was described by the Bureau of Municipal Research as untidy, unsanitary, and 

populated by those ñmostly of foreign nationalityò and ñlarge numbers of poorly educated people 

 
25 Monod, 40. 
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with low standards of living [who] have, through force of circumstances, congregated in one 

district and have been allowed to claim it for their own.ò[Fig. 1.]26  

 

 
26 ñWhat is óThe Wardô Going to Do with Toronto? A Report on undesirable living conditions in one section of the 

city,ò Bureau of Municipal Research, (Dec. 1918): 5-6. 
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[Figure 1: Map of ñThe Wardò Bureau of Municipal Research. December 1918] 

Although the Ward was gradually changing from a residential area into a business and industrial 

centre between 1909 and 1916, as many of the smaller buildings were torn down for the erection 

of modern buildings (e.g., Toronto General Hospital) approximately 10,527 people lived in this 

area. The majority of homes in the Ward were rented and were often without a water supply.27 

The largest percentage of residents were Jewish (68%), then Italian (12%), and a very small 

number of ñPolish, Chinese, Negro, and other foreign peoples, with a few English bornò (total 

20%).28 The Bureau provided a few family histories of some of the residents to demonstrate the 

ñburdenò these residents caused on Toronto.29 Of the 21 family histories provided, five residents 

were listed as ñPeddlers,ò four of these men were originally from Russia, and three had worked 

as a pedlar in their home country. Only one of the pedlars listed ñyesò for naturalized and he 

earned the highest weekly income of $12. In his study, Monod has claimed that ethnic retailers 

tended to buy and hire from within their own communities to try to raise capital from among 

fellow immigrants.30  

 Immigrant grocers, particularly Jews, had varying levels of success securing the 

patronage of those outside their community.31 For example, in 1917 Joseph Gary had fled to 

Canada from Poland and settled in the Ward and by 1925 had an established grocery store there 

where he sold staple foods like butter, eggs, and cheese [Fig. 2 and Fig. 3].32  

 
27 Ibid, 29, 31, 32. 
28 Ibid 37 
29 Ibid. 37 
30 Monod, 38. 
31 Monod writes that most immigrants were stereotyped into selected occupations, i.e. the Italian fruiterer, Chinese 

laundryman etc. Jews were an ñaccepted retailing minority from the old worldò and had an easier time opening up 

stores in frontier towns (furniture, shoes, clothing) and grocery stores in larger towns like Montreal and Toronto pg. 

40. 
32 ñGaryôs Groceries,ò Storefront Stories, https://www.ojastorefrontstories.org/ 

https://www.ojastorefrontstories.org/
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[Figure 2: Joseph Gary in front of his grocery at 136 Elizabeth Street in St. John's Ward, ca. 1925. OJA, item 1542.] 

[Figure 3: Joseph Gary, Rosie Lachovicz and Goldie Gary (left to right) in front of Gary's Groceries, ca.1935. OJA, 

item 1543.] 

 

ñGaryôs Groceriesò was later reopened on 420 College Street which sat in close proximity to 

chain competitor Dominion Stores at 431 College Street. Some took to the Grocer to complain 

about the encroachment of foreign competitors. A wholesaler wrote to the editor of the journal, 

ñItalians who went into the wholesale and retail fruit and vegetable business about ten years ago, 

with practically no capital. They are now worth eight or ten thousand dollars. [é] I am thinking 
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that we can drive them out of town, as they are getting about all the retail business.ò33 Henry 

Johnson Jr., a prolific correspondent for the Grocer since 1910, responded with ñMen win who 

deserve to win ï whether they be Italians or other [é] take those men into your association. 

Make use of them. Fraternize with them.ò34 [Fig. 4] The trade journal was generally supportive 

of foreign grocers if they had a good work ethic and if they followed modern methods of 

retailing.35 However, in 1920, the Grocer profiled the ñalarm at the growth of the Chinese 

population in Western Canadaò and how this matter had been discussed by the Western Retail 

Merchantsô Association and brought to ñthe attention of the Government to the menace. The 

question was to have been investigated but nothing further has been heard.ò36 The article 

continued to denounce the Chinese population as ñblood-suckers on the community. They have 

no interest in the life of the town [é] They take everything and give nothing in return,ò and 

ñunlike the European foreigners who produce on the land, these Chinese produce nothing [é] 

What is the West going to do about it?ò37 The author accused that, ñunlike the Greeks and 

Italians who have established high-class eating houses and confectionary stores [é] the 

Chinaman seems incapable of operating anything of the kind.ò38 Beyond some allusions to race 

when the Grocer discussed the problem of the pedlar, the imagined community of grocers it 

hoped to establish, and believed that it had, was white, Canadian, or deemed a hardworking 

 
33 Henry Johnson Jr., ñAdvises Against Starting Wholesale House,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jul. 4, 1913): 30. 
34 Ibid. Johnson Jr. was born and lived in America (San Franscico) but wrote for the Grocer. There is no clear 

evidence of how or why he came to work for the Grocer. In one of his travel logs he recorded how Mr. B.T. Huston 

from the Grocer drove him and his wife all over Toronto, and how Hutsonôs wife served the four of them tea in a 

park in the city. Paul Findlay, An Old Grocer and His Wife See Europe, (San Francisco: Honig-Cooper Company, 

1925): 10-11. 
35 City of Toronto Archives. Danforth Avenue 1930.  
36 E.H. Scott, Chinese Menace in Western Canada,ò Canadian Grocer, (May 7, 1920): 136. See also, Charles E. 

Hope, ñBritish Columbiaôs Racial Problem, Macleanôs Magazine, (Feb. 1, 1930): 3-4, 62. 
37 Scott, ñChinese Menace in Western Canada,ò 136-137. 
38 Ibid., 137. 
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European national.39  

 

[Figure 4: City of Toronto Archives. Danforth Avenue [1930] The Greco family ran an Italian fruit and vegetable 

store. Modern methods are visible with the white apron, systematic order of the products, price cards. Yet the food is 

exposed to the dust and to the street.] 

Another food distributor that rivaled the grocery store in Toronto was the public market. 

Busy weekly farmers markets often required women to arrive early for an adequate selection and 

farmers needed to keep their prices lower than retailers (in theory) for women to see a saving in 

price equal to the value of their time to travel there and carry their purchase home.40 The St. 

Lawrence Market, which remains a popular shopping spot in Toronto, was designated in 1803 by 

the colonial government of Upper Canada and a small wooden building was constructed to 

 
39 There was no mention of Black grocers in the Grocer beyond the ñChinese Menaceò article. When the Grocer did 

reference Black persons, it was often in the context of overseas trade, racially stereotypical advertisements (such as 

Aunt Jemima and Gold Dust Washing Powder), and any dialogue was in broken English. Monod argues that Jewish 

stores were targeted by a Sunday-closing alliance in Toronto who opposed Jewish retailersô ability to work on 

Sunday (because of the Lordôs Day Act) and RMA members and other ónativist retailersô attacked Jews, Italians and 

other southern Europeans, and Chinese merchants and perpetuated the ódisloyalty, illegitimacy, absence of 

professional ethics, and an interest in profit over servicesô to convey images of immigrantsô otherness in the retail 

industry, see pgs. 92-93. 
40 ñNorth Torontoôs Farmer Market,ò The Toronto World, Vol. XXVII No. 13,424 (Aug. 20, 1917): 11. 
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accommodate the townôs first public market.41 Public markets in the early twentieth century 

received mixed reception from the Grocer [Fig. 5].  

 

[Figure 5: Interior of St. Lawrence Market, 1919. Image by James Salmon. City of Toronto Archives, 

Fonds 1231, Item 61] 

While Toronto farmers markets, such as St. Lawrence market, had a fixed address and 

paid a fee to sell, in the grocery trade hierarchy, farmers were not the intended audience of the 

Grocer. As Figure 5 shows, farmers would bring a variety of their goods to market, from fruits, 

vegetables, poultry, eggs, butter, and flowers would be available for purchase from their wagon. 

 
41 Kheraj, 130. By the 1860s there were three public markets in Toronto: St. Lawrence, St. Andrew, and St. Patrick 

Market. Both St. Andrew and St. Patrick Market closed due to inactivity by the 1890s and 1910s respectively. The 

St. Lawrence Market currently serves over 120 vendors and is referred to on the market website as ñthe communityôs 

beating heart and culinary focal point of the city of Toronto. Itôs the living symbol and anchor of the neighbourhood 

and for the families who live here.ò  
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The photograph shows a crowded market floor, filled with an array of cars and wagons. The light 

that filters in almost spotlights a farmer and their produce of fruit or vegetables. Although the 

market made food tangible to patrons (a customer could likely pick-up and survey a piece of 

fruit) which mimicked the autonomy the modern groceteria style of buying promoted by the 

Grocer, the market lacked the same commitment to packaged, branded, and standardized 

methods of selling and buying.  

Conditions for selling were less than optimal for new farmers on the market circuit. One 

farmer who had travelled to Toronto recalled: ñAs soon as the wagon is in position, a buyer for 

some one of the large establishments in the city, seeing a stranger on the market [é] starts 

dickering for them. You see it would be bad for the ótradeô to allow a new man to break in and 

sell direct, and consequently he is subjected to much óblather,ô running down of his goods, and 

criticism of the way in which they have been prepared for sale.ò42 In addition, Torontoôs Public 

Market By-Law No. 4327 prevented farmers from selling in retail quantities from their wagons 

at the St. Lawrence Market.43 Farmers were restricted to selling by the barrel, bag, or in 

quantities not less than one bushel. Still, the majority of householders in Toronto purchased their 

produce in small quantities and to purchase a bushel of any line of vegetable would create food 

waste as it was likely to perish before consumption. The householder would be more ñlikely to 

purchase from a shopkeeper or peddlerò as a result.44 

Retailers frequented the Toronto City Council to voice their complaints about other 

public markets around the city that were less regulated. The Grocer reported one of these council 

meetings. One grocer protested: ñThe farmers come in there, sell no lower than our retail stores 

 
42 ñWhy is Toronto Housekeeping So Dear?ò The Toronto Daily Star, (May 12, 1911): 12. 
43 Passed in 1904. Repealed by 1929. https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/public-notices-bylaws/bylaws-

municipal-code/bylaw-status-registry/search-bylaw-status-registry/#blsrDetails/54668  
44 ñWhy is Toronto Housekeeping So Dear?ò 12. 

https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/public-notices-bylaws/bylaws-municipal-code/bylaw-status-registry/search-bylaw-status-registry/#blsrDetails/54668
https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/public-notices-bylaws/bylaws-municipal-code/bylaw-status-registry/search-bylaw-status-registry/#blsrDetails/54668
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and get off without paying taxes.ò45 The Grocer came to the defence of both sellers and stated 

that the farmersô market ñmeans nothing of saving to the consumerò but ñwe are not suggesting 

that there is anything wrong in the farmer getting all he can for his crops [é] the contention 

merely is that the elimination of the retailer does not reduce prices.ò46 Among the public markets 

in Toronto, including Kensington and Wychwood Market, St. Lawrence was the only one to be 

mentioned by name and have its prices reported on regularly within the Grocer within the 

ñMarkets and Marketò segment.47 Unlike the pedlar, a public market received less criticism from 

the journal despite competition for potential customers on market days and a seeming lack of 

cleanliness and order (as evident in Figure 5) that a modern grocery store should have. 

Ultimately, the St. Lawrence Market was located in the downtown core with immediate access to 

working-class and immigrant shoppers, compared to the growth of chain grocers who populated 

busy intersections in largely middle-class parts of the city. 

Credit Worthiness 

The ólogicalô need for food meant trust, respectability, and morality became inseparable from 

the modernization of the grocery industry and the role of women in that growth. Not unlike the 

central character in liberalism, where the citizen may be trusted to join the electorate, the 

consumer was trusted to consume. Conversely, the social contract and trust established between 

government and society dissolves when those in power act contrary to the interests of the public 

good.48 Offering and obtaining credit was unwaveringly linked to trustworthiness and the ability 

 
45 ñThe Farmersô Market,ò Canadian Grocer, (Mar. 8, 1918): 26. See also, Michael Basil, ñA History of farmersô 

markets in Canada,ò Journal of Historical Research in Marketing, Vol. 4 No. 3, (2012): 387-407. 
46 ñThe Farmersô Market,ò 26. In some cases retail grocers would purchase wholesale from the farmers market. 
47 In the Toronto Daily Star prices and produce for the St. Lawrence Market were often placed on the ñWomanôs 

Daily Interestò page as women were the prospective consumer in any food-related context. See, ñSummer 

Vegetables Scarcer at Market,ò The Toronto Daily Star, (Oct. 13, 1928): 25. 
48 Michel Ducharme and Jean-Francois Constant, ñIntroduction: A Project of Rule Called Canada ï The Liberal 

Order Framework and Historical Practice,ò 6-7and Jerry Bannister, ñCanada as Counter-Revolution: The Loyalist 
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to purchase material goods, under the tenets of liberalism, to increase oneôs individual autonomy 

or sovereignty.49 Furthermore, the system of the double-entry bookkeeping was a prominent 

feature of capitalist modernity in the grocery trade as the interpretative numbers of credit and 

debt were transformed into a material reality with moral connotations. This method was framed 

by the Grocer as a modern and ñcleanò manner of reporting all transaction histories, one which 

could safeguarded profit and the reputation of the clerk for ñnothing excites the suspicion of 

customers or is more than inaccurate accounts and mistakes, especially if they are against the 

customer...ò50 Double-entry booking was system of writing and a mode of government, Mary 

Poovey has argued, that if merchants were to benefit from, they needed to obey the system rules 

over previous informal systems of agreement.51 On one hand, this created a mercantile system 

where entries were treated as a modern fact ï as numerical accuracies. However, the system 

measured the virtue of the merchant and the credit worthiness of a customer as much as it 

tracked commercial transactions.52  

 To obtain credit a customer would enter their local grocery store and share the items they 

needed, the clerk would record their name and food purchased, and the customer could have their 

purchase delivered to their front door, or as in the case of the late 1910s and early 1920s, would 

carry their purchase home in a paper bag. This was the main premise of the credit system and the 

clerk was responsible for collecting debt owed. In order to subvert the domestic economy for the 

grocery industry to usher in its own modes of credit, consumption, honour, and thrift, the grocery 
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store was framed by the periodical press and advertisers as an extension of the household and 

under the protection of the industry, rather than demolishing womenôs domestic sphere.53 This 

was not a passive and instead, it is more helpful to consider this subversion as mutually-

reinforcing. 

If the customer had a credit limit or a fixed date for re-payment, it was important to approach 

the subject with tact and authority. One of the drawbacks of credit was the awkwardness of 

collection. One grocer expressed that others have likely lost customers because of unlimited 

credit, rather than sharp collections, ñwe often allow customers to run our credit business instead 

of running it ourselves.ò54 He continued, ñIf a customer gets paid by the week for his work see 

that we get our pay in full for our account at that time or quit doing business with him.ò55 

Extension and collection of credit were further complicated if the women of the home were 

making the purchases, which was often the case. It was the popular opinion that men were bound 

by law to support their wives and give them the authority to pledge his credit.56 This opinion was 

supported by an old English law where a wife had a presumptive authority over her husbandôs 

account. As Constance Backhouse has explained, prior to the Married Womenôs Property Act in 

1884 married women were not only unable to own property but were restricted in their ability to 

obtain personal credit or assume contractual liability.57 As a result, married women in the 

nineteenth century experienced difficulties finding shopkeepers who would agree to accept their 

credit.58 Creditworthiness was contingent on property ownership. 

 
53 Dolores Hayden, The Grand Domestic Revolution: A History of Feminist Designs For American Homes, 
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55 Ibid. 
56 ñHow far can a women pledge her husbandsô credit?ò Chatelaine, (Oct. 1929): 53.  
57 Constance Backhouse, ñMarried Womenôs Property Law in Nineteenth Century Canada,ò Law and History 

Review, Vol. 6 No. 2, (Fall 1988): 226. 
58 Backhouse, 214.  
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After 1884 and several reiterations of this doctrine, the law obliged a husband to supply his 

wife with necessities while they lived together. If the married woman was without means she had 

ñan authority of necessityò to pledge his credit.59 There was some ambiguity about what 

necessities were and what the credit limit was for married women. For example, throughout the 

1910s, purchases made by Mrs. Smith were to be filed under Mr. Smithôs account name.60 Much 

like the shoppers explored in Rappaportôs Shopping for Pleasure, women would continue to 

purchase under their husbandsô name and he would be liable to his now overdue credit, where 

ñoften it is the case that the man who owes the bill has never even seen it.ò61 Even if a husband 

protected his credit and communicated to retailers that he would not be responsible for debts 

contracted in his name by his wife, on occasion, they would authorize credit without the 

husbandôs knowledge. In one British Columbia case, Finch vs. Minnie, the wife had ordered 

goods amounting to $1,000 and while she had paid $700 of this out of her housekeeping 

allowance the dealer, anxious to be repaid in full, sued her husband for the remaining balance.62 

The husband was able to prove he knew nothing of this charge account and the judge ruled in his 

favor and remarked that a $26 hat could ñhardly be called a necessityò for the wife.63 Despite 

some economic independence for married women in the early decades of the twentieth century, 

where they could earn their income, purchases for the household could be a contentious subject 

for husband, wife, and grocer. 

Although credit was the main form of payment in the early decades of the twentieth century, 

it was often lamented by retailers and economists as a precarious method, one which could 
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quickly spiral out of the grocersô control. However, plenty of grocers and customers preferred the 

credit system. One retailer claimed that ñcredit is a convenience. The majority of housekeepers 

demand it and appreciate it.ò He continued, ñTake the convenience away from retailing and it 

wouldnôt be long until the small retailer would be a thing of the past.ò64 For others, their 

argument was that those in the cash business were in a wandering and uncertain trade as the 

average customer favoured the credit system.65 The trade journal reported to its readership that 

for every 100 grocers starting that entered into the cash business, 99 would quickly slide to a 

credit system for it was considered the easiest and most pleasant way to increase trade.66 Even 

T.P. Loblaw had recognized the high demand for credit from customers and retailers alike and 

sought to capitalize on the slide to credit. Loblaw had taken a brief hiatus from the retail industry 

and established The Loblaw Credit System, which expanded on his experience as a grocery store 

proprietor. This was one of the few times his name was not listed under the directory of grocers 

in Toronto but under office supplies. His advertisements ran from 1908-1909 and suggested that 

the grocer could cut their bookkeeping in half and that the ñless writing you do in booking, the 

less chance to make mistakes.ò67 

 The Loblaw Credit System promised to help grocers in the early 1900s organize their 

outgoing credits, leave a good impression with their customers, and create more business as a 

result. However, the Loblaw Groceterias chain would never operate as a credit business, even as 

other chain and independent grocers turned back to credit during periods of national instability 

and crisis. The Loblaw brand went as far to highlight the trouble of such a system [Fig. 6.] The 

advertisement below offers the shopper two options: the first, to have loose bill slips that could 
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easily mount and be accidentally misplaced, much to the chagrin of the grocer when repayment 

was due. The sketch on the left did not utilize the tools of modernity well; the payment slips 

represented a disorganized system and a liability for the shopper and grocer. Conversely, the 

Loblaw cash system, depicted with two well-dressed women, not unlike the women who featured 

in near-all Loblaw advertisements, ñreaping the savingsò that the chain could award to them. Not 

only could the groceteria, cash-and-carry method of grocery shopping offer female shoppersô 

freedom to browse and select, but as this advertisement suggests, it offered further autonomy 

over the household purse. 

