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DIXIE PROGRESS: SEARS, ROEBUCK & CO. AND HOW IT BECAME AN ICON IN

SOUTHERN CULTURE

by

JERRY R. HANCOCK JR.

Under the Direction of Dr. Clifford Kuhn

ABSTRACT

This study will investigate Sears, Roebuck & Co. and the special relationship it established
with the South during the first half of the twentieth-century. The study examines oral interviews
with former employees, southern literature and customer letters from the region in an effort to
understand how Sears became more than just a friend to the poor dirt farmers of the South; it

became a uniquely southern institution.
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Introduction
“The poor dirt farmer ain’t got but three friends on this earth: God Almighty,
Sears Roebuck, and Gene Talmadge.”*

Former Georgia governor Eugene Talmadge

For a kid growing up on a dirt rural route in “Sunbelt” South Georgia during the 1970s, it
should come as no surprise that Sears, Roebuck & Co. and its mail-order catalogs played a major
role in my early life. As an only child, I spent countless hours perusing the pages of my mother’s
old back issues of the Wish Book and Fall Spectaculars and listening to my grandmother tell
stories about how “everything her family ever had was either made, grown or bought from the
Sears, Roebuck.” I will never forget the excitement | felt when the local mail lady dropped off
the new catalog, because for me this meant one of two things, new school clothes or Santa Claus!
Old Saint Nick was a dedicated Sears man himself back then.

As | got older, Sears all but disappeared and simply became a nostalgic element of my
childhood. I scarcely remember my mother making any purchases from the company after the
mid-1980s, and with the economic upswing of that era, my family, like many in the region,
became more likely to drive to town and shop at the local K-Mart or Wal-Mart. | didn’t think
much about Sears after that, much less purchase anything, until I became reacquainted with the
company while attending college in the late 1990s.

While doing my undergraduate work | took classes in Georgia history and folk-life and
found that the roots of Sears’ relationship with the South ran deep. In thumbing through the
pages of southern history and literature, | was inundated with countless testimonials to the

wonders of Sears, Roebuck & Co., and its mail-order catalogs, which flooded the South during

! Thomas A. Scott, ed., Cornerstones of Georgia History: Documents That Formed the State. (Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 1995), 194.
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the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Unfortunately, these references are rarely more

than a brief mention of something that most southerners simply viewed as a fundamental element
of their culture. In an effort to remedy these shortcomings, this project will provide a better
understanding of how Sears, Roebuck & Co. came to be as synonymous with the South as salt
pork, cornmeal and Baptists.

In my attempts to accomplish this, I have followed the work of Ronald R. Kline’s
Consumers in the Country: Technology and Social Change in Rural America, which explores
“the changing relationships among modernizers, farmers, and technological systems — the
networks of interactions between groups that promoted these technologies to uplift rural life and
farm families who tried to shape them to fit rural culture.” According to Kline, when merchants
and philanthropic reformers attempted to urbanize rural America at the turn of the twentieth
century, “Farm men, women, and youth were much more than passive, simple-minded, and
grateful recipients of the transfer of technology from the city to the country . . . They contested
efforts to urbanize the farm by resisting each new technology and then weaving it into existing
cultural patterns in their own way.” At this time in American history, most farmers were not
incredibly interested in most of the newfangled gadgets being mass-produced in industrialized
cities and they were even less interested in progressive minded reformers trying to tell them how
to run their farms.?

This was surely the case for most of the post-Reconstruction South, where many people
were “poor sharecroppers,” who “lagged behind in all categories,” had little money for consumer
goods and saw reform efforts as a cultural insult.® According to Kline, “many farm journals

777

resented the moralizing tone of this ‘rural uplift,”” and even those farmers who were more

2 Ronald R. Kline, Consumers in the Country: Technology and Social Change In Rural America. (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2000), 6.
* Ibid., 5.



3
receptive to, or in many cases desperate for help, were often passed over by exclusive or racially

segregated organizations like the southern branch of the USDA’s Cooperative Extension Service,
as well as “rural sociologists, home economists, and women’s clubs,” in favor of “more
prosperous farms.”*

Following this reasoning, it seems almost impossible that a company like Sears not only
made a handsome profit, but also became so beloved in the region that it was enveloped into the
culture itself. I argue that the reason for the company’s exceptional success is a result of the
Barnum-esque business tactics of company founder Richard Sears and his successors,
philanthropist Julius Rosenwald and General Robert E. Wood. These men used a much more
personal approach to business and simply incorporated “existing cultural patterns” into the
company’s marketing strategies. Unlike other merchants and social reformers of the time, Sears,
Rosenwald and Wood nurtured the company’s strong southern customer base by incorporating
business techniques that had regional appeal and a familiar cultural flavor.

