








ide-eyed children, when not
riding cows or putting red pep-
per on the school stove, usual-

ly were there staring at the peppermint
sticks and sponge taffy and hoping that
some benevolent adult would help
assuage their yearnings. In the mean-
time, they could only wait patiently,
stroking the omnipresent store dog or
cat and dreaming the extravagant
dreams of youth.

During the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, everyone
patronized their local General Store. It
was as much an institution as any local
church or school. True, they went there
to buy needed goods but there were
many other attractions. Lured by the
pungent odour of over-ripe apples and
by the exotic smell of pipe tobacco, our
ancestors also went to the general store
with the expectation and certainty of
hearing and exchanging the latest gos-
sip. The inevitable front bench, the
wider the better, was reserved for seri-
ous philosophical and theological dis-
cussions. Discussing the “news,” when
all else was said and done, regulated the
heartbeat of the community by daily
reaffirming the norms and values of the
local culture.

Large and tasty cheese wedges on
the General Store counter, the target of
hordes of house flies, always claimed
their attention. So did the newly
arrived crackers, the displays of har-
nesses, ironstone dishes, and the rugged
boxes filled with strong, aromatic tea.
An incredible inventory of everything
from nails to salt, from Surprise Soap to
novel spices, filled every nook and cran-
ny and invited exploration. Seduced by
its captivating grasp, both young and
old lingered at the store and, in quieter
moments, perhaps mused on the foreign
climes that had produced these goods.
The general store was a tangible link to
the world outside.

Springtime, the season of renewed
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promise, usually was the time for
“squaring-up” or, more likely, for making
more promises to pay the merchant.
The store for many was the only source
for what could not be produced locally so
it paid to be on the merchant’s good
side. Keep in mind that the general
store, like the modern supermarket,
sold dreams. Basic goods and sinful,
new-fangled products, they all were
there. Oh, what complex place was “the
store!”

Trusting that the summer would
bring new riches, the farmers, railway-
men, lumbermen and their wives gath-
ered there selling produce and making
their purchases. They told each other
outrageous yarns as they sat around the
pot-bellied stove but they also
exchanged good or bad news, announced
marriages and renewed friendships. If
they were fortunate, the still single per-
sons might steal glances of their current
paramours. Business agreements were
finalized there and farming techniques
carefully were weighed. The merchant,
often a Justice of the Peace, even might
be called upon to draw a Will or Deed. It
was, at the primary group level, a place
where one’s identity and goals regularly
were tested and confirmed. The
General Store, by its mere presence,
gave continuity to the community.

Let us in this issue savour our
appetites for an interesting journey
through the typical New Brunswick
General Store. Marvel Nason, writing
on the history of Tracy, relates the his-
tory and events affecting one Sunbury
County community. She helps us to
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understand the typical milieu of a gen-
eral store. The articles on tea, Ironstone
China, and the recipes from the Pioneer
Kitchen, tell us of some then available
commodities and the uses to which they
were put. Ruth Scott’s perspectives on
Frogmore, mostly dealing with earlier
times, by contrast give a more intimate
view of one Fredericton heritage site.

In our feature article, Susan
Katherine Squires uses a woman’s per-
spective as she delightfully recalls her
keen observations and amusing memo-
ries of Dayton’s (her father’s) General
Store. A heroine to her son and grand-
daughter, Mrs. Squires demonstrates
that limited formal education never
deters an inquiring mind. Her sense of
humour and her sensitivity are evident
throughout the article. Hers, according
to Margery Squires Acheson, was the
intellect of experience and practicality.
Alfred, Lord Tennyson, might have been
thinking of her when he said:

And others’ follies teach us not,
Nor much their wisdom teaches;
And most, of sterling worth, is what
Our own experience preaches.

Surely it is in the everyday experi-
ences of men and women that history
truly is made. The greatest triumph of
our early settlers was not that they built
the largest church, house, sawmill or gen-
eral store. It was that they endured so
well under harsh conditions. Now, ignore
the mixed fragrances of pipe tobacco,
leather and fish and open the welcoming
door to Dayton’s General Store. [Ed. See
Feature Article at page 13].

Now that spring is returning, there comes again the old wonder at its
loveliness, the old radiant sense of joy, the old touch of sadness, - the
sorrow of the world. If we awake in the serene sunlight of some still
April dawn, and find our life on the flowery earth very good, we also feel
the question which underlies the murmurous twilight, - the disturbing
question of the universe to which there is no reply.

Bliss Carman, The Kinship of Nature
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Families in the country would buy a
barrel or half barrel in the fall.
Sometimes a schooner load of barrels of
herring would come up from Saint John
and were sold at the wharf cheap, and
every one who had the money and want-
ed them would go with a wheelbarrow
and buy a barrel. These fish were a sta-
ple article of diet with some families.
They were usually soaked fresh and
boiled with potatoes but sometimes they
were soaked fresh dried and broiled.
The smaller herring were smoked and
packed in boxes and called Digby chick-
ens, so perhaps they came from Nova
Scotia.