[Figure 6: Loblaw Groceterias Ad. The Toronto Daily Star, (Nov. 11, 1926): 11.] 

Store credit often meant that a customer could pay for their goods at a later, more convenient 

date. For some, if their grocer was particularly lenient or they had established a good rapport, 

payment could be left outstanding for months at a time. Credit offered the grocer the potential to 

establish a loyal customer base as it would be more common to frequent the store a person had 

an account with.68 In Craig Heronôs Lunch-Bucket Lives he examines the working-class history 
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of Hamilton, ON from the 1890s to the 1930s and reveals how members of this community 

relied on wages to survive. In his investigation he reveals that the credit system, which this 

chapter explores, was crucial in times of mass unemployment.69 Obtaining credit was often 

imperative for many working-class and poorer women across Canada. As Belisle and others have 

shown, budgeting was a central responsibility in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

for women.70 Women who had access to more income, or at least a cash allowance often 

provided by their husband, began patronizing stores that offered competitive prices often city 

chain stores, while lower-income women had little choice but to continue to seek out local stores 

that offered credit.71   

While some championed the credit system over cash in the early 1900s and late 1910s, other 

grocers continued to share their distaste for giving credit. As mentioned earlier, one of the main 

drawbacks of the credit system was that it could be as unpredictable as the paychecks of those 

who patronized the store. A poorly managed bookkeeping system and a lack of communication 

between the grocer and their customer could cost the retailer not only their earnings but their 

reputation too. For example, one grocer who was experimenting with a cash-only business had 

one woman customer accost him with, ñYou gave my neighbor credit and refused me!ò72 In the 

grocerôs defence, the woman had sought groceries after the strict cash-only policy was in place. 

However, in this one instance, it is clear that the purchase, payment, and treatment in the local 

grocers was not an isolated transaction but was likely a popular topic of conversation among 
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neighbourhood women responsible for grocery shopping. This, of course, was not a one-sided 

conversation. 

 As much as men and women could express their discontent with a grocer, the grocer could, 

and did, express the same sentiment among fellow retailers in the neighbourhood. In one case, 

retold in the Grocer ï as both a warning and reassurance ï a grocer spoke about how he had 

ñhauntedò a customer for weeks for repayment on her credit. She, according to the grocer, had 

ñthe reputation of being a confirmed dead beat, and she had through all that time lived loyally up 

to her reputation,ò he confronted the woman and stated, ñI havenôt the remotest conception that 

youôre going to give me any money [é] they all say that you couldnôt pay them if you would 

and you wouldnôt if you could.ò When she demanded who had said this about her, he responded 

ñWhy, all the merchants in town say it [é] theyôve all got accounts that arenôt worth the paper 

theyôre written on.ò73 By nature of my sources, it is not possible to discern if  merchants ceased 

trade with the woman in the story and if she would have turned to a cash business as a result, 

however, the prescriptive nature and authority of the Grocer constantly reminded readers to 

assess trustworthiness of female customers, by any means necessary, as a prerequisite to extend 

credit.  

 The credit system had been furiously debated among grocers in the early decades of the 

twentieth century, and some that felt they had no choice but to transition to a cash system. In 

what was referred to as a ñcredit townò a merchant described how his business fell in line with 

other retailers by extending credit to customers. 74 In 1912 the grocer observed how new 

competitors moved into the area and operated a cash system. The grocer watched his competition 

closely.  As a credit store, in a supposed credit town, he found that nearly all his customers who 
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owed money would go to the cash stores as it was ñcommon for the debtor to try to evade the 

merchant he owed.ò75 The business was affected and he was forced to change from credit to 

cash, using the amount typically lost each year on bad accounts in advertising; both decisions 

created new demand in the store. 

The burden of credit was to be equally shared by grocers and their customers, argued Grocer 

reader James Stuart. He claimed that the credit system was bad because it made Canadians 

ñunthrifty citizens.ò76 In general, it was easier to sell a family more groceries on credit than for 

cash. Because of this, it was often the shopkeeper who would be the one who suffered when 

others could not afford to pay their grocery bill for the week or month. Stuart viewed the credit 

system as a money lending scheme and if cash were the main feature of a store it would show 

ñwhat the citizens of Canada could do by the exercise of judicious thrift habits.ò77 Thrift existed 

within the tensions of modernity. To save or carefully budget was touted by the periodical 

literature as a sign of intelligent shopping or intelligent retailing, while to spend lavishly was 

simultaneously presented as a marker of social standing and success. While thrift would take on 

renewed importance during times of crisis, financial or wartime, the concept never drifted far in 

discussions of citizenship. In further defence of cash over credit, Stuart hoped that the ñcredit 

system will be cut down by the knife of common sense and independence of the merchant and 

that the standard of cash trade will be raised and will be the means of cheaper goods ï both to the 

consumer and retailer, and will be the means of making thriftier and more well-to-do citizens.ò78 

Cash, or cash-and-carry, offered women shoppers a level of autonomy to physically access 

foodstuffs for sale in a store. Still, this system provided the grocer some financial freedom from 
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overextended customers. Even with the eventual rise of the cash business alongside the growth 

of chain stores in the late 1920s, credit would serve to ñenable the single merchant to overcome 

the handicap of chain prices and hold his trade more firmly than ever.ò79 Hostility toward chain 

stores coupled with the Depression would breathe new life into the credit system causing tension 

for what it meant to retail and shop modern.  

Early competition for the independent store and the predecessor of the chain grocery was the 

large department store with a grocery section and the mail order houses.80 Both operated a cost-

efficient production as they had a large buying power and were in a position to purchase their 

goods direct from the manufacturer and sell at a lower price. However, it was reported that 

department stores and mail order houses ñfrequently overbought in order to make up the proper-

sized order [é] many of them lost sight of the fact that buying was only one small part of the 

successful operation of a grocery storeò and did not consider that display, exterior appearance, 

and merchandising were equally important.81 Despite their temporary footprint on the retail 

scene, mail order houses and the appeal of lower costs, laid the foundation for the birth of the 

retail grocery store. The chain went over the heads of the wholesaler, commission merchant, 

jobber and broker, and appealed directly to the consumer.  

The Department of Trade and Commerce revealed in 1932 that in large centres, chain stores 

continued to secure a good percentage of the grocery business. While the company-owned chain 

stores excelled in the city centres, the bulk of the grocery business remained in the hands of 
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independents who operated individually or through cooperative groups.82 The Grocer analyzed 

the figures of nine towns ranging from populations of 11,000 to 30,000 and the of three large 

cities, Winnipeg, Toronto, and Greater Montreal. [Fig. 7] Their analysis revealed that  

[Figure 7: Individually owned stores in Ontario, Canadian Grocer, (Oct. 21, 1932): 24] 

some retailers were losing out to the chains in the area, and more simply, there were too many 

stores based on the population in some cases. The above image shows that while towns like 

Brantford and Peterborough had independents commanded the majority of the grocery business, 

Niagara Falls and Belleville ï which both had a higher per capita purchase than any of the three 

major cities ï lagged behind their chain competitors. 

A comparison of Toronto with a smaller Ontarian town, Sarnia, depicts this division of 

preference between independent and chains. [Fig. 8] The grocery stores in Sarnia, chains  

[Figure 8: Independent grocers in Winnipeg, Toronto, and Montreal, Canadian Grocer, (Oct. 21, 1932): 24] 
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included, sold an average of 383 people, the per capita purchases were $82 and the average sales 

of the independent stores were $20,000.83 Sarnia was considered an average town for the number 

of grocery stores, population, and annual sales. Sales in the big cities presented an entirely 

different picture. As the image above shows, in Toronto, the average sales per independent store 

was $13,100 with per capita purchases at $64. Overall, the smaller the town, the greater the per 

capita purchase from grocery stores. The column quipped that ña lot of people of low purchasing 

power flock to the bright lights.ò84 With chains able to sell for less, independents in Toronto 

struggled to price match and needed to rely on strong selling strategies, service, and delivery 

where possible. As Toronto became a fortress of chain stores, only 40% of independent stores 

occupied the grocery business by the early 1930s.85 

The Loblaw Groceterias  

Before launching the Loblaw Groceterias chain in 1919, T.P. Loblaw reflected on the one 

store he and his then-employer, Milton Cork, operated on College St. in Toronto. In 1902 T.P. 

Loblaw had the mortgage transferred to himself for Corkôs 459 and 461 College Street location, 

a 30ft x 120ft, two 3-storey extension brick dwelling (15x35 and 12x25) for $6250. After 

working side-by-side for a number of years, Cork and Loblaw each opened their own grocery 

store in Toronto. Loblaw continued to operate out of the 459-461 College location and Cork out 

of 1468 Queen West, selling groceries, fruit, and provisions.86 Loblaw believed that with greater 

volume he and Cork could buy more cheaply and lower operating costs, providing better value to 
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their customers. The chain store idea, he felt, was ñsound and bound to come.ò87 He told Cork, 

ñThe individual grocer is not facing ruin, but he is facing changing conditions, and I am going to 

keep abreast of the times.ò88 One night, after the duo had closed the store, sitting across from one 

another at a counter, Loblaw said to Milton ñI think it would be a good idea to open up a number 

of small stores. A girl could run one if she had a boy to assist her in the store and make deliveries 

after school.ò Mr. Cork agreed and entered a partnership with the young enthusiast. By 1910, the 

partners were operating nineteen of these small stores.89 In 1910 Loblaw bought several shops in 

Toronto and ran them under a single management. For this first bundle of stores, it was 

suggested by Macleanôs that these were solely cash-and-carry, where customers paid cash at the 

counter and carried their purchase home with them, but the interior had the traditional clerks and 

long counters, wherein customers needed to request goods from behind these counters.90 

However, annual reports from 1916 show several unpaid debts at six of the Loblaw Store 

locations [Fig. 9].  
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[Figure 9: Loblaw Inc. Annual report Accounts Receivable for Wholesale and Retail. Courtesy of George Weston 

Archives (Oct. 1916).] 

This report recognizes the purchasing status of married women who were granted credit in a 

cash-and-carry store (including T.P. Loblawôs wife) and women who were a purchasing agent 

for wholesale sales, including for T.J. Medland, a competing grocery company in Toronto.   
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After several years of partnership, Loblaw and his business partner, Cork were readying 

to launch a new chain store scheme. The ñmultiple store ideaò at this point was relatively well 

established in Great Britain and the United States. In 1859 the Hartford Brothers founded in New 

York what would become the Atlantic & Pacific Tea stores with 15,000 units by 1930 and an 

annual profit of one billion dollars.91 In Canada, William Carroll from Hamilton, Ontario was the 

first to operate a grocery chain store, his first opened in 1893 and by 1910 he had five or six. 

Although Carroll was the first, T.P. Loblaw was the first in Canada to launch the cash and carry 

chain and has survived to this day ï albeit with modifications and a massive square-foot increase.  

The Loblaw Groceteria, as a self-service and cash and carry groceteria, it would be the first of its 

kind in Canada and among the first dozen or so globally, was officially opened in May 1919 at 

2923 Dundas Street West.92 At this time it was unclear ñjust how extensive this chain may beò 

and just a single store, on Dundas Street West, Toronto, had been purchased.93 This store, and all 

future purchases of theirs would be renovated to match the groceteria system. The typical 

blueprint of the early groceteria style divided the floor plan into three sections: an entryway, 

salesroom, and a storeroom. The name ñgroceteriaò was based on the new concept of the 

cafeteria, which reduced labour costs of restaurants by having customers serve themselves.94 

This style fit modernist ideals where the bleaker parts of the store were hidden and the customer 

was greeted with only merchandising space.95 However, because of such high sales in a short 

period of time, it was necessary to expand the sales room to the full length of the store.96  
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92 Bodsworth, 51.  
93 ñGroceteria chain store system also inaugurated,ò Canadian Grocer, (May 30, 1919): 29. 
94 Wright, ñôThe Most Prominent Rendezvous of the Feminine Torontoô Eatonôs College Street and the Organization 

of Shopping in Toronto, 1920-1950,ò 82. 
95 Leach, 75-76. 
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Kirby, 66 
 

While Torontoôs major department stores, Simpsonôs and Eatonôs, were located on the 

corner of Yonge and Queen streets, thereby creating a shopping district of sorts, the grocery 

trade needed to establish itself differently.97 Loblaw and Cork had hoped to capture the 

pocketbooks of those with a moderate income and found great success near accessible, busy 

intersections and along Bloor Street West and the Danforth in the East. Notably, Loblaw 

locations populated near every major street in the Toronto area except toward the downtown area 

where the Ward once was and where Jewish vendors tended to operate in the Kensington market. 

Loblaw Groceterias, other chain stores, and independent retailers needed to, where possible, 

settle near customers rather than wait for customers to come to them for a leisurely afternoon in 

the shopping centres. In his study Monod has charted the general spread of Torontonian grocery 

stores between 1902 and 1930 and found that larger stores tended to follow wealthier residents 

into Rosedale and High Park, the middle class in the Annex and neighbourhoods bordering 

Yonge Street, and the more affluent blue-collar workers to north of College Street in the West 

and along the Danforth in the East.98 The below maps depict the growth of the Loblaw 
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Groceterias chain (marked with a green pin) [Fig. 10, 11, 12]  from its original iteration as 

Loblaw Store Ltd. to Loblaw Groceterias between 1919 and 1940. 

[Figure 10: Loblaw Store Locations prior to the launch of the Groceterias store system, 1919] 

[Figure 11: Loblaw Groceterias locations in Toronto, ON. 1931] 
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[Figure 12: Loblaw Groceterias locations in Toronto, ON. 1941] 

Cork reiterated how the Loblaw Groceterias was a social space after a Grocer reporter 

witnessed a large crowd pack the store on a Saturday night and asked if each person in the steady 

stream of people was a customer. To this Cork answered:  

By no means. On Saturday night especially our lady customers often bring friends, husband 

or one of the children to help her get her purchases home, for Saturday sales are always 

largeéShe may bring someone who wants to look us over, which is advertising for us. Many 

of these customers come from a distance and are seen here only once a week. Others drop in 

frequently.99 

The open and expanded layout of the groceteria helped facilitate self-service and socializing. 

This was always welcome as they hoped positive interactions within the space would lead to 

positive word-of-mouth as these conversations continued elsewhere. 

 
99 ñGroceteria has come to stay regular grocery a feature,ò 28. 



Kirby, 69 
 

 Upon entry into the Loblaw Groceteria, customers passed through a turnstile, helped 

themselves to one of the neatly stacked shopping baskets, and then proceeded to self-select their 

groceries like the shoppers in the image below [Fig. 13].  

[Figure 13: Loblaw Groceteria Co. Limited, 18 St. Clair, Toronto, CA. Courtesy of George Weston Archives. 1933-

1936.] 

At the front of the store, shelves were stocked with attractive bottles and canned goods, whose 

names were recognizable household brands, each marked clearly with their price. Further back 

were the teas, coffees, fancy biscuits, and cheese; each wrapped and ready to carry home. 

Perishable and refrigerated goods were in the centre of the store, with heavy flours and sugar on 

the back wall. It was never necessary to consult with the salespeople for each package was 

labeled with quantity and price per pound.100 Once the customer had selected foods from their 

carefully curated list, they would carry their basket to the counter to pay in cash [Fig. 14]. 

 
100 Ibid. 
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[Figure 14: A grocery basket used in Loblaw Groceterias. Courtesy of George Weston Archives. 1930] 

After the transaction the emptied basket was promptly returned to the entrance for the next 

customer to pass through the turnstile. In only five short months after Loblaw Groceterias 

offered a new space and a new experience to shop, the Grocer announced that the self-serve 

groceteria system had come to stay.  

The Chain Store 

 The grocery chain store had made minimal headway in Canada until after 1920. It 

required several years for the experimental work and for a substantial percentage of the public to 

become accustomed to the new idea of accepting less service and doing some of the work 

themselves. The year 1920 proved to be the psychological starting point.101 At this time the 

business cycle had been fluctuating after WWI; the public needed to practice thrift, 
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Kirby, 71 
 

unemployment was higher, and wages were lower. As Monod notes, chains capitalized on the 

consumer interest in low prices that had accompanied the 1919-21 inflationary years and 

subsequent Depression.102 Chains maintained low prices while otherôs inflated, they put goods on 

sale or special first, and devalued their stocks in advance of the general wholesale price index.103 

These were the conditions, Hutson argued, for customers to choose their own goods from the 

merchantôs shelves and carry them home, which eliminated services that cost six or seven cents 

on every dollar spent.104 Loblaw Stores and Loblaw Groceterias adopted their slogan of ñWe Sell 

for Lessò and succeeded in putting goods on the customerôs table at a much lower price than 

what the wholesaler or independent could buy them for. Confident in their ability to appeal to 

their target audience, the brand asked customers to ñchoose by comparison,ò in the hope that 

ñthrifty housewivesò would continue to shop there.105  

 In 1930 columnist B.T Huston for Macleanôs asked, ñHas the chain grocery store come to 

stay?ò Chain store growth was steady across Canada, but growth had been the greatest in the 

larger population centres where the natural field was the big city and they often picked locations 

of prominence. For example, Torontoôs city directory reveals that four out of ten chain store 

outlets were located on Yonge Street north of Bloor, in wealthier neighbourhoods.106 Monod 

maintains that grocery chain stores, and their price-cutting techniques, were not to appeal to the 

poor but to workers and bourgeois of moderate income.107 Where these stores congregated gave 

ñthat intersection the reputation of being a good place to shop. [é] chain stores in Toronto 

 
102 Monod, 124. 
103 Monod, 124-125. 
104 Ibid., 69. 
105 ñLearn as Thousands Have ï The Value of Selecting Your Foods the Loblaw Way,ò The Toronto Daily Star, (Jun. 