This project will examine two distinct periods in the history of Sears, Roebuck & Co.,
and its commercial and cultural reign in the U.S. South. First, I will examine the company’s
early years to see how Richard Sears used homespun hucksterism to pitch a fantastical,
supernatural otherworld of consumer goods to ultimately create a dedicated regional customer
base at a time when few other, particularly northern, merchants could. Much like the legions of
door-to-door salesmen and fly-by-night snake oil hawkers that roamed the South before him,
Richard Sears peddled a magical world of consumer goods and elixirs, but used some of the
earliest rural free delivery routes to take his message to the doorsteps of the most isolated

southern farms. Sears offered a true alternative to questionable peddlers, despised high priced

* Ronald R. Kline, Consumers in the Country, 13-15, 96.
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local merchants, northern credit and the detrimental crop-lien system and proudly stated, “Send

No Money!”

Sears used folksy charm, fantastical images, sensational copy and unbeatable prices on an
unlimited selection of goods, while inadvertently preaching the attributes of modernity and
consumer culture to a region that grew to trust him like no other because he explained this new
world in a simple, down home language that was easy for the most elementary reader to
understand. A good example of this straightforward and endearing language can be found in the
opening pages of every catalog, where Sears comforted and carefully instructed potential
customers in the simplicity of this new form of commerce. Some common statements included,
“Dear Friend,” “We Aim to Illustrate Honestly and Correctly Every Article,” and “YOU WILL
ALWAYS BE MADE WELCOME HERE.”

During the formative years of the company’s relationship with the South, the region’s
political economy was bleak and even those who didn’t have money to buy into the seemingly
limitless parade of goods that Sears offered could still take part in a new pastime, which led
many to dub the Sears, Roebuck & Co. catalogs, “wish books.” Consumer culture historian
Jackson Lears would consider this pastime akin to his theory of the “American Carnivalesque.”

According to Lears, much like the religious Carnival of early modern Europe, “modern
advertising could be seen less as an agent of materialism than as one of the cultural forces
working to disconnect human beings from the material world,”® and that “the engines of
economic development were powered in part by a dynamic of deprivation which kept fulfillment
always just out of reach.”® Like the mystical peddler and evangelical revivalists before him,

Sears’ brand of advertising inadvertently played on the region’s distinct brand of Protestantism

>T. Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance: A Cultural History of Advertising In America. (New York: Basic Books,
1994), 4.
® Ibid., 20.



and beliefs in personal transformation. In essence, the unattainable “wishes” elicited by the
Sears catalog held a similar potential for the personal transformation of the “wisher” because
“the allure of those exotic goods lay less in the things themselves than in the fantastic
possibilities they represented.”” In time, the Sears, Roebuck & Co. catalogs ironically sat
alongside the family Bible as the only literature in many southern homes and provided farmers
with not only an option to overpriced local general stores and peddlers, but also an excellent
source of entertainment and a glimpse into what many believed to be a brighter future for

themselves.

Second, | will investigate the effects of Sears’ immediate successor, Julius Rosenwald, as
well as the company’s third great president General Robert E. Wood, to see how they redirected
the company during the first half of the twentieth-century and took Sears relationship with the
South to a much more personal level. Both Rosenwald and Wood incorporated progressive
business practices, philanthropy and retail stores to not only maintain Sears’ massive southern
customer base, but also help fuel the growth of a new middle-class during the interwar years of
the nineteen twenties and thirties. It is during these years that we begin to see the true effects of
Sears, Roebuck & Co. through commaodities such as sewing machines, radios and musical
instruments. In addition, we see the advent of the Rosenwald Schools and the Sears Agricultural
Foundation, which began to slowly reshape the farthest reaches of the region.

Richard Sears and Julius Rosenwald were polar opposites in practically every way. Sears
was grandiose in his approach to business practices, took risks, and believed that the success of
mail order was a trend that would lose its appeal if new “schemes” were not incorporated to keep

it fresh. Sears’ business practices were so impulsive and whimsical that his dear partner, Alvah

"T. Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance, 49.



Roebuck, resigned from the company in 1897, because the seven-day weeks, sixteen-hour
workdays and impending sense of financial collapse was more than the timid watch tinkerer
from Indiana could handle.?

