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Article abstract
In Montreal in the first half of the 20th century, independent food retailers
commonly extended credit to their working-class customers. The merchants
allowed them to establish current accounts, which they settled (in theory at
least) at regular intervals. During this period, for a large part of the population,
family income was barely sufficient to cover the basic necessities and left little
for unforeseen circumstances. The credit that neighbourhood grocers extended
allowed family budgets a degree of flexibility and represented a sort of safety
net during a period before the introduction of state welfare programmes.
Despite the danger of falling deeper and deeper into debt, residents of
working-class neighbourhoods actively searched out merchants who would
provide credit.
In the socio-economic context of the years between 1920 and 1940, and at this
stage in the history of food retailing, independent grocers who extended credit
found themselves in a paradoxical situation. In the first place, they were
worried by the rapid expansion of chain grocery stores. While the chain stores
applied the principle of "cash and carry", independent retailers used credit to
differentiate themselves from their competitors and to retain their
working-class clientele. This practice became their "favorite weapon", as one
contemporary put it. It was, however, a double-edged sword, particularly for
the majority of small retailers, whose businesses were fragile and lacked
capital. Credit was a considerable financial burden for these shopkeepers. For
their part, the most stable grocers were torn between the fear of losing their
customers to the chains or to their competitors and their desire to eliminate
this form of credit which they had difficulty managing profitably.
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