2, 1927): 11. 
106 Monod, 125. Monod notes that Bloor and Roncesvalles in the High Park area accounted for 25% of the 

Torontoian population, approximately 22% were located in the skilled Anglo-Saxon working-class district between 

the Danforth and Gerrard Street.  
107 Monod, 125. 
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cluster to a remarkable extent. Take, for instance, the corner of Bloor and Bathurst, we have an 

Arnold, Loblaw, Dominion, and a Tambyln all on that corner and I believe that an A. & P. Has 

opened up near there. Generally speaking wherever you find an Arnold store on the map you find 

a Loblaw and one or two Dominion Stores, as well as one or two other chains.ò108 The 

proliferation of grocery chains in Toronto would set the pace of retailing, but it was the 

community and female customers who sustained moral expectations of the grocery store. 

 The early 1930s prompted many chains to reevaluate their expansion plans and what they 

offered as a retail experience as unemployment climbed and budgets were tightened. In the 

earlier decades of the century, retailing had ñswung too far in the direction of serviceò as 

independent grocers offered credit to nearly anyone who asked for it and delivered ña bar of soap 

half a mile.ò109 Cash-and-carry was an inevitable means to the cumbersome and costly overhead 

costs of shopkeeping. However, the ñpendulum went too far in the other directionò as chains 

forwent service in favour of a cash-and-carry policy.110 This was at the detriment to working-

class and poorer housewives, argued Heron, as price-cutting chain stores progressively set the 

pace of city retailing, the trend in the 1920s and 1930s was increasingly cash-only and 

impersonal.111 However, as the retail environment was shaken by the Depression, further 

compounded by a demand for the moral obligation of stores to their customers, many of these 

grocery chains had little choice but to swing back to service. 

Hutson noted how across Ontario there were fewer independent grocers and in the prime 

shopping areas they had been succeeded by large corporate, chain organizations which were 

 
108 H.R. Kemp, ñDifferent Types of Business,ò Canadian Grocer (Feb. 14, 1930): 43.  
109 ñSwing Back to Service,ò Canadian Grocer, (Feb. 28, 1930): 30. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Heron, 165. 
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operated by central control in offices up to eighty miles away.112 Discussed further in Chapter 4, 

the distant control offices of grocery chains only added to the growing hostility of independent 

grocers toward these growing grocery giants. The existence and continual growth of chain stores 

meant the consuming public was patronizing them for Canada faced a financial collapse and 

chains were a means for saving and stretching the family purse. With a tinge of skepticism, 

Hutson asked: ñIs the public which does its shopping in this type of establishment getting what it 

thinks it is? Does it secure better quality goods, displayed in a more pleasing way and at lower 

 
112 B.T.Hutson, ñHas the Chain Grocery Store come to Stay?ò Macleanôs Magazine, (May 15, 1930): 13. 
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prices? Why is it content to become the packhorse, as it were, in place of the merchant and his 

staff?ò113 [Fig. 15] 

[Figure 15: The idea ñServe Yourselfò has been implemented to the point where the shopper actually does the 

work of the retail store salesman by assembling her purchases from the shelving and tables, Macleanôs, (May 15, 

1930): 13.] 

 

Hutsonôs overarching question for his column was if the small independent retailer would 

survive the pace of chain store expansion. As this section articulates, the independent retailer 

survived in spite of grocery giants.  

It was no longer possible for ñthe merchant to high-hat his customer: the customer high-

hatted him and insisted on her every wish being granted.ò114 As scientific methods were 

 
113 Ibid. 
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introduced in store arrangement, store display, hygiene, stock control, and store management 

while waste in goods, time, and money was eliminated. In addition, mass selling resulted in 

manufacturers increasing their volume and an influx of goods tends to lower costs and reduce 

prices for retailers and consumers.115 While progressive grocers and chain stores both adopted 

these methods of retailing ï the Grocer, at times, instructed the independent retailer to look 

toward the technique of the chain store. The chain was able to differentiate itself by price. 

Loblaw Stores and Loblaw Groceterias adopted the slogan ñWe Sell for Lessò for prices could be 

reduced because of the ability to purchase in bulk and the elimination of credit, service, and 

delivery.  

Individual merchants complained that chain stores cut the heart out of food prices. Chain 

stores fought back and argued prices were cut long before their existence.116 J.L.A. Grenier, 

president of the Montreal Wholesale Grocersô Guild weighed in on this debate. While Grenier 

contended that the rapid growth of competition had eliminated the inefficient in the grocery 

business, the sheer volume of chain stores had depressed prices amongst themselves, which had a 

knock-on effect with independent merchants.117 For example, one unnamed chain helped depress 

potato prices by initiating a ñpotato weekò and featured potatoes at a very low price.118 

Was there a place in merchandising for the independent retailer? It is undeniable that there 

were fewer independent merchants in towns and cities where chains have setup shop, especially 

in Toronto. But, as chapter 3 argues, the progressive independent merchant was left in a stronger 

position and the inefficient, as described by the grocery press, had largely been weeded out.119 

 
115 Ibid., 70 
116 ñSays Chains are Responsible for Price Cutting of Manufacturersô Brands,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 18, 1931): 

42. 
117 ñJobber puts blame on chains for low prices in foods,ò 17. 
118 J.E. Boyle, ñCompetition More and more on Quality and Service Basis,ò Canadian Grocer, (Mar. 1, 1929): 39. 
119 ñStatistics show some Grocers to be falling down on the job,ò 70. 



Kirby, 76 
 

One advantage the independent retailer had was the ability to watch closely the changing buying 

habits of the public. This personal connection with each customer that made the store bell ring 

was an opportunity to not only sell at lower prices, offer delivery, extend credit, but understand 

what was a typical budget, a staple in the home, or the latest menu trend encouraged by the 

Chatelaine Institute. The most obvious aversion to the chain store was that no matter the 

inducement a non-service type of store may present, there was a large percentage of the public 

that would not buy goods from such a store because they were willing to pay for services in 

addition to the cost of goods. There were some independent merchants who saw the chain store 

which operated on their street not as a competitor but as free advertisement [Fig. 16]. The below 

image depicts a number of women and children either having shopped or on route into the chain 

store. 

[Figure 16: The Chain Store Town, Macleanôs Magazine, (May 15, 1930): 13] 
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The ñJames A. Smallò store, according to Macleanôs writer, B.T. Hutson, would reap the 

benefits of the bustling chain store next door, as they could offer service and if they desired, 

credit, for their customers unlike the chain. It was likely beneficial to belong to a heavily 

frequented shopping street, even if the space was shared between different retailers rather than to 

be isolated and inconvenient out of the way. If the groceteria system and Loblaw Market stores 

were an indication of what was popular, customers enjoyed the timesaving, one-stop shopping 

experience. Hutson argued that a chain store was a ñlive-wireò store with good advertisement, 

were bright and attractive, and lured buyers in from more rural districts.120 The independent store 

could offer competitive prices for those that decided on delivery and a personalized shopping 

experience, should the shopper choose to forgo the turnstile of the next door chain store on this 

occasion. 

The advantages of the independent store were a consistent topic in the opinion pieces in the 

Grocer. An independent store could offer the personal touch, service, intimate familiarity with 

the individual preferences of customers, the opportunity to cater to the more unusual requests, 

freedom of action for the merchant, and the ñvirtue of ready adaptability and warm 

responsiveness.ò121 One independent merchant prided himself in his connection to those who 

patronized his shop: ñI find it pays to make a careful study of each individual customer. [é] For 

one thing, I try to remember his name and street address. When he comes the next time, heôll feel 

more at home if heôs greeted with ógood morning, Mr. Jones,ô than he would if it were just ógood 

morning.ôò122 In a similar manner, another set the scene for the heroism of the independent 

retailer. The scene: an unexpected avalanche of relatives for New Yearôs dinner and all stores are 

 
120 Hutson, 74. 
121 Juluis Klein, ñNo Place for the óGadget-Jugglesô Type of Retailer Today,ò Canadian Grocer, (Mar. 1, 1929): 20. 
122 ñValue of Getting a Line on the Customer,ò Canadian Grocer, (Apr. 1912): 118.   
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closed, ñyour frantic girl friend wants service and wants it badly [é] This is when the patron of 

the independent is glad that she had her regular dealer, whom she can reach on the telephone and 

of whom she is not afraid to ask a favor.ò123 For the independent who was willing to go above 

and beyond for a loyal patron, personal relationships between grocer and customer were viewed 

as worth while. 

 Although contributors to the Grocer were often critical of chain stores ï never to the point of 

alienating their chain-owner readership ï owners of independent shops were regaled with the 

desirable qualities of the chain they should adopt for themselves. The chain store was a great 

teacher, remarked Paul Findlay.124 To his class of retailers attending his Extension Course at the 

University of Toronto, Findlay praised the scientific methods adopted by chain store 

organizations, many of which methods ï from layout, advertisement, and hygiene ï have been 

subsumed by independent stores. Although an adept student, the independent store, argued 

Findlay, could excel over most chains. He explained, ñAny man running his own store can beat 

any hired man running a store for someone else. But it must be run right [é] Itôs the man that 

counts every time.ò125 It was the independent store that excelled in three fundamental categories: 

personality, delivery, and credit which survived the rapid expansion of chains in the early 1920s. 

It was these independent merchants who ñwere setting the competition.ò126 Others echoed how 

the retail grocer was better at business than ever before, largely due to the aggressiveness of the 

chain stores which have helped weed out the inefficient independents.127 

 
123 ñEmergency Service Needs Patronage,ò Canadian Grocer, (Mar. 15, 1929): 25. 
124 ñKeeping Up with Mary,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 17, 1930): 17.  
125 Ibid. 
126 Ibid. 
127 C.L. Marshall, ñRetail merchant never more efficient than he is today,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 3, 1930): 17. 

C.L. Marshall of C.L Marshall & Company, grocer business for more than 40 years. 
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Self-service chains could reduce overhead costs; it was the independent who could 

operate cheaper even with full-service offered.  For example, as Findlay explained in his lecture,  

 A non-service man canôt turn a hand until a customer comes into the store, whereas the 

service merchant can be busy on the telephone from 8 oôclock in the morning. The chain 

does little of its business the first days of the week but from 12 oôclock on Saturday until 

closing time, does sometimes as much as 40 per cent of the weekôs trade or more. [é] Chain 

stores carried from 750 to 1,000 lines. The individual merchant up to 4,000 or more. There 

were always customers for the additional goods and they have to buy them from the 

individual merchant.ò128 

The big city chain could capture customers by advertising, display, and cost-cutting. If the self-

service or cash-only shops were as efficient in the personal talks and connections with 

customers, they would earn a larger portion of the industry. For this reason, the independent ï in 

all its personality and charm, it was argued ï meant it would always be a competitor in the 

grocery trade. 

 Not long after their explosive growth, chain stores were accused of adopting unethical 

methods in buying. The rapidity with which well-operated chains with central control could 

market a new product made their services highly sought after by manufacturers. Combined with 

their buying power, this gave chain stores an upper hand in bargaining. One leading Toronto 

wholesaler, Hugh Blain, accused chain stores of attempting to form a monopoly and paralyzing 

the independent retailer. In response, T.P. Loblaw publicly refuted this statement and argued that 

ñwe may have driven from the field some of the weaker stores that were doomed to fail anywayò 

and there was no ñillegitimate profitò had been made by chain stores.129 Despite Loblawôs claim 

that chain stores protected the public and manufacturers from inflationary wholesale prices, 

others in the grocery trade continued to disagree. ñThey are the dictators, and they demand 

concessions from manufacturersò Macleanôs continued, ñThey ask for and secure substantial 

 
128 ñKeeping Up with Mary,ò 54. 
129 ñDenies Chain Stores Contemplate Monopoly,ò The Toronto Daily Star, (Feb. 7, 1925): 3. 



Kirby, 80 
 

discounts because of their huge purchases; they get advertising allowances from manufacturers 

for advertising the latterôs goods in their own newspaper space and in their stores.ò130 While the 

columnist did not provide names, he implicated some chains for insisting upon an entrance fee 

which ranged from $1000 to $5000 from manufacturers to put their goods into stock, or request a 

case of product free per store before agreeing to place it on their shelves.131 The demand for 

more concessions on merchandise purchased had put them in the bad with a number of groups, 

including social welfare insurance, banking, and the general public who believed there may have 

been more in the ñchain store movement than merely a desire to  

furnish the necessities of life at lower cost by eliminating waste in distribution.ò132 Unlike the 

independently operated stores that were embedded in neighborhoods, chain stores were designed 

to work in coordination with each other, overseen not by local proprietors but regional and 

national management.133 When access to individual autonomy through the purchase of material 

goods was viewed as threatened because of the chain store, the moral integrity of the grocery 

industry and how state officials failed to protect their collective interests was questioned. As 

Chapter 4 illustrates, the limits of the grocery trade are tested, and challenged by female 

shoppers, during periods of national crisis and instability.  

Conclusion 
 

 The modernization of food production and distribution in Toronto in the mid-to-late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century helped transform the experience of food shopping. The 

first wave of food regulations and government initiatives to protect the buyer focused on the 

 
130 Ibid., 3. Hutson, 70. 
131 Hutson, 70. 
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hygiene and sanitation of food production. As a result, this forced households to purchase 

commercially produced goods as their ability to do so was increasingly restricted, particularly in 

the downtown core of Toronto where working-class families lived. While many women would 

have continued to feed their households with limited assistance from commercial products, 

especially those who lived closer to public markets or had a pedlar frequent their neighbourhood, 

new habits were slowly taking root in Toronto under the impact of the forces of mass production 

and a cash economy.134 Although the Loblaw brand, supported by the Grocer, was a proponent 

of the cash-and-carry method, the ability to extend and obtain credit remained an important facet 

of the grocery industry. The extension of credit was not free of liabilities and was unstable; cash 

was clean transaction, standardized, and further removed the familiarity between the grocer and 

the shopper. This was the anonymity and autonomy that modernity in the grocery trade could 

offer, as perpetuated by the periodical press, to women. 

 The Grocer heavily documented and encouraged the professionalization and standardization 

of the trade from its inaugural issue in 1886. Selections of national brands were advertised and 

offered to shoppers at an unprecedented scale in the attempt to replace homemade alternatives. 

Food shopping for the family was not necessarily a new development, however patterns had 

slowly evolved from the production of goods in the home of staples such as meats and dairy, to a 

culture of haggling with farmers at the market, bargaining with local merchants, to pre-

determined unchangeable costs for goods to be paid for at a modern cash register, paper-bagged, 

and carried home or loaded into the family car.135 The sheer quantity of food that was heavily 

advertised, packaged, purposefully aligned in storefront windows, and in some stores, that was 

available to hold, assess, and evaluate by oneôs self could turn grocery shopping into a daunting 

 
134 Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled, 128. Bradbury, ñPigs, Cows, and Boarders,ò 32, 46. 
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task. The expansion and modernization of the grocery trade coincided with the rise of advice 

literature and the advent of mass-magazines where ñmothers-instinctò was challenged by home 

and nutrition experts, and grocers entered a period of intense competition with one another to 

earn the loyalty of those readers.  
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Chapter Two: The Tricks of the Trade 

Introduction  

To their readers, the Grocer boasted that there was limitless room at the top for those in 

the business.1 However, the path to the top was heavily guarded by a rising number of experts 

(which included the Grocer) of technology, scientific management, and the possibilities of 

modern retailing. Each section in this chapter moves from the turn of the century to first three 

decades of the twentieth century to demonstrate how this period of expert advice literature 

intensified. I borrow Mary Pooveyôs definition of the expert throughout this chapter, wherein the 

expert was someone who had the privilege of interpreting a system (of trade, or of the home), 

which, not incidentally, only the expert could see.2 The experts that appear within my chapter 

relied heavily on gender norms to do the work. Periodical literature tried to legitimize womenôs 

domestic work by characterizing it as traditional and tried to capitalize on it, while grappling 

with the persistence of productive labour that continued inside the household. This chapter 

examines how women, as workers and consumers, were central to the growth of the grocery 

sector in Toronto and how the prescribed affiliation of women with domestic production 

accelerated under industrial modernity, where responsibilities to oversee the household and 

children grew, complicating and gendering the figure of the modern grocery shopper.  

The Makings of a Salesman 

In the late nineteenth to early twentieth century, as young women were ushered into 

Domestic Science classes, young men were often expected to follow their fathers into the family 

grocery business to become the eventual successor. In 1891, the Grocer published the column 

 
1 Ibid., 22. 
2 Poovey, A History of the Modern Fact, xvii. 
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ñMake Men of Your Boys,ò which documented the anxiety concerning the next generation of the 

family shop. The column asked the reader if ï as an owner, merchant, and father ïthey felt 

confident that their sons would be a credit and honor to their business, legacy, and reputation that 

they had worked hard to build.3 Grocers were instructed to bring their sons into their store to 

show them the layout of the store, how to arrange products in an ornamental fashion, and how 

business was conducted. The Grocerôs assumption that these fathers occupied a brick-and-mortar 

store, rather than operating out of their living room or a crude set-up of foodstuffs in the back 

alley, further established what the editors at the Grocer considered the proper class and 

appropriate reflection of the grocery trade.4 The author wrote that for his sons he had a ñfine 

shop fitted up for them, provided with tools and materials, where they make what ever they 

choose for playthings or home adornment. They saw wood, assist in keeping the place in order, 

do the marketing and other chores, for which service we pay them a regular salary.ò5 Their sonôs 

development of manual and practical skills therefore achieved two things: the value of a dollar 

and the character of a future merchant. On the other hand, the column cautioned that unrestricted 

wealth would only result in trouble and an out-of-touch merchant with his customers. The ñrich 

storekeepersô sons [who] do not amount to much,ò the columnist continued, ñhave no ambition 

beyond that of being a swell, which chiefly consists in scenting and bejeweling oneself and 

wearing gaudy appeal,ò smart businessmen knew the mistake in allowing their boys ñunrestricted 

freedom and a liberal amount of money to squander.ò6 The merchant father should try to make 

men of their boys to avoid ñthankless and greedy heirsò who simply wait for ñdead menôs 

 
3 ñMake Men of your Boys,ò Canadian Grocer, (Sept. 18, 1891): 18.Af 
4 In his examination of twentieth century shopkeeping, Monod has argued that for middle-class peoples the home 

was perceived as a retreat, and the ability to separate home and work was a óhallmark of bourgeois respectabilityô 

where some working-class merchants needed to sacrifice their domestic ideals to financial realities and sell their 

wares from their home, Store Wars, pg. 34-35.  
5 ñMake Men of your Boys,ò 18. 
6 Ibid. 
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shoes.ò7 With their fathersô help in their store, young boys could learn the value of a dollar, and 

knowledge of store operation as they made their foray as future businessmen. A certain level of 

masculinity was awarded to boys who were shaped into men through a fixed-address grocery 

store, their knowledge of food, and mastery of how business was managed. However, food 

continued to be gendered and associated with the domestic economy for female workers and 

customers.     

