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BOOK REVIEWS/COMPTES RENDUS 

>V *V >'c * >V 

HAMILTON BETWEEN THE COVERS 

At the rate of research and̂  
writing currently underway in 
s teel town, i t would not be 
surprising to find the above t i t l e 
gracing a study of fertility set in 
the ambitious city. In addition to 
the five t i t l e s reviewed below, 
there are at l e a s t four more 
volumes in process and what 
promises to be an exce l l en t 
dissertation on labour from 1896 to 
1930 by Craig Heron. The McMaster 
Labour Studies I n s t i t u t e i s 
sponsoring the publication of a 
visual history of Hamilton labour, 
the Hamilton volume in the 
History of Canadian Cities 
Series is nearing completion, and 
Michael Katz soon goes to press 
with his second volume. Canadian 
historians should not forget that 
his social history project produced 
r e p o r t s , a r t i c l e s , and 
dissertations that have added to 
our store of scholarship and 
s c h o l a r s . A group of l oca l 
historians with the involvement of 
university and Dictionary of 
Canadian Biography personnel 
resident in Hamilton have prepared 
a manuscript dictionary of Hamilton 
biography up to 1875. The Hamilton 
Historical Board manages three 
properties in the city, including 
Dundurn Castle, and has opened 
exhibitions on a r c h i t e c t u r a l 
history in all three. Heritage 
Hamilton, a private group which has 
f i n a n c i a l l y a s s i s t e d t h e 
restoration of several dwellings of 
architectural merit, is planning a 
walking-tour booklet. The long 
suffering Hamilton collection, a 
fine regional archive squeezed for 
years onto the balcony of a bank 
building leased by the Hamilton 
Public Library, now moves into the 

handsome new l ibrary and civic 
market building. 

J.C. Weaver 
Department of History 
McMaster University 

* * * 

McCalla, Douglas. The Upper Canada 
Trade, 1834-1872: A Study of the 
Buchanans' Business. Toronto: 
Unive r s i ty of Toronto P r e s s , 1979. 
Pp. v i i i , 231 . Tables . $15.00. 

D r a w i n g h e a v i l y on t h e 
Buchanan Papers and o t h e r p r imary 
s o u r c e s , P r o f e s s o r M c C a l l a h a s 
p a i n s t a k i n g l y chronic led the growth 
and d e c l i n e of t h e B u c h a n a n s 1 

wholesale merchant bus ines s . Pe te r 
and I s a a c B u c h a n a n f o u n d e d t h e 
bus iness in Glasgow and T o r o n t o i n 
1834, and expanded wes twards i n t o 
H a m i l t o n i n 1 8 4 0 , i n p a r t t o 
p r e v e n t M o n t r e a l - b a s e d m e r c h a n t 
houses from wres t ing the t rade from 
t h e i r hands. Hamilton was soon to 
become the cent re of t h e i r Canadian 
o p e r a t i o n s . By the mid-1840s , t h e 
b u s i n e s s h a d e x p a n d e d a n d 
d i v e r s i f i e d f r o m i t s i n i t i a l 
emphasis on dry goods to a l a r g e r , 
more complex, g e n e r a l w h o l e s a l i n g 
f i r m w i t h h a r d w a r e and g r o c e r y 
d e p a r t m e n t s as w e l l . I n d e e d , by 
t h e m i d - 1 8 5 0 s , t h e Buchanan f i rm 
was among the l a r g e s t b u s i n e s s i n 
C a n a d a , w i t h an a n n u a l v o l u m e 
approaching $2 m i l l i o n i n 18 56 ( p . 
1 ) . Although the firm had suffered 
se tbacks in e a r l i e r r e c e s s i o n s , the 
f i n a n c i a l c r i s i s of 1857-58 began 
t h e f i rm on i t s downward s l i d e . 
Accord ing t o McCal la , t h e end of 
e x t e n s i v e growth i n O n t a r i o and 
f a i l u r e s i n m a n a g e m e n t - P e t e r 
B u c h a n a n ' s d e a t h i n 1860 was a 
s e r i o u s blow - e x p l a i n t h e f i r m ' s 

93 -



94 

t r o u b l e d f i n a n c i a l h i s t o r y and 
even tua l bankruptcy in 1867. Even 
a f t e r I saac reopened t h e b u s i n e s s 
on a more l imi ted b a s i s , the firm1 s 
f i n a n c i a l p r o b l e m s p r o v e d 
i n t r a c t a b l e , and i t l a p s e d i n t o 
f i n a l bankruptcy in 1872. 

McCalla does more than provide 
a d e t a i l e d h i s t o r y of t h e f i r m . 
His book emphas izes t h e c r i t i c a l 
r o l e of the B r i t i s h e x p o r t t r a d e 
and i t s i n s t i t u t i o n s in t h e growth 
a n d c o n d u c t of b u s i n e s s i n 
n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y C a n a d a . Not 
o n l y w e r e t h e e x p o r t / i m p o r t 
merchants predominant in t r a d e , but 
they helped promote the development 
of banks and i n s u r a n c e compan ie s , 
r a i l r o a d s , and even loca l i n d u s t r y . 
But, a word of c a u t i o n . Al though 
McCalla desc r ibes the nature of the 
business environment w i t h i n which 
the wholesale merchant opera ted , i t 
i s f a r f r o m c l e a r t h a t t h e 
Buchanans 1 b u s i n e s s was i n any 
sense t y p i c a l or r e p r e s e n t a t i v e i n 
t e r m s of e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l 
p e r c e p t i o n s of and r e s p o n s e s t o 
i n v e s t m e n t o p p o r t u n i t i e s a n d 
e x t e r n a l business shocks. 