Lard came in big wooden tubs or
firkins and had to be weighed out in
paper. In later times the E. B. Eddy Co.,
made very thin wooden saucers which
came a hundred in a bunch. Then the
lard or the tub butter was placed in one
wooden saucer and paper or another
saucer over it. The old turned split
clothes pins, wash boards and wooden
water pails also came from Eddy’s. The
water pails were painted bright colours
on the outside and white inside with
thin metal hoops and wire bails with a
wooden hand piece. They came wired
up with twelve in a bunch with thin
flakes of wood between them to protect
the paint. They were in three sizes:
twelve quarts, eight quarts and some-
times smaller ones for children, for car-

Surprise Soap was a familiar name in
New Brunswick households in the
late 1900’s . It hardly could be
missed. The product was wrapped
conspicuously in bright yellow
paper with the name “Surprise”
printed in large, bold black letters
on the front. It was made by the
St. Croix Soap Manufacturing Co. of
St. Stephen. The company
employed fifty people and the large
bar of soap was sold across
Canada, Newfoundland, and the
West Indies. (The Way We Were,
1908. St. Stephen, N.B.: Print ‘N
Press, 1977, p. 40).
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rying water was a problem. There were
also tinned milk pails but galvanized
iron had not been invented.

Brooms were made in Fredericton
at the Reed broom factory. Before the
Surprise Soap Co. started in St. Stephen
the hard soap was mostly the old P. Y.
Soap in square pound bars but some
soap was made in the city. Israel
Atherton made soap in a little house on
the river bank between Northumber-
land and Smythe Streets.

The nails in the store were the old-
fashioned cut nails made in Saint John
by a man named Foster. There was also
a wrought iron nail that came from
England as did the horse shoe nails.
The common nails sold for four cents a
pound but the others were more expen-
sive.

The dishes also came from England
but I think some of the coarse pottery
such as heavy milk pans, brick red out-
side with a yellow glaze inside, flower
pots, jars and molasses jugs were made
in Saint John. All of the better quality
of dishes, however, were of English
make. Some time in the winter an order
would be made out and sent to O. H.
Warwick in Saint John and he sent it to
England and then the crates of dishes
did not need to be opened until they
reached their destination. The dishes
were mostly the heavy old iron-stone
china, with a wheat pattern on it and it
did not chip if it were touched, like the
Japanese stuff which flooded the mar-
ket before the war, did.

The crates the dishes came in and
the way they were packed were both
wonderful. The crates were huge ham-
pers or baskets about four feet by three
by three with a cover for a top. They
must have been made of some kind of
willow or osier for the long branches or
split poles were twisted round and
around each other until they made a big
basket with six inch holes all over it. It
was lined with straw twisted into ropes
to go next to the outside and then the
dishes were packed in straw so well that
there were seldom any broken.

The tea was another article that
was packed for a long journey for it
arrived just as it was packed in China.

The tea chests were made of thin, tough
hardwood boards and were fastened at
the corners with slivers of wrought iron.
If one wanted to take a tea chest to
pieces it was some job. It was lined
inside with the tea lead all soldered
together. The outside of the chest was
covered with a peculiar kind of paper
almost as tough as cloth and printed all
over with Chinese pictures and charac-
ters. Then the chest was covered with
matting woven from some kind of grass
and sewed with bamboo rope or string
and then the whole bundle was tied
three ways with split bamboo. The tea
was nearly all bought from Hall and
Fairweather in Saint John. About twice
a year a tea taster would arrive. He car-
ried a small satchel like a week-end bag.
In it he had samples of a number of
varieties of tea, a spirit lamp, a little
copper kettle and half a dozen china
cups. He made a great point of having
fresh water to boil. He would put a
pinch of tea in a cup, pour the boiling
water on it, let it sit a couple of minutes
and then it was ready to taste. Father
got so he had a pretty good idea of the
quality of the tea by its taste and he
ordered his tea by the sample he liked
best. It sold from forty to forty-five
cents a pound. The coffee came from
Chase and Sanborn’s and was bought in
the bean and ground in the store.

There were no canned goods at all
in the store in the early days. Corned
beef was one of the first things canned,
then canned oysters, lobsters and
salmon. The vegetables and fruit came
later.

Even the paint had to be mixed in
the store. It came in iron kegs which
weighed about twenty-five pounds each,
in red, yellow, blue, black and white.
Linseed oil was both boiled and raw, the
boiled for inside work and the raw for
outside. The boiled oil cost about seven-
ty-five cents a gallon and the raw about
ten cents cheaper. Turpentine and
dryer came in cans with taps on them
and could be added at the will of the
mixer. Putty was often made in the store
when anyone had time. The whiting
was rolled to take out the lumps and
then was mixed with linseed oil. It
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