To meet the new twentieth century standard of retail business, some viewed apprenticeship ï 

a system of training to acquire the skills of a particular trade ï as an essential step to secure a 

high level of service and status.8 To train others in their likeness, the merchant first needed to 

become an expert of the trade and acquaint themselves with every phase of the business. To do 

so, contributor for the Grocer, L.C. Mortimer, claimed:  

He must pass through the experiences of other men - his predecessors in the business, before 

he himself can contribute anything to the tradeéIt would seem then that it would not be for 

the best interests of the grocery business as a whole, that a grocer should have control of a 

grocery business before he is thoroughly competent to do so. If he has not passed through the 

training necessary to equip himself with that efficiency by which the trade is standardized, is 

he not weakening in some sense the standard of the business in which he participates?9  

While the majority of grocers did not think a clerk needed to serve an apprenticeship, likely 

because the merchant did not complete a rigid apprenticeship himself, a few recognized the 

necessity of competent clerkship before they joined the shop floor.10 When the journal was still 

in its infancy, the Grocer explicitly endorsed the opinion that the ñmost prevalent cause of failure 

 
7 Ibid. 
8 Apprenticeship long predates the nineteenth century, and its origins can be traced back to the Middle Ages 

throughout Europe. The hierarchical and system of specialized and practical training were brought over to Canada in 

the seventeenth century. See, Joanne Burgess, ñThe Growth of a Craft Labour Force: Montreal Leather Artisans, 

1815-1831,ò Historical Papers, Vol. 23, No. 1 (1988): 48-62. 
9 L.C. Mortimer, ñConcerning the Retail Salesman and His work,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 21, 1910): 31. See also 

Canadian Grocer, (Aug. 27, 1897): 15. 
10 Mortimer, ñConcerning the Retail Salesman and His work,ò 31. 
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in business was a lack of apprenticeship.ò11 Those that had entered the trade without having 

completed an apprenticeship, and struggled with their business and staff, they tended to blame 

the conditions of the trade or their successful rivals rather than their own knowledge of the 

industry.12 Apprenticeship or not, it was a risk to have an unexperienced clerk weigh sugar or 

flour, under-weighing could cost the shop and over-weighing could cost  a customer; they could 

respond impolitely to the shopper, have an untidy appearance, or poor attendance. More than a 

potential threat to profit, Mortimer continued, ñit might be further argued that for the security of 

the public health and comfort, the inexperienced man or woman should not be allowed control of 

a grocery business.ò13 As the Grocer continued to share scientific instruction for retailing and a 

vision of a standardized trade, there was, in theory, little room for disordered routines of the 

past.14  

 To further support the Grocerôs vision of a modernized and scientific trade, the accolades of 

the Loblaw brand were repeatedly highlighted. In his version of his lifeôs history, told to 

Macleanôs Magazine (the publishing house for Grocer) T.P. Loblaw recounted how his 

experience under an apprenticeship provided him an intimate knowledge of grocery retailing. An 

orphan at age fifteen, Loblaw had moved to his uncleôs farm near Elmgrove, Ontario where he 

would need to walk eight miles a day to the closest school in the Essa township.15 Farm work 

often pushed Loblawôs schoolwork to the background and was able to attend school for six 

months of the year. Farm work was arduous and paid little, ñthere was little or nothing about 

[this work] to fire a boy with ambitionéhe made up his mind that he would rather work behind a 

 
11 ñThe Apprenticeship System,ò Canadian Grocer, (Aug. 27, 1897): 15. 
12 Harvey, ñHow a clerkôs savings can start him in business,ò 58. 
13 Mortimer, 31. 
14 Stephen, Pick One Intelligent Girl, 34. 
15 Ayearst, ñHe Created a $10,000,000 Business in Seven Years,ò 17. 
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counter than behind the plow.ò16 His uncle, however, was unsympathetic to such ambition and 

refused to advance his weekly salary to aid Loblawôs move to the city. Loblaw instead hired 

himself out to another farmer to pick apples for ten dollars a month. After two months, in 1890, 

at eighteen years old, with twenty dollars in his pocket, Loblaw exchanged farm life for a new 

life in Toronto. 

  In the 1927 interview with Macleans, Loblaw narrated his early years in Toronto and 

guidance under the Corkôs. Soon after arriving in Toronto, Loblaw met Milton Cork, future co-

founder of the Loblaw chain, who had begun his grocery career at age 16 in 1886. Working in 

his fatherôs small grocery store W.G. Corkôs at 400 King St. E, Toronto. Both bewildered and 

broke by city life, Loblaw was employed at the Cork store on King St. as a clerk, earning $3 a 

week.17 His room and board in the city cost Loblaw $3.50 a week, but he was content to have 

begun his business career behind the counter of Corkôs grocery store. Loblaw shared with the 

magazine, ñIt is unfortunate that so many of our young men to-day want to pick out a job that 

will pay them the most at the start. That is a short-sighted and mighty dangerous policy.ò18 

However, despite a positive outlook, it was not long before his capital fell below his payments to 

his landlady. Mrs. Cork persuaded a neighbour to allow Loblaw to board for $3 a week, with the 

understanding he would share the same room as their son. When Cork increased Loblawôs pay to 

$3.50 a week, he quickly learned the value of a dollar, and each week he was ñfifty cents ahead 

of the game.ò19 When employed in the Cork store the system of keeping track of a customerôs 

purchases was complicated. As a result, Loblaw sought out night school to learn bookkeeping.20 

 
16 Ibid., 55. 
17 C. Fred Bodsworth, ñHe Knows His Groceries,ò Macleans, (Nov. 15, 1948): 16. The Toronto City Directory, 

Might Directories Limited, (1892): 998. 
18 Ayearst, 17. 
19 Ibid., 17, 55. 
20 T.P. Loblaw was obligated to work four nights a week and could only commit to two nights at the business 

college. 
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Shortly after, with $800 accrued from a $11 a week salary and entered partnership with Cork 

under the style of J.M. Cork & Co., Loblaw bought into Corkôs College Street location. At this 

store, alongside the new bookkeeping system, Loblaw studied merchandising methods, costs, 

characteristic foresight, and began to plan for the future. Loblawôs vision for his career was to 

extend far beyond a small corner grocery store.  

Loblaw credited another influence in his early retailing training to Lucy Cork, Miltonôs 

mother. Although she had never been employed as a grocer like her husband and son, she taught 

Loblaw the value of hygiene and cleanliness in a retail space. On which, Loblaw later reflected, 

ñI believe that cleanliness in the handling of food contributes in no small way to the health of a 

community.ò21 While some grocers modernized their store at the end of the nineteenth century, it 

would not be until the early decades of the twentieth, discussed at length in the following 

chapter, for glass displays, hygiene, order, and cleanliness would become indivisible from retail 

grocery shops and staff. Mrs. Cork offered her instruction and expectation of the retailing 

experience, akin to the women who patronized future Loblaw Stores across the city. It is also this 

advice that highlights the unevenness of modernity in the grocery sector as Loblaw and his brand 

of groceterias stores became synonymous with what was considered modern, and yet, he credited 

Mrs. Cork and the familial knowledge he had learned through his apprenticeship (he had no 

specialist or institutional training) to his success. 

 The first time Loblaw had been 

 named by the Grocer was in 1899 when the journal praised him for his success in climbing the 

career ranks from clerk to proprietor.22 This praise for Loblaw and the brand he cultivated was 

 
21 Bodsworth, ñHe Knows His Groceries,ò 16. 
22 ñAmong Toronto Retailers,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jul. 14, 1899) 17.  
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certainly not the last. Under the supervision of Milton Cork, Loblaw was awarded the title of 

expert in ñcounter cultureò and the business of retail by the Grocer.23 

Before the groceteria style of shopping and the cash-and-carry method became synonymous 

with the modern grocery trade by the late 1920s, clerks required in-depth knowledge of the 

goods kept behind the counter, out of reach of the customer. For the salesperson who had not 

been brought into the trade by familial ties, workers needed to speak intelligently about the lines 

and show initiative, to ñdig deep and hard for it. Dig into the trade papers and other forms of 

literature [é] The more valuable the knowledge, the more difficult it is of attainment. But the 

reward is worth the effort.ò24 Just as women were instructed to know the values and costs of the 

goods they purchased, discussed later in this chapter, it was imperative grocers and staff knew 

their inventory. In traditional grocery stores, where long counters separated the clerk and 

customer, the customer relied on the clerk to select and present the items they chose. In doing so, 

grocers were often held liable for the quality of the goods. As Deutsch has observed, poor quality 

flour hastily hoisted onto the counter may not mean the store carried bad flour, but that the clerk 

had refused to get the good flour from the backroom, because they were lazy, wanted to dupe the 

customer into paying high price for poor quality.25 Either way, a customer who demanded 

attention, equitable treatment, and value for their money, would feel slighted by the interaction 

and could, quite as easily, hastily spread news of such a poor experience to her social circle. 

Determining who deserved quality service, an extension of credit, or keen attention was a 

skill grocers needed to learn through personal experience and from experts in the trade. To help 

guide this process, the Grocer repeatedly profiled the advice of retail experts like Johnson Jr. 

 
23 Benson, Counter Cultures, 2. 
24 ñThe New Era in the Grocery Trade,ò 29. 
25 Deutsch, Building a Housewifeôs Paradise, 33. 
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Johnson Jr., which was a pseudonym for his real name, Paul Findlay, was heralded as one of the 

most successful dealers in North America with over forty years in the retail grocery business, and 

regular correspondent for the Grocer, questioned: ñIn theory, by precept and mostly in practice 

we treat all customers the same [é] But is it right, or sensible, or good business to do that? [é] 

Is it not actually more just and proper for us to consider the value of the customer to us as well as 

our obligation to her as a class?ô26 Service should be provided to all customers, he continued, but 

not every customer that entered the store received equal treatment. Although scientific 

management required standardization and obedience, where ñno worker ought to be permitted, or 

tempted, to ógo his own wayôò the Grocer sometimes gendered and made the female consumer a 

problem for young male clerks.27 

Quality service was inadvertently predicated on class as much as it was on a customerôs 

mannerisms. The prescriptive advice of the Grocer warned their majority male readership that 

female customers had a range of mannerisms and emotions that needed to be appropriately 

managed by male staff. The ideal customer would have a clean and organized relationship to the 

store, where there was no messiness of unpaid or outstanding debts from extended credit and 

would be devoutly loyal in exchange for careful and specialized service provided to them. The 

Grocer published Johnson Jrôs fictious scenario to guide readers through such gendered (and 

emotional) encounters. In this scenario there was Mrs. Pratt, a widow living alone, who would 

neither shop exclusively at her local store nor purchase large amounts from there. There was no 

reward for special service rendered to her.28 Another woman, Mrs. Perkins, who bought more 

 
26 ñFive Donôts for Clerks,ò Canadian Grocer, (Mar. 7, 1919): 61. Canadian Grocer, (Aug. 14, 1914): 29. There is 

no clear reason why Findlay/Johnson Jr. wrote under a pseudonym. He most often went by Johnson Jr. when he 

authored pieces for the Grocer as a correspondent and as Findlay (his legal name) when he gave public lectures to 

retailers.  
27 Stephen, 34. 
28 ñFive Donôts for Clerks,ò 61.  
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liberally (but only slightly so) was exacting in her demands, and asked for a selection of peppers 

of ñeven size and of the same shade of green,ò and wanted her sliced bacon uncontaminated from 

the odors of the refrigerator.29 In this case, Johnson Jr. surmised Perkins carried four steady 

grocery accounts across town. To compensate for her particularities, he proposed his staff remain 

courteous but are prepared with a special figure for her to pay. If asparagus is 15 cents per 

pound, he said, ñwe know she is going to ask us to select specially straight, even-sized stalks; so 

the price we name to her is 20 cents.ò30 In the case of Mrs. Exton, whom also had particular 

demands, had shopped exclusively at the store for twenty years and remained loyal and confident 

in her grocer to supply her with high-quality goods. Exton would receive the best prices, quality, 

and ñpainstaking attention and every preference we [could] offer.ò Despite this scenario, Johnson 

Jr. admitted ñfavouring those whose accounts make favours profitableò and to distinguish these 

accounts from those which, even in the most favourable circumstances, ñtend to become 

liabilities instead of assets.ò31 Although the overly ñfussyò or ñknow-it-allò female shopper was 

framed as an unpredictable and problematic, the Grocer offered advice such as this to help 

standardize and predict the customer.32 

Familiarity with a customer was considered essential to avoid such liabilities. In another 

warning, the Grocer gendered the undesirable customer. The journal included the encounter one 

male grocer had of the fashionably dressed ñsugar-mouthed customerò who with ñwords of 

appreciation will often hoodwink you into giving her credit.ò33 This grocer had trusted a new 

customer, a well-dressed woman, who had praised the store, his prompt service, and quality of 

 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid., 62. 
31 Ibid 61 
32 Elmer Wheeler, ñWatch Your Bark!ò Canadian Grocer, (Nov. 15, 1939): 24. 
33 Tobey, ñJust Too Sweet,ò 31. 
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goods. She appeared to not only be an asset to his account but would bring her other respectable 

friends during her outings. Instead, the grocer was left with unrequited payments once he had 

offered the woman credit and found that she was ñpractically worthlessò with an out-of-work 

husband. He cautioned to others, ñitôs alright to sell the sugar, but beware of the kind that comes 

from the other side of the counter.ò34 In the grocery store gender, language, dress, and manner 

were important mechanisms for grounding identities that were ñdebated, ranked, tested, 

propagated, and normalized.ò35 The imagined modern female shopper the Grocer had marketed 

to its readers ï fashionable, loyal, profitable ï often remained simply an ideal with the reality of 

gendered encounters unsettling such expectations.  

Even if a ñsugar-mouthedò customer had seemingly hoodwinked a grocer into extending 

credit, the retailer, not the credit system itself, was at fault. The Grocer published several articles 

by fellow retailers and members of the R.M.A. who recommended that grocers collect a 

customers name in full, the occupation (or husbandôs occupation), if they had previously traded 

with the grocer, the amount of his income, if he is a property holder, and if he draws his money 

weekly, fortnightly, or once a month.36 The prescriptive advice groomed readers of the Grocer to 

expect that the consumer was a married woman shopping on behalf of her husbands account, 

spending his money. As an additional assurance, the grocer may ask the patron if they could be 

considered a customer; entering into an unspoken contract shop loyalty.37 This was not an 

arbitrary consideration for ñit was said to be an unknown thing for a woman to get credit from a 

grocer without inquiry as to her standing as a ñgood customer.ò It makes no difference who she 

 
34 Ibid.  
35 Deutsch, 43.  
36 B.H. Thomas, ñThe Proper Handling of Credits Protects Business,ò Canadian Grocer, (May 27, 1910): 96 and 

ñWhat a Retailer Should Know about Credit Customers,ò Canadian Grocer, (Sept. 20, 1910): 32. 
37 Thomas, ñThe Proper Handling of Credits Protects Business,ò 96. 
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may be, every store does the same thingò if she asked for credit, she was then referred to the 

manager ñwho in turn politely asks for references. Going to another store does not help any for 

the woman finds herself up against the same proposition.ò38 Supposedly, an applicant for credit 

with good intentions and is responsible would willingly provide the above information. It was 

the grocerôs arbitrary decision to determine if their customer should have a credit limit and what 

that limit should be. 

However, a systematic credit system, meant that the grocer and their customer shared a 

friendly, business relation, and mutual understanding with one another.39 Mindful interactions 

between customer and clerk created lasting impressions and familiarity with patrons was 

essential to avoid potential credit liabilities. The question of credit (trust)worthiness was a highly 

personalized and gendered process. 

Prescriptive advice from the Grocer varied from instruction for young men to manage female 

customers, to how they managed their own appearance where their authority was bolstered as a 

representative of modern science. For clerks who adorned a long white apron they impressed a 

message of order, consistency, and expertise. A uniform that mimicked the laboratory coat of 

scientists.40 The apron was material evidence of the storesô commitment to modernity through its 

cleanliness and scientific appearance. Under the surveillance of customers, the crisp white 

uniform could alert patrons to any dirt and grime. The Grocer repeatedly told their readers how 

the appearance of the storesô staff needed to make a good first impression and be as orderly as 

the canned goods that loomed from the high shelves [Fig. 1]. The below photograph of the 

Loblaw Groceterias employees reflects this advice. A former Loblaw employee stated that 

 
38 ñItems Done Up in Brief for Busy Merchants,ò Canadian Grocer, (Sept. 20, 1910): 30. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Walden, Becoming Modern in Toronto, 162. 
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ñworking on the floor you were required to wear dark pants, a white shirt, black bow tie, white 

coat, and white apron.ò41 The female employees in the photo mirror a similar requirement with 

white coats, a dark skirt, and have short, styled hair. Another former employee stated that T.P. 

Loblaw would visit the stores on Saturdays with his secretary and she would ñcheck hairnets, 

white shoes, and stockings for the girls, while Mr. Loblaw would demonstrate how the hardwood 

floor should be swept.ò42 In this way, the labouring body needed a clean and attractive 

appearance to generate and bolster store sales.43 

The dry goods in the windows behind the employees are equally as orderly and neatly 

arranged, with the ñsale of  

[Figure 1: Loblaw Groceterias Limited, Store No. 1, Exterior, Employee Group Photograph. 2923 Dundas St. 

West, Toronto, Ca. 1922. George Weston Archives.] 

 
41 David Peter Thomson, George Weston Limited: 125 Years (2009), 45. 
42 J.W. Page, George Weston Limited: 125 Years (2009), 32. 
43 Donica Belisle, ñA Labour Force for the Consumer Century: Commodification in Canadaôs Largest Department 

Stores, 1890 to 1940,ò Labour/Le Travail, Vol. 58 (Fall 2006): 111-112.  
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todayò price cards are intentionally hung, creating a sense of symmetry in the window.44  One 

grocer offered his advice to others, and warned that a ñwoman instinctively shuns the unshaven, 

unwashed, unlaundered man. An extravagant laundry bill proves a most important assetéò45 

Another cautioned grocers to be wary of who they employed because foodstuffs were held, 

packaged, and money exchanged hand-to-hand with customers, ñany deformity, such as mis-

shaped hands, rough skin, imperfect speechò was a potential ñhandicap in the grocery 

business.ò46 While there is no explicit evidence to suggest grocers were discriminatory in their 

hiring practices for reasons such as these, the overwhelming value the Grocer attributed to 

service and experience of the customer, it is likely certain appearances or qualities were favored 

over others. Much like the strategy employed by Eatonôs, publication of photographs or sketches 

of Loblaw employees in the Toronto Daily Star often emphasized their competence, 

attractiveness, efficiency, and whiteness.47 A well-groomed staff in their science-inspired 

uniform, were a symbol of the modern grocery trade, but their appearance would not be the only 

quality of salesmanship required to persuade, suggest, and instruct customers to make purchases. 