I n many w a y s , t h e c r i t i c a l 
i n g r e d i e n t i n t h e s u c c e s s f u l 
c o n d u c t of n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
business was the avoidance of r i s k . 
R i s k s were h i g h , i n l a r g e p a r t 
because businessmen lacked concre te 
i n f o r m a t i o n upon w h i c h t o b a s e 
s o u n d b u s i n e s s d e c i s i o n s a n d 
because i n s t i t u t i o n a l r i g i d i t i e s 
h e l p e d c o n v e r t m i n o r l i q u i d i t y 
problems i n to widespread commercial 
c r i s e s . Economic v u l n e r a b i l i t y to 
the vagar ies of wor ld marke t s was 
e x a c e r b a t e d by t h e c h a i n of 
l o n g - t e r m c r e d i t - from B r i t i s h 
s u p p l i e r s of manufactured goods, to 
w h o l e s a l e m e r c h a n t s t o r e t a i l 
m e r c h a n t s , a n d on t o t h e i r 
customers in r u r a l and s m a l l - t o w n 
Onta r io . McCalla reminds us t h a t 
t h e g e n e r a l s t o r e w a s t h e 

fundamental economic i n s t i t u t i o n in 
C a n a d a a t t h e f o o t of t h e 
l o n g - c r e d i t py ramid , s e l l i n g a l l 
forms of i m p o r t e d m e r c h a n d i s e , 
a c t i n g a s a c o n d u i t f o r e x p o r t 
c o m m o d i t i e s , and s e r v i n g a s t h e 
p r i n c i p a l s o u r c e of l o c a l c r e d i t . 
I n f a c t , debt p l ayed a c r i t i c a l 
r o l e for the wholesale merchan t i n 
cementing r e t a i l connec t ions which 
e v e n s u r v i v e d p a r t n e r s h i p 
r e o r g a n i z a t i o n s . Yet our knowledge 
of l o c a l economic development i n 
O n t a r i o s t i l l s u f f e r s from t h e 
f a i l u r e t o i d e n t i f y t h e 
r e l a t i o n s h i p between m e r c a n t i l e 
c r e d i t and t h e g r o w t h of t h e 
banki ng system. What e x p l a i n s t h e 
p a t t e r n of e x p a n s i o n of b r a n c h 
b a n k i n g ? Did l o c a l m e r c h a n t s 
m o n o p o l i z e c r e d i t a v a i l a b i l i t y 
u n t i l a c r i t i c a l v o l u m e w a s 
reached, at which p o i n t t h e banks 
moved in? McCalla po in t s out t h a t 
the s h i f t was wel l underway by t h e 
1870s and u n d o u b t e d l y a d v e r s e l y 
a f f ec t ed the t r a d i t i o n a l conduct of 
m e r c a n t i l e b u s i n e s s , b u t t h e 
i n t e r a c t i o n s remain u n c l e a r . 

Many fea tu res of the Canadian 
mercan t i l e sys tem were e v i d e n t in 
t h e B u c h a n a n s 1 f i r m , i n c l u d i n g 
t h e i r concen t ra t ion on w h o l e s a l i n g 
( r e t a i l t r a d e w a s l e f t t o 
s p e c i a l i z e d r e t a i l m e r c h a n t s ) , 
t h e i r r e l i a n c e on t h e s u p p l y 
a c c o u n t s y s t e m ( w h i c h , w h e n 
s u c c e s s f u l l y p r a c t i s e d w i t h 
favourable c r e d i t te rms and p r i c e 
concess ions , provided for a v i r t u a l 
m o n o p o l y of t h e r e t a i l e r ' s 
b u s i n e s s ) , and t h e i r r u t h l e s s 
pa r ing of weak r e t a i l e r s ( a l t h o u g h 
t h e c h o i c e between e x p a n s i o n and 
retrenchment was most often decided 
by the s t a t e of t he t r a d e c y c l e ) . 
However, we lea rn r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e 
about the a c t u a l a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of 
t h e B u c h a n a n s ' b u s i n e s s -
a c c o u n t i n g p r o c e d u r e s , o f f i c e 
o r g a n i z a t i o n , p r i c i n g p o l i c i e s , 
e t c . Were the Buchanans innovators 
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i n b u s i n e s s p r a c t i c e ? Did t h e 
B u c h a n a n s h e l p t o d i f f u s e new 
business techniques th roughou t t h e 
Canadian business community? 