However, employability discourses and the gendering of the labouring female body, where 

physical attributes and personality were itemized, was reproduced in sketches for the general 

 
44 The Loblaw Groceterias did not have traditional counters and operated under the cash and carry style of retailing. 

The white apron was a staple across many grocery stores throughout the early-to-mid twentieth century. As Loblaws 

was rebranded and launched their supermarket chains across Ontario, annual reports from 1950 continued to show 

photographs of men and women staff in similar white uniforms. 
45 ñMontreal Grocer Talks Service, Not Prices,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jul. 31, 1914): 23. 
46 A.H. Harvey, ñHow a clerkôs savings can start him in business,ò Canadian Grocer, (Mar. 4, 1910): 58. 
47 Belisle, ñA Labour Force for the Consumer Century,ò 132, 143. In her article Belisle contends that department 

store illustrations of workers (and customers) represented ideals and not realities, and yet, hiring predominately 

white workers demonstrated that those whose appearances ómatched prevailing race, class, and gender ideals had 

better chances of employment success.ô 
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public and in text distributed to the readership of the Grocer, all of which contributed to expert 

knowledge about female workers.48 

Women Behind the Counter  

Even in the most modern scenarios, employed or shopping in the newest cash-and-carry 

store, pictured in flashy advertisements, or demonstrating the latest-and-greatest products at the 

inexplicably modern CNE or on the groceteria floor, women were anchored to traditional gender 

roles or generational knowledge in the popular press. Female entrepreneurship had grown slowly 

but steadily in the nineteenth century. Married women in English Canada obtained the right to 

transact business independently from their husbands in the 1870s and 1880s. The image of the 

business girl would soon become recognizable ï and hotly debated.49 As more women moved 

into such positions, womenôs columnists were quick to remind their readers that ñbusiness will 

do much for you. It will make you quick, alert, self-reliant and progressive. Being a business girl 

gives you no excuse for lack of gentle manners.ò50 The entrance of women into clerical or 

administrative roles can be traced to the late nineteenth century and Graham Lowes analysis of 

womenôs work in Canadian offices describes how such jobs were ñsex labelled.ò51 The evolution 

of modern administration during first three decades of the twentieth century, Lowe argues, 

created a new stratum of clerical jobs and the entrance of women coincided with many ñnew 

fragmented, routine jobs in the lower reaches of administrative hierarchiesò wherein employers 

could tailor the labour supply by manipulating demand characteristics and attaching ñfemale 

 
48 Stephen, Pick One Intelligent Girl, 35-37. Stephenôs examination of the aptitude tests used during the Second 

World War to mobilize Canadian womanpower, reveals that the cultivating specific occupational skills intensified 

the gendering of the female labouring body by physical (height, weight), mental capabilities, and emotional 

attributes (which were harder to standardize). 
49 Monod, 45. 
50 Laura A. Smith, ñWhat I Found Out as a Business Girl,ò Macleanôs Magazine, (Dec. 1, 1907) 4, 7.   
51 Graham Lowe, ñWomen, Work and the Office: The Feminization of Clerical Occupations in Canada 1901-1931,ò 

The Canadian Journal of Sociology, Vol. 5 No. 4 (1980): 362-363, 368. 
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onlyò to job advertisements.52 Vocational aptitude for young women was often attributed to their 

ñmanipulative dexterity and speed,ò and were best suited for work that required skill but limited 

physical exertion or strength.53 Most clerical workers were concentrated in urban centres, like 

Toronto, which made the pool of untapped potential for female grocery workers rich.54 As 

women, married or otherwise, were gradually established as a labour reserve for administrative 

work, or waged labour more broadly, the grocery industry tapped into this reserve. 

The grocery retail sector used its marketing expertise to portray and debate how to 

itemize and gender the workforce successfully. While some women were employed as store 

clerks, however, unlike male clerks, they were also instructed to mind the children who 

accompanied their mothers, sell lower-priced stock such as confectionary, and were hired as 

demonstrators or biscuit girls. Women workers entered a segregated labour market with lower 

pay, fewer opportunities, often part-time employment, and were, at times, characterized as 

dispensable in the workforce.55  

 As more married middle-class women entered the waged workforce in the grocery trade 

during the early decades of the twentieth century, as clerks, salesladies, bookkeepers, and 

packers, there had been plenty of discourse in Chatelaine and the Grocer on the subject. 

Economic and social questions of marriage continued to flood the desk of the Chatelaine 

 
52 Lowe, ñWomen, Work and the Office,ò 366, 368-369. 
53 Stephen, Pick One Intelligent Girl, 35, 171. 
54 Belisle, Retail Nation, 160. 
55 Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled, 3-4. Katrina Srigley, ñóIn case you hadnôt noticed!ô: Race, Ethnicity, and 

Womenôs Wage-Earning in a Depression-Era City,ò Labour/Le Travail, 55 (Spring 2005): 95. Shirley Tillotson, ñóWe 

May All Soon be First-Class Menô: Gender and Skill in Canadaôs Early Twentieth Century Urban Telegraph 

Industry,ò in Gender and History in Canada, eds. Joy Parr and Mark Rosenfeld, (Toronto: Copp Clark Ltd., 1996): 

236, 238. Robert McIntosh, ñSweated Labour: Female Needleworkers in Industrializing Canada,ò in Canadian 

Women: A Reader, ed. Windy Mitchinson et. al, (Toronto: Harcourt Brace & Company Canada Ltd., 1996): 145, 

148, 165. Parr, The Gender of Breadwinners, 24-26. Stephen, Pick One Intelligent Girl, 4, 7-8, 14, 127. Joan 

Sangster, Transforming Labour: Women and Work in Postwar Canada, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 

2010): 6-7, 19, 145. Alice Kessler-Harris, Out to Work: A History of Wage-Earning Women in the United States, 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1982): 45-46. 
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editorial team in the late 1920s as more women entered waged work in Toronto. To the editor, 

readers had questioned: ñShould wives have to be dependent on their husbands for every cent 

they get? Should wives have wages? Should they have a personal allowance and send the house-

keeping bills to the husband? Is it economically desirable that a wife should earn money outside 

the home?56 In response to questions on the household economy, one agitated man wrote to the 

magazine:  

My girl says she wonôt marry me unless I let her keep on with her workéShe says the 

work of a modern apartment isnôt enough to keep an able-bodied intelligent woman busy 

for more than an hour or two a day, that she doesnôt like embroidering, pink teas or 

bridge, and what is she to do with herself all day? What am I to do? I always looked 

forward to having my wife dependent on me and thought what fun it would be to save up 

for little ódoo-dadsô for her. You canôt have much fun giving to somebody who has much 

as you.57 

 Nancy Leighôs response was, for the most part, sympathetic to the young man for he held a 

ñtraditional masculine viewpointò which was the most difficult adjustment to make in the present 

transitional stage, for the wife was able to do ñwhat she wants and getting paid for it. He is 

getting blamed by the outside world for allowing her to do it.ò58 At times, Chatelaineôs 

construction of the modern woman had economic independence. Where she could ñstep out to 

make her own place in the sun, dependent on no man,ò and where ñmost ridiculous and most 

tragic thing a man can do to a woman - treat her as a doll all through her married lifeò in 

response to a woman who had been excluded from all business related to the household, from 

 
56 Nancy Leigh, ñWages and Wives,ò Chatelaine, (Apr. 4, 1929): 23. Strong-Boag has argued that the 1920s was the 

first decade in which the majority of Canadians were urban-dwellers which continued a long-established trend of 

favouring a disproportionately large female population in cities and increased female participation in the labour 

force. There were larger numbers of gainfully employed women between 16 and 34 who were most likely to be 

seeing both paid work and marital prospects. The Canadian 1921 and 1931 Census shows a steadily increasing 

number of married women entering waged employment: 35, 202 or 7.19% and 66, 798 or 10.03% in 1931. ñThe Girl 

of the New Day: Canadian Working Women in the 1920s,ò Labour/Le Travailleur, (1979): 132-133. 
57 Leigh, ñWages and Wives,ò 23.  
58 Ibid. 
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finances to life-insurance policies.59 One woman, who ran a successful business, wrote in to 

express her worry that perhaps she should return home full-time, fearing she had denied her 

husband something as a result of her lifestyle. Leighôs reply to this woman, and her readers,  

Once you have become accustomed to a certain scale of living it is very difficult to retreat 

from it. If by your energy and your driving power you have built up a business, I do not 

believe you could ever have been ójust an ordinary housewifeôéYou are probably quite 

right when you feel you have taken something from your husband. There are very few big 

men big enough to form a real partnership with a woman, to appreciate her in the 

responsibilities of the home.ò60 

Married womenôs desire to work, as a necessity or a right, was often framed by the popular press 

in such a way to soothe public fears (and personal fears) that the family unit would not 

breakdown under the weight of unemployment or national instability.61 This apprehension of 

performing labour in the same occupation as men, or in place of the male breadwinner, is 

apparent by Mary Annôs letter to the Canadian Home Journal. Mary Ann claimed she preferred 

to work as a domestic servant because there was nothing modern about the factory girls who 

lived in a single room in poor or ñindifferent lodgings,ò who could not afford good food unless 

they had a substantial salary ï which they most likely did not ï compared the room and board 

she was offered.62 She continued that this line of work equipped her with the knowledge to ñtake 

charge of a house of my own [é] run things smoothly, something girls who spend years in 

factories and behind counters cannot always do.ò63 For Leigh and Mary Ann, the home was the 

biggest business in the world.64 

 
59 Leigh, ñWages and Wives,ò 23. Nancy Leigh, ñStarting Over Again,ò Chatelaine, (Jan., 1929): 34. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Margaret Hobbs, ñEquality and Difference: Feminism and the Defence of Women Workers During the Great 

Depression,ò Labour/Le Travail, 32 (Fall 1993): 202, 216. 
62 Mary Ann, ñWhy I like to be a Domestic Servant,ò Canadian Home Journal, (Apr. 1922): 43. 
63 Ibid., 42. 
64 Leigh., 60.  
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In her reflection on her position in the business world, Ladies Home Journal columnist Laura 

Smith offered her advice to all wage-earning women:  

Do not let misguided persons stir up discontent and persuade you that you are doing ña manôs 

work and should receive a manôs salary.ò You are doing your own work and are entitled to 

the highest salary you can earn. You could not be a man in business if you tried. Really, why 

should you or any girl wish to be? Men get the hardest tasks, the longest hours and the 

hardest part of the business strain. If you grow into a woman with fine executive ability, 

poise and thorough knowledge of business you will command a good salary and receive a 

great many privileges on your own account. Be content to be a girl in business, clinging to 

your womanly ideals, keeping your heart young and envying no one.65  

Women employed behind the counter need to possess expertise within the industry, rarely 

earning the title ï or salary ï of an expert or specialist like the male clerks they worked beside.  

How best to employ women in the grocery trade occupied ample space within the Grocer. In 

the early years of the trade journal a column entitled ñSome reflexive questionsò posed varying 

rhetorical questions related to shop management, including: ñDo lady clerks aid in bringing 

certain customers that you would otherwise lose?ò66 It was not until several years later that Mrs. 

A.L.G. came to the defense of womenôs labour in the grocery industry. In her reflection 

submitted to the Grocer, Mrs. A.L.G. predicted that there would be fewer men in the retail 

grocery business in the coming years, and their labor would instead be accoladed to physical 

work like handling boxes and heavy barrels.67 Women, not men, she argued were the better judge 

of what to sell, particularly when it came to pantry purchases.68  

Mrs. A. L. G. Claimed to have ñexperience studying the matter of womenôs employment, and 

I see that more young women are being employed in grocery stores every dayéWomen are 

peculiarly adapted to sell food products. They are better judges of foods to begin with, they are 

 
65 Smith, ñWhat I Found Out as a Business Girl,ò 73-74. 
66 ñSome reflexive questions,ò Canadian Grocer, (Nov. 6, 1891):18. 
67 Mrs. A.L.G., ñWomen in the Grocery Store,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan 15, 1897): 20. 
68 Ibid. 
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cleaner in the second placeébetter adapted for keeping a grocery store or any other store where 

food is kept than a man.ò69 To further her point, she sought out the male grocers in her city for 

their opinion and attitude on female clerks. There were twenty-six retail grocery stores and ten 

years prior, not one had a single female clerk: ñThey would no more have thought of employing 

a woman in any capacity, whether as a clerk, bookkeeper or stenographer, that they would have 

thought of giving goods away free of cost.70ò Fifteen of the twenty-six stores now employed 

women behind the counter, and remaining eleven have women fulfill roles as book-keepers, 

typewriters, or demonstrators. Antipathy was slowly shifting, for these male grocers, to 

recognition of womenôs expertise and entitlement in a space where food was sold. Not content 

with the movement of women into clerkship ending behind the counter, Mrs. A. offered the 

following conclusion:  

It is but a step from the clerkship to the proprietorship of the store, and the ambitious 

young woman will soon feel that she has a right to open a store of her own, and I believe 

that when she does so her store will be conducted quite as well as any store now 

conducted by a man. Wherever women have once secured a foothold, they have speedily 

shown that they are better than men in the same positions. It is this which justifies my 

belief that after the first grocery store is started by a woman, others will speedily follow, 

and the end will be that male grocers will have to take up some other lineéI have been 

simply giving my personal opinions, based upon considerable investigation, as well as a 

strong belief that women are destined to take a prominent place in the retail stores of the 

country.71 

By the early decades of the twentieth century, women continued to move into clerk positions in 

the grocery business. However, their presence was never the majority that Mrs. A. predicted.  

There was a small handful of single women employed at Loblaw Store at the 459-461 College 

St. location in the early 1900s. Miss Jennie Ellis was employed as a bookkeeper for at least two 

years. Miss Luela Cowling was employed as a clerk and Miss Ida Good as a bookkeeper in 

 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 
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1905.72 The grocery industry took advantage of the administrative revolution, as Lowe views it, 

and young women were largely employed as bookkeepers or stenographers. Sometimes women 

who were employed as cashiers would have to perform bookkeeping tasks.73 The below 

advertisements for positions at Loblaw locations reflect the desired womanly worker: young 

ladies (unmarried) and part-time work [Fig 2, 3.]  Women were employed as managers in a few 

grocery stores across Canada, but this number was a mere fraction of the number of male 

managers.74 

  

[Figure 2: ñHelp Wanted-Female (Cont.)ò The Toronto Daily Star, (Jan. 15, 1919):14] 

[Figure 3: ñHelp Wanted-Female (Cont.)ò The Toronto Daily Star, (Aug. 2, 1919): 14] 

On the ñClerkôs Pageò in the Grocer, attention was directed to ñclerks of the male 

persuasionò to listen to the success stories of grocers who employ women in their stores.75 One 

male grocer believed in the superiority of the female clerk over the male: ñthey are much neater 

in appearance and are quicker and more trustworthyéOf course, it is necessary to have young 

 
72 Census and Statistics Bulletin XI: Occupations of the People, Ottawa (1910). Six Loblaw Store employees are 

listed on the city directory: 5 clerks, 1 bookkeeper, 4 men and 2 unmarried women (Cowling and Good). 
73 Henry Johnson Jr., ñNow We Must Keep Books,ò Canadian Grocer, (Apr. 5, 1918): 30. Johnson Jr. recalls how 

one of his female cashiers would complete her daily bookkeeping work in an hour each morning. By using the 

double-entry bookkeeping system, Johnson Jr. was able to see his transactions ódown to the penny at any time within 

a few hoursô in ósufficient detail for practical purposes, all the time.ô 
74 Ibid., 14. Fifth Census of Canada 1911, Ottawa (1913): 89. 5,791 men employed as managers versus 621 women 

employed as managers. Women significantly dominated the personal and domestic service industry first, second, 

under the trade and transportation class, salesmen and saleswomen were broken down into several categories, 

ranging from bakery and confectionery to wines and liquors. Within this class, under 16 years old 220:15 (m/f), and 

3,426:367 (m/f) over 16. The largest number of women (over 16) within this class is in the dry goods, fancy goods, 

and not specified, however for each women occupied at least half the total of men. 
75 Walter Gilbert, ñThe woman clerkôs success,ò Canadian Grocer, (Oct. 30, 1908): 62. 
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men, too, for the heavier work, but I find I get better results in having young ladies attend to the 

wants of my customers.ò76 Several grocers reported that women often preferred to be served by 

other women. This inference is unsurprising as the Grocer frequently compared the interior of 

the store as an extension of the home: a clean space, organized, and where children could 

accompany their mothers.77 For female employees and customers the grocery store was 

continually framed by popular press and state policy as an extension of their domestic labour 

rather than as rupture by modernity in the grocery trade.  

Attributes of the labouring female body were continually discussed in the pages of the 

Grocer. One grocer noted how: ñI find that some women like to buy from men while others 

would rather buy from a girl. So I split my force fifty-fifty .ò78 Female customers found female 

clerks to be polite and attentive, and to naturally have a knowledge and expertise on cooking, 

economy for the family purse and menu, and could interest the consumer in ways in the male 

expert could not.79 In this way, female employees helped sustain the moral economy of food. 

There was a level of trust that from one woman to another, understood the economic, moral, and 

social value of food purchased for the home kitchen, and by extension, the family. In the grocery 

department of the Hudsonôs Bay Company Store, one manager noted how customers had become 

accustomed to being waited upon by women clerks and were willing to wait to be served by their 

favourite. The manager was surprised to see a regular customer wait for twenty minutes for ña 

particular lady clerk to come back from lunch. Any of the other clerks could have served her, but 

the clerk she waited for knew her tastes in every lineéEach saleslady knows that by courteous 

 
76 Ibid. 
77 Monod suggests well-to-do women grocers between 1919 and 1939 were more likely to reside above their store, 

compared to bourgeois men who often separated home and their place of work, 47. The Toronto City Directory 

reveals that men who were listed as grocers or grocery clerks tended to live at their own residence, while single 

young women, in the same profession, were self-supporting and boarded and rented across the city. 
78 Edward Dreier, ñThe Traveller and the Female Clerk,ò Canadian Grocer, (Feb. 14, 1919): 25.  
79 Gilbert, ñThe woman clerkôs success,ò 62. 
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attention her personal grocer clientele can be increasedéon that basis salaries are adjusted.ò80 

Although acknowledged as a great asset to the store, for her cleaning, organizing, and polite 

temperament, it was urged to other grocers that: ñif you have not tried her it is not too late to and 

be convinced that she has a place there.ò81 As a uniquely modern asset, the female clerk was 

often referred in much of the same way new, shiny equipment was.  

In some instances, the female clerk was argued to be more dependable and a better 

business decision for the store. Harry Braverman notes in Labor and Monopoly Capital that 

ñlabor power has become a commodity. Its uses are no longer organized according to the needs 

and desires of those who sell it, but rather according to the needs of its purchaserséò82  This 

preference for women employees was not lost on managers. The Grocer published the 

favourable opinion that: 

Young ladieséif they are away for a holiday you can at least be sure they will come to 

work the following day prepared for work, and not looking as if they had been on a spree. 

Then, again, they have not as many temptations as a young man, not so many 

engagements or so many ways to spend their time and money. They are not always 

looking at the clock to see when closing time, is, either, and in lots of ways they are 

preferableéFor my part, the young lady clerks have come to stay.83   

President of the Grocers Association in St. Louis, MI commented that ña woman clerk has no 

bad habits. She is apt to be honest. She does not smoke cigarettes or drink when the boss is 

outéShe does not help herself to the stock.ò84 Another boasted how ñA woman about a grocery 

store raises the toneéA woman about a store is in fact a bit of brightness, who is bound to keep 

her place.ò85 However, despite such glowing recommendations to hire woman clerks, the appeal 

 
80 ñSell the Clerk and Goods are half sold,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jun. 27, 1919): 36. 
81 ñThe Woman Clerk,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 3, 1908): 36. 
82 Harry Braverman, Labor and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in the Twentieth Century, (New York: 

NYU Press, 1998): 57. 
83 Gilbert, 62. 
84 Ibid. 
85 ñOur Clerksô Page,ò Canadian Grocer, (Oct. 30, 1908): 64. 
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of young ladies was couched in sexist language and assumptions. Much like how the Grocer had 

constructed the female shopper as a merchantôs primary audience, and, on occasion a problem to 

be managed, the female clerk was simultaneously framed as an asset to the modern store and a 

liability. 

In early editions of the Grocer, there was one section called ñDrops from the Editors 

Pen,ò which featured thoughts from trade, exhibitions, cheese, sugar, and clerkship. One such 

rumination included the following remark: ñThere is one thing about the female clerk: just as the 

merchant thinks he has her it is quite probable that some young fellow may come along and take 

her to himself.ò86 Beyond the editorôs pen, one anonymous grocer, in his irritation for the 

traveling salesman, assumed that women clerks were easily led astray from their work duties by 

charming men. These women, many just out of school or business colleges, ñunfamiliar with the 

ways of the world or the ways of businesséare nice, innocent young girlsò possessed an 

ñexceedingly strong liking for the opposite sex and an idea that flirtation is part of business 

life.ò87 The writer, speaking from experience, happened to be, 

unfortunate enough to have to employ one of these hypnotic-eyed young girls along with 

other girls. She is a girl of fairly good family, with absolutely nothing against her 

character, but her misconstrued idea that her duty lies in entertaining every flip 

commercial man that comes along, very much to her detriment. Whilst they are one or 

two other girls employed in this store, the flip young man cannot see any but the goo-

goo-eyed one, who is about 17 years of age.88 

 It was not entirely uncommon to associate a woman employee with her sexual appeal. F.E. Baily 

was an English writer who frequently authored highly opinionated, articles for Chatelaine in the 

late 1920s and the 1930s to discuss his indignation toward wage-earning women. In one such 

piece, ñWomen Bring Too Much Sex Into Businessò Bailey criticized womenôs ñtendency to let 

 
86 ñDrops from the Editors Pen,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jul. 22, 1898): 15.  
87 ñThe Traveller and the Female Clerk,ò 54. 
88 Ibid. 
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oneself be kissed by the boss in order to attain an increase in salaryò and how ñsome business 

girls find the cultivation of sex appeal much less trouble than acquiring a deep and wide 

professional knowledge.ò89 Similar to the grocerôs disappointment with his ñgoo-goo-eyedò 

employee whose time and attention is stolen away from his store, Bailey too warns of the 

depreciation of an organization when the ñfemale staff make it part of their business routine to 

tantalize the men.ò90 Popular press suggested that sex was a tool to advance oneôs career, rather 

than acknowledging the risk, and prevalence, of sexual harassment in the workplace as a tool to 

maintain hierarchies of pay and power.91  

Johnson Jr., a revered retail magnate, tended to approach the debate of female workers in 

the grocery industry with neutrality. While others assessed the potential flight risk of the 

licentious woman clerk, who alone, was ñplentyétwo or three are gathered together there is too 

much talking and laughing among themselves, which is not good for any businessò92 Johnson Jr. 

instead reflected on their employment in much of the same way he did with his other columns on 

the qualities of salesmen. As he recalled his most recent experience with an employee, a female 

clerk, he noted how she came at a time ñwhen we needed efficient help; stepped right into the 

place and filled it wellò she was of ñgood appearance, which does not mean óprettyô but 

businesslike, prompt, intelligent. She knew goods and could talk them well.ò93 In praise of the 

 
89 F.E. Baily, ñWomen Bring Too Much Sex into Business,ò Chatelaine, (Jul. 1930): 5. 
90 ñThe Traveller and the Female Clerk,ò 54. Baily, ñWomen Bring Too Much Sex into Business,ò 41. 
91 Daniel Bender, ñóToo Much of Distasteful Masculinityô: Historicizing Sexual Harassment in the Garment 

Sweatshop and Factory,ò Journal of Womenôs History, Vol. 15, No. 4 (2004): 91, 93. Bender argues that sexual 

harassment was an expression of power and was central to how men constructed, policed, and naturalized sexual 

difference at work.  
92 ñThe Woman Clerk,ò 36. 
93 Henry Johnson Jr., ñA Woman Clerk and a Lost Opportunity,ò Canadian Grocer, (Oct. 4, 1912): 34. In one 

example of a well-ordered routine Johnson Jr. authored for the Grocer, he notes how in this scenario, there is a Chief 

woman clerk and two additional female clerks who would report to her for their duties. These duties included calling 

customers at their home, which would have likely been other women, cleaning and restocking shelves and counters, 

ñOrganizing Routine Inside the Store,ò Canadian Grocer, (Oct. 18, 1912): 30. 
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new hire, Johnson commented on her ability to talk down the most irate customer and her 

performance was so commendable that her salary was advanced steadily to $10 per week on a 

fifty -five-hour schedule ï which, was ñsupposed to be good for any woman.ò94 The downfall of 

the employee, resulting in her eventual dismissal was not presented in such a way to attack her 

sex. Soon after the employee received their latest pay increase, she became reportedly indifferent 

toward the work, undercharged customers, and was slow to complete daily tasks. For this, 

Johnson Jr. told readers of the Grocer that, ñno man or woman on earth is indispensable to any 

businesséwork is a continual climb and there is no stopping place.95 For Johnson Jr. the 

makings of a salesperson was attributed to the pseudo-scientific qualities the Grocer had ranked 

as most sought after: efficiency, punctuality, attitude, and accuracy of the clerk. 

The Expert  

The nineteenth century became a terrain of experts where various professions ï doctors, 

social workers, psychologists, nutritionists, and home economists ï gained new legitimacy.96 The 

expert, in any field, commanded an aura of authority. Poovey has argued that the figure of the 

expert was a knowledge producer as much as it was a social position.97 Expert knowledge was 

often born out of perceived problems of the modern city, a desire for social and moral reform.98  

The prescriptive expertise was a ñdialectic encounter between experts backed by the state, 

medical, or religious powers,ò that was reproduced in the pages of popular press.99 Series of 

experts impressed the need for their audience to replace generational learning with sound, 

 
94 Johnson Jr., ñA Woman Clerk and a Lost Opportunity,ò 34. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Arnup, 3. Epstein-Nord, 208.  
97 Poovey, 15-16. 
98 Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap, and Water, 44-47, 52. Thompson, 119.  See also, Jennifer Stephen, ñóFactory 

Girlsô and the Toronto Psychiatric Clinic, in Law, Society, and the State: Essays in Modern Legal History, eds. Louis 

A. Knafla and Susan W.S. Binnie, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995): 411, 414, 421. 
99 Chambers, Misconceptions, 6. 
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scientific, and modern knowledge, so they could become amateur experts. This included anyone 

involved with the purchase or sale of groceries. This section examines how the Grocer and 

popular womenôs magazines ósoldô and popularized modern ways of running a grocery store and 

being a mother and housewife. To survive the transition into the modern economy, grocers and 

housewives needed to follow this expertise closely, become self-made experts, shop intelligently, 

and retail down to a science.  

 Following the establishment of the Grocer in 1886, the trade journal became a formidable 

source of expertise and knowledge of the grocery trade. Grocers reported in confidence to the 

trade journal for their successful application of science and ingenuity in the industry, priding 

themselves on their reception of all facets of the modern. In response, the Grocer often rewarded 

these readers with the title of expert as the journal profiled their successful tricks of the trade. 

With the journalôs guidance, there need not be room for the slovenly or the unskilled, the day had 

dawned on the scientific diet, of health-giving foods, and cleanliness ï ñexit the doctor, enter the 

food expert.ò100  

The modern expert in the grocery trade was characterized as well-versed in business 

operation, nutrition, customer observation, marketing, and design. The Grocer claimed that the 

merchant of the early twentieth century was not like his or her predecessor, ñthe merchant of the 

day is compelled, by the very nature of the business world in which he lives, to make an acute 

specialized study of his business.ò101 Although the figure of the expert long predated the 

twentieth century, this social position gained new legitimacy with the advent of mass-magazines 

and Lears and Richard Wrightman Fox have suggested that the turn of the century witnessed a 

rapid expansion of the ñprofessional-managerial stratumò who intended to harmonize and 

 
100 ñThe New Era in Grocery Trade,ò 22. 
101 L.C. Harkness, ñIntimate Knowledge of the Stock Needed in Buying,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 20, 1910): 36.  
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standardize relations between labour and capital.102 There were, of course, formal and informal 

methods for the grocer to become the expert of their trade that was recommended by the Grocer. 

Daily exposure to the buying public could train an observant manager or clerk on what product 

sells, what customers are attracted to, and how to read body language and cues. The illustration 

below portrays the discontent of the seemingly well-to-do female customer at the counter who is 

waiting to be served while the clerk obliviously whistles a tune. Failure to apply what other 

experts had shared ï in trade journals and lecture talks ï across the counter was considered the 

fault of the grocer [Fig. 4]. 

[Figure 4: A Prevalent Practice that Should be Eliminated, Canadian Grocer, April 2, 1912 pg. 35] 

Akin to the need to understand the value of calories in preparing the familyôs food itinerary, 

grocers needed to take care to know how and where the food on their shelves was made. A key 

 
102 Lears and Wrightman Fox, ñIntroduction,ò in The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in American History 

1880-1980, (New York: Random House Inc., 1983): xi. Rabinbachôs The Human Motor argues that the discourse 

surrounding the óscience of workô allowed the Taylor system to end the óskilled labourerôs monopoly of expertise, 

dissolved the traditional foremanôs authority over the shop floor, weakened the power of the unions to control 

wages, and gave management powerful method of exercising control over the production processô 121, 123, 238-

239. 
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requirement for the successful grocer and their staff was a competent, intelligent, and scientific 

knowledge of the goods they carried. The so-called, pre-modern, disorganization of the store had 

been solved through pre-packaged items and greater care for arrangement.103 Writing for the 

Grocer, Charles Adams urged for the retail grocer, the practical man, to ñbuy intelligently and 

therefore scientificallyò when he stocks his store; does the man behind the counter know the 

contents of what passes from his hands to his customer?104 When compared to one of the 

grocerôs competitors, the druggist, Adams expressed how the druggist is directly responsible for 

seeing that the proper ingredients are in what he sells ï he makes a thorough study of his stock 

and attends school to do so. The average grocer, Adam writes, ñknows little of what he sells, 

other than the price at which he brought and the price he asks. [é] Should you not have a 

practical knowledge of the goods on your shelves, in order to talk and sell your groceries 

intelligently [é]?ò105 To be an intelligent grocer meant to study the composition of baking 

powders, when a jar of strawberry jam was, in-fact, pure strawberry jam or a substitute mixture, 

and when dyes were added. This knowledge was often reciprocal, as Adams concluded, ñThe 

customer should know what they are buying, and it will pay in the end, both morally and 

financially. The customer, who has absolute faith in the honesty of his grocer, is very hard for a 

competitor to take away.ò106 However, this faith was not necessarily because of trust or charm of 

the clerk, but the result of careful decision-making, planning, and instruction offered by the 

domestic experts in womenôs magazines. 

 This knowledge was not solely to proudly boast a commitment to the modern and to science, 

but was required by law. The Adulteration of Food Act, enacted in the early months of 1910, 

 
103 Monod, 140-141. 
104 Charles Adams, ñKnowledge of Food Composition Needed in Buying,ò Canadian Grocer, (May 20, 1910): 88. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Adams, ñKnowledge of Food Composition Needed in Buying,ò 88. 
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made the vendor directly liable for the quality of the goods sold. A. McGill, a Dominion 

government analyst, warned of the danger of selling adulterated foodstuffs:  

The Adulteration Act recognizes the importance, to the retailer, of his dependence upon the 

honesty of the manufacturer [é] it is not too much to ask of any person, having intelligence 

enough to go into business at all, that he should be wise enough to secure himself by having 

such a guaranty furnished him, with all the goods he buys. [é] the Act provides a form of 

guaranty, so that he cannot plead anything but his own gross ignorance or carelessness, if he 

fails to fully protect himself against all charges.107 

Through consumer protection regulations like the Adulteration Act, the prescriptive expertise of 

the Grocer was legitimized by state intervention. Efficiency, discipline, system, and order were 

imposed by the government and upheld by the trade journal, their correspondents, and readers 

who self-reported their adherence to the knowledge and expertise that had been shared with 

them. 

To further legitimize expert knowledge on the grocery trade, a series of lecture talks were 

organized, and reported by the Grocer. The lecture series was intended to instruct grocers how to 

efficiently manage their business. While the grocery trade had already begun to specialize in the 

1910s and 1920s, in response to the growth of mass merchandising and mail-order houses, the 

competition of chain stores in the 1930s caused further introspection for the independent retailer.  

In 1919 the chain grocery store was an unknown quantity, but by 1929 fourteen chain-store 

companies operated 1,300 units in Ontario and Quebec and sold $80,000,000 worth of goods.108 

The Extension Course, held at the University of Toronto, was sponsored by the RMA. The 

Toronto Retail Grocers Association had formed in 1887, a year after the Grocer launched and 

amalgamated under the RMA in 1914 with a separate Toronto branch.109 The purpose of the 

RMA was to support individuals in the retail trade organization, and this included active efforts 

 
107 A. McGill, ñWhere Responsibility Lies in Adulterated Foods,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 1, 1910): 24. 
108 Hutson, ñHas the chain grocery store come to stay?ò 13. 
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to secure the adoption of legislation designed to ñcure all the ills which are supposed to beset the 

retailer.ò110 The organized lecture series discussed retail management methods, display, 

marketing.111 The Grocer not only reported on the events of the RMA and how to enroll in the 

Extension Course, but several of their regular correspondents, like Johnson Jr. were key 

speakers. 

The first of the lecture series, ñMargins, Mark-Ups, Overhead Expenses, Profits, Mark-

downs, Bargain Sales,ò was held on January 8th, 1930, was given by Johnson Jr. At the time of 

the opening lecture, Johnson Jr. was recognized as the best-known writer on retail business in 

North America, he urged every merchant, retailer, and clerk to attend; ñthose who come out to 

hear him will be well repaid.ò112 The second speaker for the series was T.P. Loblaw, president of 

Loblaw Groceterias Limited, a company that, by 1930, had developed a chain of 95 stores, 

selling over $18, 000, 000 worth of groceries a year.113 Like Johnson Jrôs glowing credentials to 

promote the previous lecture, Loblawôs success as a president separated the expert from the 

eager audience. The Grocer reported that the retailers who attended ñthe next meeting at which 

Mr. Loblaw is to talk, will undoubtedly get just as much to think about.ò114 Various speakers, 

from Political Science Professors, company presidents, and merchandising counsels, lectured on 

 
110 ñPremier Resents Inference of Inaction on Part of Government,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 31, 1930): 20. The 

Grocer acknowledges that the R.M.A. has had some influence in securing legislation in the interest of retailers but 
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111 ñUniversity Classes for Grocers Already Assured,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 17, 1930): 17. There were separate 
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112 ñPaul Findlay (Henry Johnson Jr.) To talk to merchants on margins and overhead on Jan. 8ò Canadian Grocer, 

(Jan. 3, 1930): 13. 
113 ñóBusiness possibilitiesô to be discussed by T.P. Loblaw,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 31, 1930): 28. 
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topics such as store location, store equipment, mass window displays, shelving and counters, and 

scientific merchandising to an audience motivated to succeed in business.115  

In addition to the more material conditions of the store (baskets, displays, and so on), 

lecture talks reproduced in the Grocer and other accompanying columns came from experts in 

the psyche-sciences. The application of modern psychology to business and industry, explained 

Professor S.N.F. Chant, would help retail merchants to understand themselves and others.116 For 

example, disciplining employees in the past often meant shouting and frightening them. Chant 

explained that anger did not lead to co-operation and would never get employees interested in 

their work. Not only this, but psychology of the individual was advocated as important to the 

selection of grocery store employees. Industrial psychologists, who extended scientific 

management to the realm of human behaviour, meant treating workersô attitudes as a factor to be 

engineered like their bodies.117 ñPeople differ - they differ enormously sometimes ï in their 

ability to perform a particular job. That point was not taken into consideration very much in 

business concerns twenty years ago.ò118 For this, employers should place a potential employee 

on six months probation, administer a test to assess practical skills, and conduct an interview. 

Through the publication of Chantôs lecture, the Grocer authorized to their readers that a 

combination of testing, placement, and a one-to-one interview and Taylorist industrial 

management would create a scientific, objective, hiring practice; one that would avoid passing 

 
115 Monod, 151-152, 353. At the second lecture, there were 161 registrations: Grocers (69), druggists (47), dry goods 

and womenôs wear (27), and miscellaneous (18). Women typically dominated dry goods/womenôs wear departments 

at this time.  
116 ñPsychology plays part in selecting and stimulating employees,ò Canadian Grocer, (Dec. 5, 1930): 41. 
117 Ken Alder, The Lie Detectors: The History of an American Obsession, (New York: Free Press, 2007) 105-106. 

Rabinbach, 123, 151. 
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judgment before the facts.119 In this lecture, mental testing and vocational aptitude were 

promoted as fundamental to ensure stability and efficiency in the labour force.120 

The same fundamentals of psychology that had been reported to better assess the worker 

were applied to the consumer. Johnson Jr. repeatedly told readers of the Grocer to ñnot forget the 

psychological value of price appealò in a new era of food distribution.121 One tactic to satiate this 

appeal was to price by the odd cent. To compete with the lower costs of the chain store, for 

which Johnson Jr. was not a supporter, he contended how ñodd pricings are up-to-the-minute in 

method and effectiveness. The grocer who fails to note this is holding himself back. [é] Think 

such plans appeal only to women? [é] If it is results a merchant seeks, let him open his eyes and 

see.ò122 The odd pricing merchandise method, referred to as ñmagic figures,ò would produce 

pleasing results. A grocer would see great success if an item, regularly priced at $25, was 

remarked and advertised at the new reduced price of $24.95, would be sold in large quantities.123 

The psychology as a tool to sell the modern grocery store ï and industry more broadly ï is 

explored further in Chapter 3. Although these tips and tricks of the trade were offered to help the 

grocer increase their productivity and profit, the position of the expert through the columns of the 

Grocer or standing at the front of a lecture hall, created and sustained a hierarchy of authority in 

the retail trade. 