Above a l l , the f i rm T s h i s t o r y 
i l l u s t r a t e s t he c r i t i c a l r o l e of 
p e r s o n a l i t y in determining business 
success or f a i l u r e , at a t ime when 
t h e s o l e p r o p r i e t o r s h i p a n d 
l i m i t e d p a r t n e r s h i p w e r e t h e 
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l norms . R i sks were 
k e p t t o a t o l e r a b l e l e v e l by 
j u d i c i o u s s e l e c t i o n of p a r t n e r s , 
a g e n t s , and employees, o f t e n drawn 
f rom t h e m e r c h a n t ' s " e x t e n d e d 
f a m i l y . " Ye t t h e s y s t e m was 
f r a u g h t w i t h e r r o r , as a l i s t of 
the BuchanansT agents and p a r t n e r s 
t e s t i f i e s . For t h e B u c h a n a n s , 
success or f a i l u r e was u n d o u b t e d l y 
decided by the p e r s o n a l i t i e s of the 
two p r i n c i p a l s : P e t e r , c a u t i o u s , 
r e s p o n s i b l e , a n d d e c i d e d l y 
r i s k - a v e r s e ; a n d I s a a c , " a 
commercial k n i g h t e r r a n t " ( p . 90) 
who con t inua l ly urged expansion and 
indulged h i s enthusiasm for "publ ic 
a f f a i r s " a t t h e d i r e c t expense of 
h i s b u s i n e s s r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . 
This implaus ib le b u s i n e s s p a i r i n g 
was l i k e l y r e n d e r e d t o l e r a b l e to 
P e t e r o n l y by t h e i r s i b l i n g 
connection (even so , Pe te r expel led 
I s a a c from t h e f i rm on more t h a n 
one o c c a s i o n ) . P e t e r ' s d e a t h 
r e m o v e d t h e o n l y e f f e c t i v e 
c o n s t r a i n t on I s a a c ' s exube rance 
and d e r e l i c t i o n ; a f t e r 1860, t h e 
ru in of the company a t I s s a c ' s hand 
was perhaps i n e v i t a b l e . 

Pe t e r George 
Dean of Socia l Sciences 
McMaster Univers i ty 

* /V * 

Graff, Harvey J . The Literacy Myth: 
Literacy and Social Structure in 
the Nineteenth Century City. 
S t u d i e s i n S o c i a l D i s c o n t i n u i t y 
S e r i e s . New York: Academic P r e s s , 

1979. Pp. 354 . T a b l e s , f i g u r e s , 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s . $27 .50 . 

C l u t t e r i n g a r e v i e w w i t h 
p e r s o n a l a n e c d o t e s i s p e r h a p s 
s e l f - i n d u l g e n t , but I w i l l p e r s i s t 
because Harvey Gra f f ' s The Literacy 
Myth i n v i t e s such comparisons. My 
g r a n d f a t h e r ( 1 8 7 8 - 1 9 6 8 ) w a s a 
t eamster who married young, r a i s e d 
a la rge family, owned h i s own home, 
a s t a b l e , h o r s e s , and a v a r i e t y of 
v e h i c l e s . He was never unemployed 
and even employed o t h e r t e a m s t e r s 
from t ime t o t i m e . He was a l s o 
i l l i t e r a t e . He would neve r admit 
i t , n o r d i d h e n e e d t o . My 
grandmother taught him to w r i t e h i s 
name, though he did not know what 
he had w r i t t e n , and he signed i t to 
documents ( t h e d e c e n n i a l c e n s u s 
r e t u r n for example) which she read 
aloud and comple ted f o r him. The 
advent of r ad io v a s t l y expanded h i s 
c o n v e r s a t i o n a l a b i l i t i e s , b u t , 
a p a r t from t h e o b v i o u s l y p a i n f u l 
exigences of s o c i a l d i s c o u r s e , he 
was p e r f e c t l y a t home i n h i s 
e s s e n t i a l l y n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
world and domestic a t t achments . 

My pu rpose i n r e l a t i n g t h i s 
a n e c d o t e i s t o i l l u s t r a t e two 
p o i n t s c e n t r a l t o Harvey G r a f f ' s 
a n a l y s i s of i l l i t e r a c y i n 
mid-Vic tor ian u r b a n Upper Canada. 
G r a f f ' s o b j e c t i v e i s to " e x p l o d e " 
the " l i t e r a c y m y t h , " t h e idea s e t 
l o o s e by p r o g r e s s i v e e d u c a t o r s 
(Egerton Ryerson, for example) t ha t 
a l i t e r a t e , though not t o o w e l l 
educa ted , popula t ion was e s s e n t i a l 
for p r o g r e s s , p r o s p e r i t y , and moral 
o r d e r j u s t a s i g n o r a n c e , 
converse ly , bred pove r ty , r e t a r d e d 
economic development and promoted 
d i s o r d e r . A f t e r e x a m i n i n g t h e 
s o c i a l , economic, demographic , and 
c u l t u r a l t r a i t s of u r b a n Upper 
C a n a d a ' s i l l i t e r a t e p o p u l a t i o n , 
Graff concludes t h a t t h e l i t e r a c y 
i s s u e was a red herring. Like my 
g r a n d f a t h e r , G r a f f ' s i l l i t e r a t e s 