 
119 Ibid., 41. See also Alder, The Lie Detectors, 20. 
120 Stephenôs chapter ñThe Psychologist at Warò in Pick One Intelligent Girl documents the use of mental testing as 

a form of nation building during the interwar period before it (and other psyche-sciences) were used to recruit 

Canadian women in World War Two. The guide to I.Q. testing The Measurement of Intelligence was a leading 

authority on mental testing in educational, industrial, and military screening. The application and measurement of a 

workers traits became a method to weed-out the inefficient, which often had gendered, class, and racial implications. 
121 Henry Johnson Jr., ñHow Advertising is Divided,ò Canadian Grocer, (Apr. 24, 1931): 29. 
122 Henry Johnson Jr., ñPricing by the odd ócent is both modern and effectiveô,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jun. 21, 1929): 

26.  
123 ñBring on the ñSpecialsò Early Part of the Week,ò Canadian Grocer, (Jan. 3, 1930): 30. 
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 The management of the modern household, often attributed to as an institution or business, 

and all that this encompassed was ósoldô to readers in a similar way as the modern grocery store. 

Womenôs magazines such as the Canadian Home Journal, Everywomanôs World, and later, 

Chatelaine offered a range of expert advice from food preparation, food shopping, household 

maintenance, health, and childrearing and motherhood, so that ñevery thrifty housekeeper is to-

day using scores of articles that their grandmothers had never heard of.ò124 Frances Lily Johnson, 

member of the Department of Psychology at the University of Toronto, lamented that although 

every department of life had improved through scientific research and methods by experts, 

ñproper parenthoodò was not being achieved by some.125 This was the first time, as Arnup has 

argued, that a new óscientificô advice literature was available to the vast majority with the advent 

of mass magazines, where readers of Chatelaine, for example, were confronted with at least one 

article on infant or childcare from the magazines inception.126 Much of the advice female readers 

were prescribed was tied to broader national aspirations of becoming modern by means of 

science and state regulation.127  

Helen Campbell, an experienced journalist, home economist, and eventual director of the 

Chatelaine Institute, was heralded as an authority on proper home management and domestic 

reform.128 Campbell cautioned the readers of Chatelaine with the following: ñItôs a wise woman 

who takes advantage of the help offered by magazines in the editorial and advertising pages, by 

newspapers, radio programs, manufactures of food and household appliances, public utility 

organizations and governmental agencies.ò129 Similar to the prescriptive expertise of the Grocer, 

 
124 Honorable Freeman Talbut, ñNow and Then,ò Canadian Home Journal, (Jan. 1901): 8. 
125 Frances Lily Johnson, ñWhat of Your Child?ò Chatelaine, (Apr. 1928): 32. 
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129 Helen G. Campbell, ñThis Business of Housekeeping,ò Chatelaine, (Feb. 1933): 45. 
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state policy, particularly where children were concerned, legitimized the business of housework 

and its experts. 

As the household was regularly framed as a business concern, there were an increasing 

number of experts who advocated for the application of scientific management to reduce labour, 

waste, and effort, and make child-rearing easier. However, as Hayden and Cowan have 

described, housework differed from market work due to its unpaid and unspecialized labour, and 

because of this scientific management was an impossibility inside the home.130 This did not stop 

efficiency experts and household engineers from trying to prescribe what Hayden calls ñpseudo-

scientific management.ò131 This advice was often contradictory in nature, asking women to 

ascribe to the counsel of experts rather than rely on family systems or maternal instinct, while 

acknowledging ñinstinct and idealism make a home; all else unmakes it.ò132 In 1916 

Everywomanôs World published the article ñHow I Would Run the Home if I Were a Woman,ò 

where Edward Purinton, efficiency expert and author of Efficient Living (1916), strategized to 

transfer the efficiency that had been ñborn in the stores and taken rise in the factories,ò and apply 

it to the system of the home.133 He scolded magazine readers that ñmany a good woman ï good 

but stupid ï thinks so much of her home as a house that she forgets to be anything but a house-

keeper,ò and scientific management was needed more than ever to prevent the spread of moral 

contaminant and social unrest.134 Purinton viewed the efficient housewife as three women, ña 

wife, a mother, and a housekeeperò where ñbeing a wife is an art, being a mother is a profession, 

 
130 Ruth Schwartz Cowan, More Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology from the Open Hearth to 
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134 Ibid., 94, 96. Edward Earle Purinton, ñHow I Would Run the Home if I Were a Woman,ò Everywomanôs World, 

(Sept. 1916): 8. 



Kirby, 117 
 

and being a housekeeper is a business.ò135 However, in his book, Purinton had two separate 

chapters for ñWork and Efficiency,ò which did not mention women, and ñHome and Efficiency,ò 

which mentioned women (as mothers, wives, and housekeepers), but did not mention labour. 

The modern home as an efficient institution included knowledge of health foods and ñhome 

scienceò for the prevention of disease, cost-reducing on a scientific budget, and the application of 

physiological, psychological, and industrial principles embodied in the household.136 This 

sentiment tried to displace advice passed from mothers to daughters (as new mothers themselves) 

for modern mothers should consult the modern schools of diet or study carefully crafted books of 

expertise.137 Scientific management ñstarted in the stomach.ò138 This knowledge could be tested 

against Purintonôs ñEfficient Home Test,ò and the user could evaluate if they prepared meals 

according to the rules of modern food science or if the kitchen was equipped with labor-saving 

devices [Fig. 6]. This was not knowledge that could be happened upon accidentally, Purinton 

cautioned, it needed to be studied, ñAm I theorizing or sentimentalizing? I am not ï I have seen it 

done.ò139 

 
135 Purinton, ñHow I Would Run the Home if I Were a Woman,ò 32. 
136 Ibid., 8. 
137 Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled, 126. Purinton, Efficient Living, 121. As part of Purintonôs ñFood Efficiency 

Test,ò there are questions such as: Have you studied at lest three modern schools of diet (Lahmann, the Christian, the 

Lust, or the Kellogg system)? Have you read at least three standard books on domestic science and the household 

economy? Has your drinking water been guaranteed pure by expert analysis? Do you buy food [é] on a scientific 

system of economy? 
138 Purinton, Efficient Living, 69, 101. Purinton asks readers if they had consulted ómodern tables of food valuesô 

prior to the buying and preparation of daily meals for the family. 
139 Ibid., 33. One of the questions from Efficient Living for the ñFood and Efficiencyò test included: Is your grocer 

the best in your neighborhood ï have you learned why? Which suggests that knowledge of food value (nutrition and 

cost) were expected to be known by housewives and grocers.  
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[Figure 5: Edward Earle Purintonôs self-assessment Efficient Home Test provided for readers of Everywomanôs 

World, Sept. 1916, 8.] 

Furthermore, Purinton attributed the health of the household to the efficiency and 

knowledge of the housewife. This was an avenue many experts instructed their readers in. A 

ñscientific housewifeò was the ñkeeper of a manôs moralsò and his ñFat body, lean soul. Sick 

body, frail soul. Weak body, numb soul. Coarse body, hurt soul. The care of the body, for her 

husband, her children and herself, is a moral responsibility [é] a manôs capacity for work and a 

childôs for study, analyzed and traced to their source, depend largely on the home regimen 

directed by the wife and mother.ò140 At least ñ40% of a mans efficiency lies in the hand of 

women.ò141 Because readers were inundated with information from experts on the science of 

food, nutrition, and value, proper menu planning was regarded as an important part of the 

housekeeperôs program. Greater knowledge of food should, by default, lead to greater wisdom in 

 
140 Ibid., 32. 
141 Purinton, Efficient Living, 94. 
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meal planning and the proper crafting of the familyôs diet.142 This expectation had broader moral 

and national implications during times of instability and crisis, explored further in Chapter 4.  

Although the extent of vitamins and minerals and their linkage to deficiency diseases was 

in its infancy in the early twentieth century, columnists urged readers to factor this into preparing 

the grocery list.143 For Chatelaine, Nellie Pattinson, Director of Domestic Science in Toronto, 

urged readers to see food more than a meal to ward off hunger.144 ñHow much does it cost?ò was 

asked by the average housewife, for she would spend upwards of one quarter, and often more, of 

the family income on food.145 When drafting the family grocery list, women shoppers would 

have wanted to feel as if she was getting her monthôs worth. Acquiring the right kinds of foods 

for an adequate diet that was rich in vitamins, minerals, and calories was attainable for any 

housewife if she shopped and planned intelligently enough to purchase ñsufficient food of the 

right kind for the money we can afford to spend.ò146 Advice literature often ignored the class 

realities for many households who could not find or afford fresh fruit, vegetables, milk, or meat 

prescribed by modern medical and child-rearing experts.147 

The onus continued to be on the woman of the house to be as economical as possible, 

despite a limited or free-flowing budget. Similarly, Chatelaine correspondent Ruth Reid asked 

readers: ñDoes expensive food mean very nourishing food, and does cheap food imply that it 

lacks some vital elements?ò148  Once the production of food is broken down, Reid wrote, it is 

 
142 Helen Campbell, ñSpring Tonics Up to Date,ò Chatelaine, (Sept. 1931):27.  
143 Vitamin C, for example, was not discovered until 1928. Nutritional deficiencies and vitamin benefits became a 

regular feature in food advice columns of womenôs magazines in the late 1920s. The Creation of the Canadian 

Council on Nutrition (CCN) was formed during World War Two. See, ñMaking and Breaking Canadaôs Food Rules: 

Science, the State, and the Government of Nutrition, 1942-1949ò by Ian Mosby in Edible Histories, Cultural 

Politics, eds. Franca Iacovetta et. al. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012). 
144 Nellie Lyle Pattinson, ñA Spring Tonic in Every Meal,ò Chatelaine, (Mar. 1928): 26.  
145 Ruth Davison Reid, ñFood Costs Versus Their Caloric Values,ò Chatelaine, (Oct. 1929): 24. 
146 Pattinson, ñA Spring Tonic in Every Meal,ò 26. 
147 Ladd-Taylor, 27. Arnup, 39. Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled, 132-133. 
148 Reid, ñFood Costs Versus Their Caloric Values,ò 24. 



Kirby, 120 
 

easy to see that food is ñactually a bargain.ò149 There is the labour to produce the food, some root 

vegetables require more care, and shoppers should be willing to pay accordingly. Transportation 

raised these costs, Reid continued, particularly if perishable foods are being shipped, and 

demanding out-of-season foods required international transportation and cold storage to house 

and retain their quality. Grocers would price their products accordingly, so it was important to 

find the balance between a bargain and calories. Example menus were provided in all Canadian 

womenôs magazines, often for each season or holiday event, and on occasion ï as Pattinson and 

Reid had ï menus were purposefully crafted to demonstrate the cost, vitamins, and calories per 

item. Fresh fruits and vegetables, and good cuts of meat were emphasized as healthful protective 

foods. Housewives who lived far from markets and shops needed to be extra resourceful, ñgarden 

intelligently,ò and grow vitamin-rich food in their home gardens.150 Vitamins were, after all, 

ñwhat the spark is to the automobileéEveryday research workers are giving us more 

informationéso that now we can actually measure definite quantities for our needs.ò151 Food 

values were evaluated by experts and presented to readers on the basis of age, size, sex, climate, 

condition of health, and energy expenditure. 

In 1929 Chatelaine magazine launched the Canadian Food Series for its readership. 

Authored by J.B. Spencer, who was affiliated with the Department of Agriculture, the series 

intended to examine the ñfoods in the Canadian market, how best to know their value and select 

them.ò152 The first of the series focused on the importance of milk. Consumption and access to 

milk has long been a highly charged issue, particularly for Canadian mothers where the health of 

 
149 Ibid. 
150 Etta Campbell, ñFind your vitamins growing wild,ò Chatelaine, (Apr. 1928): 65. See also Frances C. Steinhoff, 

ñGardening with intelligence,ò Chatelaine, (Mar. 1939): 57.  
151 Pattinson, 28. 
152 J.B. Spencer, ñCanadian Dairy Food,ò Chatelaine, (Jan. 1929): 13.  
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their children was capitalized on.153 Milk had long been considered the most essential food 

product in the kitchen.154 The Chatelaine article made no exception. Spencer emphasized how 

milk held important value and health-promoting properties for the family; by 1929 the per capita 

consumption of milk was nearly nine-tenths of a pint per day, a 40% increase in the last six 

years.155 As Spencer continued to list the benefits of milk ï nourishment, energy, and cheapness 

ï he cited a recent test issued by the Empire Marketing Board where young boys were separated 

into two groups: the first received an ordinary diet, the second received in addition one pint a 

day. The latter grew taller, and had gained more weight, and there illness was absent among the 

boys who had been given the milk ration. Demonstrably, milk was of high value in preserving 

and restoring health for young children; a value that would have been negligible to ignore for the 

shopping mother. Concern for contaminated milk was, at this time, highly regulated.156 

Distributors to shops or private customers, needed to first secure a license which was granted 

only if their stock and premises were found to meet provincial governments requirements for the 

sale of milk. Inspectors periodically would examine and inspect milk or cream offered for sale, 

including shops and their delivery vehicles.157 This assurance was also a stark reminder of how 

high rates of infant mortality had been linked to contaminated milk. But to better protect 

consumers, regulations and public-health legislation had been enacted at the Provincial and 

 
153 Julie Guard, ñA Mighty Power against the Cost of Living: Canadian Housewives Organized in the 1930s,ò 

International Labor and Working-Class History, Vol. 77, (Spring 2010): 33-36. Cheryl Krasnick Warsh, ñVim, 

Vigour, and Vitality: óPowerô Foods for Kids in Canadian Popular Magazines, 1914ï1954,ò in Edible Histories, 

Cultural Politics, 391-393.  
154 ñMilk as a Meat and Wheat Substitute,ò Canadian Home Journal, (Oct. 1918): 34. 
155 Spencer, ñCanadian Dairy Foods,ò 13. 
156 Valverde documents how Pure Milk was touted as a social of beneficial social effects, temperance, purity, and 

morality by the Womenôs Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). The Toronto Daily News had published the article 

ñFewer Criminals with Pure Milk,ò (1910) which emphasized the moral health qualities from the consumption of 

unadulterated milk, The Age of Light, Soap, and Water, 23-24. 
157 Spencer, ñCanadian Dairy Foods,ò 13. 
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Federal level.158 To further instruct consumers on the nutritional benefits, the regulatory powers 

exhibited by the Dairy Branch of the Department of Agriculture worked in co-operation with the 

Canadian Council of Child Welfare and the National Dairy Council to emphasize the dietary 

value of uses of dairy products.159 Such instruction was presented in lectures, exhibits, films, 

posters, and booklets. 

The Canadian Food Series continued to report government regulations on the grocery 

trade and presented shopping guides for readers to understand values, symbols, and grades 

associated with these regulations. In the case of red meats, chicken, fish, cereal, and vegetables, 

shoppers had the ñdouble protection of their own judgment and the regulations that have the 

force of federal law.ò160 For example, under the Root Vegetables Act, grades were assigned for 

potatoes, onions, turnips, and celery; Canada Number 1 classed the vegetable free from dirt or 

foreign matter, and any defect.161 A similar process of regulation was adopted in the poultry 

industry. Chicken was graded on an A to D scale, and this adoption of standardization to describe 

the product was to be used by producers, packers, dealers, retailers, and consumers. For this, 

Spencer examined how ñthere will be a better understanding of market quotations and less 

opportunity for disagreements between buyer and seller. The housewives who do their own 

marketing will no longer find it necessary to make personal inspection of their purchases.ò162 

Just as there were bargains in clothes, ñthe woman who is getting her moneyôs worth studies the 

food values of her menus.ò163 As much as the series claimed to offer ñinside knowledgeò for the 

 
158 Spencer, ñCanadian Dairy Foods,ò 13. See also Anrup 26 where she documents the role of tainted milk supply 

and infant deaths. A number of voluntary organizations, like the Montreal Local Council of Women and the Toronto-

based Pure Milk League, sought to improve the quality of milk. In 1908 the Canadian Medical Association 

established a Milk Commission to provide expert medical evidence on the problem.  
159 Ibid., 48. 
160 J.B. Spencer, ñMarketing Canadian Vegetables,ò Chatelaine, (Oct. 1929): 28. 
161 Spencer, ñMarketing Canadian Vegetables,ò 34. 
162 J.B. Spencer, ñWhen you Buy a Chicken,ò Chatelaine, (Jun. 1929): 24. 
163 Reid, 24. 
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Canadian housekeeper, where the ñleaning of which will give our women shoppers a distinct 

advantage,ò there was the implied sense of failure if the shopper did not listen and apply the 

words of the expert into their home.164 How foods were graded on the market affected quality, 

cost, and size of the product, was an essential tool for the housewife to understand. Recognizing 

the distinctive labels of the grade of food, the ñintelligent housekeeper will familiarize herself 

with the brands and choose the grade most suitable for her purpose.ò165 Ultimately, culinary (and 

parental) merit was awarded to certain foodstuffs by experts for readers to digest, reflect, and 

visit their local grocery store to apply what they had learned. At least that was the hope of such 

prescriptive expertise.  

 The counsel of expert advice, especially for mothers, was encouraged to be passed down to 

their children. There was a paradox surrounding food as generational knowledge was prided and 

expected, and yet objective, modern, evidence-based expertise was meant to replace and outrank 

the mother. Frances Johnson, who had migrated from the Department of Psychology to the 

Parent Education Department at the University of Toronto, instructed readers of Chatelaine to 

train their children how to shop by bringing them along on household shopping tours and to 

discuss purchases would provide an opportunity to teach the child the meaning of money.166 

Interestingly, Johnson recommended the modern groceteria as the space to visit to teach this 

lesson. The open layout and ability to see and hold grocery items made the experience a tactile 

one. The parent should also explain discounts and price-watching, impressing the advantages of 

buying staples not at first display, but when they are low in price.167 Teaching thrift early would 

 
164 J.B. Spencer, ñMeats for Canadian Homes,ò Chatelaine, (Mar. 1929): 12. 
165 Helen Campbell, ñFish Values Every Woman Should Know,ò Chatelaine, (Mar. 1931): 19.  
166 Frances Lily Johnson, ñWhat of Your Child?ò Chatelaine, (Jul. 1930): 27. 
167 Ibid. 
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not only show how the family dollar could be stretched but would be an imperative skill to learn 

for when children, usually at ten or twelve years old, ventured on solo trips for their mothers.  

The sentiment that the labour of grocery shopping was shared or shouldered by children was 

reciprocated by Loblaw Groceterias. In 1924 a Loblaw advertisement, in large, capitalized font 

called out ñMOTHERS, TEACH YOUR CHILDREN THRIFT. Send them to shop at Loblawôs. 

Itôs just like play. It is all so simple that there is little chance for a mistake. There is always help 

on the floor who will gladly assist them in picking out anything you may desire.ò168Another 

promised special attention from store staff to the children sent to their busy groceterias in place 

of their equally busy mother.169 The acknowledgment of the busy mother reflected the gradual 

(but growing) number of married women who were entered waged labour. In a series of 

advertisements, sketches of well-dressed mothers shopping with their children accompanied the 

weekly specials and a message to teach the children about thrift, and this transfer of knowledge 

further subverted the domestic economy for modern capitalism [Fig. 6].  

 
168 ñMothers, Teach Your Children Thrift,ò The Toronto Daily Star, (Nov. 1924): 30.  
169 ñSonny Says ïò, The Globe, (Oct. 17, 1924): 14. 
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[Figure 6: Woman and young girl serving themselves and handling Loblaw Groceterias Co. products. A young 

boy pictured with a basket on his wrist who has likely been asked by his mother to go to the shop in her place. The 

Globe, (Oct. 19, 1928): 16.] 

The above image is a contradiction to the tagline of ñAlone ï You Decideò and reveals the 

instability of modernity and women. The act of shopping alone in a Loblaw Grocterias was 

marketed as an act of authority, freedom, and individualism. However, for women, as quickly as 

they were cast as autonomous, they were repeatedly placed next to their husbands or children, to 

market modern shopping and appeal to folkloric fantasies of normative gendered roles. 

Prospective and actual female consumers were pulled into modernity as independent corporate 

actors while at the same time tied to their reproductive labour and moral responsibility as modern 

mothers. This prospect is visible in the advertisement below, ñChildren of Today are Loblaw 

Customers of Tomorrowò [Fig. 7]. The advertisement tracks the various life stages of a young 

girl shopping at a groceteria with her mother, attendance at school, her wedding ceremony, and 

the last stage where the new bride is joyfully shopping with her husband. Arguably, the 
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ñcustomers of tomorrowò capitalized on a heighted concern of the health of the nation (through 

the health of children) following the events of the First World War, the 1918 Pandemic, and the 

ongoing Depression at this time. In a single image the Loblaw chain has anchored girlhood and 

womanhood to their store, a heterosexual marriage, and to food. The name ñLoblaw Groceterias 

[was] as familiar to them as the A.B.C.ò170 The young girl-turned-bride is smiling brightest 

holding a product and standing next to an aisle brimming with more goods to purchase.  

 

 

[Figure 7: The Children of To-day are LOBLAW Customers of Tomorrow, The Toronto Daily Star, Apr. 21, 

1932] 

The Loblaw chain continued to market itself to mothers as a space to learn, to play, and a safe 

space for parents to send their children. In 1928 The Globe ran a series of comics called ñJust 

Kidsò and in March 1928 the illustrations focused on the dangers of automobile accidents. This 

led to the creation of the ñJust Kids Safety Clubò endorsed by mothers and schools across 

 
170 ñThe Children of Today Are LOBLAW Customers Tomorrow,ò The Toronto Daily Star, (Apr. 21, 1932): 9. 
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Ontario.171 Within a month, membership in Toronto and Ontario had reached 7,000 children - 

each with a club button with a character from the original comic strip, to show their promise to 

always mind the street. In addition to proudly carrying a symbol of their commitment to safety, 

children in busier Toronto neighbourhoods were escorted by policemen across the road. This was 

often the case on roads with streetcars, like Roncesvalles Avenue where high-traffic areas and 

unaware children and drivers could easily result in tragedy [Fig. 8]. Conveniently, a Loblaw 

Groceteria was located at 199 Roncesvalles, Toronto. Quick to use the campaign of the ñJust 

Kids Safety Club,ò Loblaw ran an advertisement in June 1928, capitalizing on parental anxiety 

about their young children out and about near roads.  

 

[Figure 8: Children being escorted across the road on Roncesvalles Avenue by a Policeman. Pictured in the 

background is the Forster Grocer shop. April 25, 1928. City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1266, Item 13311.] 

The Loblaw Groceterias advertisement illustrated a policeman halting two automobiles and 

ushering a small group of young boys across the street into the shop [Fig. 9]. Once safely inside 

 
171 ñJust Kids Safety Club,ò The Globe, (Mar. 30, 1928): 13. 
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the boys are then depicted with baskets, handling products, and doing their motherôs shopping; 

below the advertisement included the following text: 

We want those same mothers to know that the safest place in Ontario for their children is a 

Loblaw Store. Furthermore, our Managers and Assistants are ready at all times to help the 

children do your shopping, and no matter what particular items you may require, if they are 

on our shelves, those items are what your children will carry away, after paying only the low 

prices marked in plain figured. Play safe and send your children to a Loblaw Store, where 

Food Specialists have taken every precaution to protect your familyôs interest.172 

[Figure 9: ñSafety First from every angle,ò The Globe, (Jun. 22, 1928): 16]. 

An occasional feature in the Grocer was advice columns for fellow grocers to best serve the 

mother, through the children who visited their store. It was important to secure the confidence of 

the mothers who sent their children for the groceries.173 One way to secure this trust was to avoid 

substituting a product without the motherôs approval confirmed by telephone first. Unlike their 

competitors, Loblaw Stores did not accept telephone orders, but instead, reassured mothers that 

the staff ñpays special attention to children when sent to the busy groceterias to represent 

mother.ò A child in the store, entrusted with the family purse, was to be given the same attention 

and treatment as if the mothers came to the store themselves. Even when the mother was 

physically absent from the store, her needs, demands, and reputation were communicated with 

the shopkeeper ï and vice versa. Representing their mother, their children needed to observe the 

 
172 ñSafety First from every angle,ò The Globe, (Jun. 22, 1928): 16. 
173 ñThe Clerkôs Page,ò Canadian Grocer, (Apr. 25, 1930): 30. 



Kirby, 129 
 

store rules, be polite, and get the best quality goods for the best deal. The worker, also, needed to 

be mindful of the tales a child could report back home if they were not courteous, efficient, or 

unable to fill the order.  

 

[Figure 10: Presenting the Thrift Twins Cash and Carrie. The Toronto Daily Star, (Jul. 2, 1931): 11.] 

 The Loblaw chain continued to use imagery of children to appeal to prospective and current 

female shoppers. In the above cartoon, thrift twins ñCash and Carrieò (a play-on the cash and 

carry system Loblaw Groceterias were known for) are presented to the royal court, Mr. and Mrs. 

Consumer [Fig. 10]. The advertisement states that the thrift twins were ambassadors from old 

Scotland and ñon landing they immediately found their way to LOBLAWS by instinct, and of 

course we adopted them.ò174 After the twins were adopted and presented to the court of 

consumers, they were expected to continually suggest how ñwise and thrifty it is for one and all 

to shop consistently the modern LOBLAW way.ò175 A childôs interaction with the grocery store, 

 
174 ñLoblawôs Present their Thrift Twins Cash and Carrie to the óCourt of Consumers,ôò The Toronto Daily Star, (Jul. 

2, 1931): 11. 
175 Ibid. 
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then, did not begin after passing the front door, but at home, and on the sidewalk. Young 

children, particularly young girls, were branded as future shoppers. 

 The figure of the expert, as a knowledge producer and as a social position, was platformed in 

periodical literature in the early twentieth century at an unprecedented level. In almost all 

domains, scientific management was viewed as a tool to standardize and make the grocery store, 

employees, the household, the kitchen, housewives, and mothers efficient and modern. Through 

the medium of the Grocer, expert knowledge of the grocery trade was further legitimized by 

state policy and the psyche-sciences which ratified the application of scientific management as a 

tool of modernity. Efficiency experts of the home championed labour-saving technologies, child-

rearing expertise, and the science of homemaking, yet did so without seeking to transform the 

traditional home or role as a housewife.176  However, surveillance and scrutiny by experts of 

womenôs role as mothers, shoppers, and workers were much harsher than that of male 

merchandisers, husbands, and the retail industry more broadly. Purinton had lamented that for 

ñevery husband sued for non-support there are a hundred wives who should be sued for non-

scientific management.ò177 Not only did women assume national purchasing roles but ideologies 

of motherhood made their decision-making and purchasing power ï to rear and feed the next 

generation ï a potential threat to moral and national stability.   

ñLady Demonstratorsò and ñBiscuit Girlsò 

Affixed in the store window, biscuits and candies were tastefully arranged. Upon entering 

the grocery store, fancier lines of chocolates were often kept behind spotless glass counters, with 

tempting boxed treats within reach on shelves or open bins. Without a purposeful display, 

 
176 Hayden, 195, 265. 
177 Purinton, Efficient Living, 76. 
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confectionery ñwouldnôt attract anyone but the undiscriminating youngster anxious to spend a 

cent that was burning his fingers.ò178 When discussing the profitability of a well-stocked and 

well-displayed sweet section of their shop, grocers saw the confectionery girl as an essential ï 

and cheap ï team member. To compete with local druggists, who claimed a good portion of 

confectionery sales as the customer waited for their prescription and has the time to browse the 

stock of chocolates and toffee, the grocer needed to remember how they have the ñfirst call on 

the customer.ò179 To take advantage of existing relationships and securing new patrons, O.S. 

Johnson asked fellow readers of the Grocer: ñWhy shouldnôt it pay a grocer a open up a dainty 

candy department and entrust that portion of the store to a neatly dressed and attractive young 

girl?ò He continued that the girl ñneed only be paid a small wage and allowed a fair commission 

on all sales, so that there would be a strong incentive for her to dispose of a large quantity of 

goods.ò180 One grocer claimed to have a trained a young girl, informing her to the essentials of 

the confectionery trade and has her in charge of the with a confectionery section. The manager 

reasons that it ñis worth having a special saleslady to devote all her time to that department. It is 

not good business for a grocery clerk to wait on a child who has a few cents to spend, when there 

are customers in the store impatient to be served.ò181 The use of the word dainty to describe the 

confectionery section helped feminize the department, drafting images of young women working 

behind the counter. The hired confectionery girls helped fulfill a sisterly and maternal role by 

tending to the child clientele while performing part-time, and lower-paid labour.   

 Although men and women were employed as salesclerks in grocery shops, the attractive 

saleswoman has been a key tool in image-making for retail stores. In department stores in the 

 
178 ñWhat Industry Did,ò Canadian Grocer, (Aug. 3, 1906): 69.  
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1890s, the staff were typically working-class and overwhelmingly female. As Susan Benson has 

observed, the figure of the ñShop Girlò was demanded by customers and managers to possess 

poise and information; to be an intelligible worker with the ability to transfer domestic skills to 

the salesfloor.182 Male workers were less inclined to be involved in store hospitality.183 The 

association of the ógirlô on the shop floor is what Belisle has argued, a form of paternalism. 

Paternalism was used to maintain a hierarchy of the public, customer, and employee in such a 

way to promote admiration, loyalty, trust, profitability, and efficiency.184 In a similar way, the 

expert, whether through trade journals, lecture talks, and womenôs magazines, strategized to 

maintain their authority to encourage such qualities to those that would listen. The grocery 

industry sought to capitalize on the allure of the ñneatly attired lady demonstratorò and what was 

prescribed as her traditional, gendered attributes to bring positive attention to the store and 

ultimately, move a product to turn a profit.185 

It was these lady demonstrators at the Canadian National Exhibition (CNE) that were a 

prominent selling point for brands and caught the eye of buyers and grocers alike. At the opening 

of the CNE on August 29, 1904, the Lieutenant-Governor gave an opening address and remarked 

that ñThe Exhibition is the greatest Exhibition of the kind which has ever been held in 

Canada.ò186 The first exhibition ran from August 29th until September 10th. New buildings were 

added, and the grounds were improved, all to resemble a miniature city. Toronto assured the city 

residents and future visitors that the reputation of ñToronto the beautifulò would be upheld for 

the duration of the CNE. The event was dubbed a ñgolden harvestò for Toronto, with retail 

 
182 Benson, 128, 130, 134. 
183 Ibid., 83. 
184 Belisle, Retail Nation, 84-85. 
185 Johnston, ñSalesmanship Chances in Confectionary,ò 132. Stephen, Pick One Intelligent Girl, 34. Stephen 
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186 ñCanadian National Exhibition, Torontoò Canadian Grocer, (Sept. 9, 1904): 36. 



Kirby, 133 
 

merchants reporting a large increase in the volume of business, and a national commercial and 

industrial spirit among Canadian citizens.187 Waldenôs examination of the Toronto Industrial 

Exhibition, the antecedent of the CNE, shows how the Victorian penchant for thrift and self-

control was replaced with a predilection for the modern. The CNE became a space to display the 

optimism associated with the new era of industry: speed, specialization, growth of managerial 

and technical expertise, and the proliferation of consumer goods in the marketplace.188  

 As one of the largest annual fairs in the world, it was an exposition of Canadian products and 

results. There was an ñinternational characterò to the fair, with exhibits showcasing products 

from Great Britain, the West Indies, France, and the United States, and with thousands of visitors 

representing other countries; the reach of the exhibit confirmed its success and reputation.189 To 

represent its national character, the provinces had varying exhibits to show-off their agricultural 

prowess; Ontarioôs fruit, Albertaôs wheat and prairie chickens, and Nova Scotiaôs mined 

minerals.190 Although the CNE was a celebration of Canadaôs achievement, the fair celebrated 

Canadaôs economic and patriotic ties to the Empire. 

 The prescription of difference and otherness within the Empire was a successful marketing 

tool to exhibit modernity. Anne McClintock has examined how the 1851 World Exhibition, held 

in London, England, helped establish a narrative of linear progress where the illusion of the 

worldôs cultures was marshaled into a ñsingle, visual pedigree of world time.ò191 With this, 

imperialism was a commodity spectacle and advertising ñtook scenes of Empire into every 

 
187 Ibid. 
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190 Ibid. 
191 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest, (New York: 

Routledge, 1995): 58. 
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corner of the home.ò192 Grocers and their customers had increasing access, and fast access, to 

lines of food from across the globe like never before. Brands and advertisers were quick to use 

the allure and romance of exoticism, imperialism, and Orientalism to market to consumers and 

position the middle-class consumer as a world explorer.193 

The benefit and profit that could be made by exhibiting the progress of modernity, vis-̈-

vis globalization, was a tool used by the Loblaw brand. F.E. Robson, former vice-president of 

Loblaw Stores, eulogized the ñromance, the science and art that line the shelves of every grocery 

store.ò194 Robson continued to idealize how far olives, coffee, sugar, and cocoa beans from 

ñcivilized and uncivilizedò corners of the world had traveled to be sold on Canadian soil.195 

Housewives were assured by the chain that the food from across the globe had been carefully 

selected as ñif she were able to go into the markets of the world and make her own personal 

selection.ò196 T.P. Loblawôs travels around the world were often documented in the Toronto 

Daily Star. In 1925 he travelled to New Zealand, Australia, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), India, Aden, 

Palestine, Egypt, France, and Scotland. He arrived back in Toronto ñladen with purchases and 

filled with impressions from the ten different countries he had visited.ò197 The following year, in 

1926, T.P. Loblaw introduced ñLoblawôs Egyptian Blend Tea.ò Loblaw expressed how ñno place 

could you procure a finer cup of Tea than that served and blended by the merchants at the 

 
192 Ibid, 209. 
193 Ibid., 121. 
194 F. E. Robson, ñRomance in the Grocery Store,ò Canadian Grocer, (Dec. 13, 1918): 31. See also, ñThe Romance 

of Business,ò Canadian Grocer, (Apr. 27, 1917): 99. 
195 Robson, ñRomance in the Grocery Store,ò 31. 
196 ñBuying of Products Sold in Groceterias is Full of Romance,ò The Globe, (Nov. 19, 1926): 13. 
197 ñInfluence of Britain is Noted World Over,ò Toronto Daily Star, (Dec. 26, 1925): 2. Sri Lanka was referred to in 

the text as óCeylon.ô 
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bazaars in Cairo, Egyptò and how the Cairo merchant had ñguarded his recipe for his Tea 

blending with jealous care and secrecy, but it was our good fortune to procure the blending.ò198 

In this way the Loblaw name was able to co-opt and  

[Figure 11: Egyptian Tea Blend by Loblaw Groceterias Co. Ltd. n.d. Courtesy of George Weston Archives] 

appropriate Orientalism as a tool of imperial power and used these cultures to serve and sell their 

own ends.199 [Fig. 11, 12] 

 

 

 
198 ñLoblawôs Egyptian Blend Tea,ò Toronto Daily Star, (Nov. 15, 1926) 14.  
199 Lynn Hunt, Writing History in the Global Era, (New York: W.W. Norton, 2014): 33. Lears, Fables of 

Abundance, 10, 162. Leach, 91. 
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[Figure 12: Pride of Arabia Coffee by Loblaw Groceterias Co. Ltd. n.d. Courtesy of George Weston Archives] 

The packaging was typically decorated with non-descript images of camels and opulent 

Egyptian architecture in the distance. The addition of the fashionable women seated together 

drinking tea on the packaging reflected what the Loblaw brand had tried to promote, that their 

store was a place of socialization for women, and women were their target customers. 

McClintock has attested that colonial, primitive, and atavistic icons and relics were often used 

for advertising household goods to be consumed by the Empire. It was a method to signify an 

anachronistic relation to the technological time of modernity and imperial progress.200 Shortly 

after in 1930, Loblaw launched ñPride of Arabia Coffee.ò While there were no women printed on 

 
200 McClintock, 121, 125. The inclusion of women on the Loblaw packaging supports McClintockôs analysis of 

Empire as she moves beyond Edward Saidôs metaphorical use of sexuality and gender. Gender and sexuality are 

crucial to explore the dynamic between imperial and anti imperial powers, and to the building and sustainment of the 

imperial project. 
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the packaging, the company name of Loblaw Groceterias Co. was hung on a nearby tree as if to 

stake a claim in the land itself and demonstrate its imperial stretch. Such imagery of camels, 

palm trees, and buildings with spherical domes would likely be unfamiliar to customers, for 

Torontonian architecture was uniformly rectangular and it was horses that once pulled streetcars 

and wagons, but the Loblaw name plastered on the packaging would ease any uncertainty and 

would be a familiar, comfortable, and modern sight for the average housewife.  

[Figure 13: An Eastern Oasis versus a Western Oasis, The Toronto Daily Star, (Aug. 25, 1932): 15] 

[Figure 14: The Cup that Cheers, The Toronto Daily Star, (Sept. 3, 1931): 11.] 




















































































































































































































































































































