Sears quickly turned his attention to finding a new partner who was as impulsive as he
was and could absorb some of the company’s financial responsibility. He found a potential
successor for Roebuck in Aaron Nusbaum, an investor who had originally approached Richard
Sears in hopes of selling a system of pneumatic tubes used to transfer order tickets between
floors of large stores. Although Sears was not interested in Nusbaum’s system (ironically, Julius
Rosenwald would eventually incorporate the system into all Sears stores and warehouses), he
was nonetheless impressed and wanted to make him an investor, but Nusbaum did not want to
invest the initial $75,000 on his own. Instead he approached a number of friends and family
members in hopes of finding someone to go into the venture with him. One of the people he
asked was his brother-in-law, Julius Rosenwald, whose company was already supplying Sears
with inexpensive men’s suits. The three men signed a formal agreement on August 13, 1895 and
according to Peter Ascoli, Rosenwald’s “$37,500 investment in the fledgling mail-order house
would eventually be seen as one of the most brilliant decisions in American business history.”®

In the years that followed, Rosenwald gained an immense respect for his new business
partner, Richard Sears, but he realized that the main problem at Sears was not persuading people
to buy the company’s products, but actually filling the orders efficiently and satisfactorily.
Rosenwald busied himself with correcting this fundamental problem while keeping Richard
Sears from running the company into financial ruin. According to Ascoli, Rosenwald was

“convinced that sound business practices were important, that if supply could not keep up with

® Gordon L. Weil, Sears, Roebuck, U.S.A.: The Great American Catalog Store and How It Grew. (New York: Stein
and Day, 1977), 12.

® peter M. Ascoli, Julius Rosenwald: The Man Who Built Sears, Roebuck and Advanced the Cause of Black
Education In the American South. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006), 24-27.



demand it was time to cool down demand and ensure that goods went out correctly and in a
timely fashion.” This was the beginning of Rosenwald’s gradual reshaping of the company to
meet the trust and expectations that had been established with Sears” dedicated agrarian
customer base.°

The conflict of Sears and Rosenwald’s distinct styles of business and ethics came to a
head in 1908 and Richard Sears officially stepped down as the company’s president. According
to Ascoli, Sears, Roebuck & Co. was a respected institution by then and “the name had truly
become embedded in the consciousness of American farmers.” Customers had become
intimately acquainted with the larger-than-life persona of Richard Sears, with most company
correspondence being addressed directly to “Mr. Sears,” such as this letter from a customer in
Mississippi, who seemed desperate for Sears’ assistance:

“Mr. Sears

I do not have one of your catalogs but please send me a rope that will reach from

the cow to the fence — it doesn’t matter about the quality or price — just send it so | can

put my cow out to graze.”

Thanks

Yazoo City, Miss™
It was because of this intimate relationship that Julius Rosenwald made a conscious effort to
remain inconspicuous with regards to the catalog, leaving its overall format intact.'?

Around this same time, Rosenwald became interested in philanthropy and began to
realize his true calling as a social reformer. Inspired by local rabbi Emil G. Hirsch, Rosenwald

began contributing to a number of primarily Jewish organizations in and around Chicago, but in

19 peter M. Ascoli, Julius Rosenwald, 29-32.

1 Sears Holdings Archives, Hoffman Estates, IL. Box #2491 Oral Histories / Seidel Research. Folder: “Letters from
Customers.”

12 peter M. Ascoli, Julius Rosenwald, 74.



time his philanthropy made Sears, Roebuck & Co. even more endeared in the hearts of the
nation’s farmers. In addition to his contributions to Booker T. Washington and the Tuskegee
Institute in Alabama, Rosenwald helped establish hundreds of other schools for African-
American children throughout the South. Rosenwald also found statistics made available by an
experimental General Education Board in 1912, which *“proved that southern farmers could
greatly improve their crop yields and hence their income,” with the help of an agent who had
been educated in the ways of progressive farming practices. Using this information, Rosenwald
“pledged, in the name of his company, $1 million to provide for agricultural extension agents in
counties throughout the country.” This contribution was designed to help any county that was
able to match Sears grant of $1,000 in an effort to provide a salary for a dedicated county
extension agent. In 1914, the U.S. Department of Agriculture initiated an almost identical
program, which eliminated the need for Rosenwald’s contribution. The bulk of this initial
donation was deferred until 1921."

In an attempt to “care for the welfare of his most loyal customers — the farmers,”
Rosenwald established the Sears, Roebuck Agricultural Foundation in 1921. This Foundation
was established to “help the farmer farm better, sell better and live better,” and was “organized
on a “for-profit” basis and represented an attempt to mobilize the company’s contacts and
resources for the educational, social and financial advancement of rural people.” The Foundation
incorporated elements such as a Farm Service Division, which addressed farmers’ needs by
highlighting common problems that rural communities faced and attempting to remedy them, as
well as the company’s newly established radio station, WLS, to address these issues on an even

broader scale through farm and weather reports along with general advice.* This organization

13 peter M. Ascoli, Julius Rosenwald, 75-76.
14 Sears Holdings Archives, Box #4727: Sears Roebuck Foundation Administration & General Info, Folder: History
of the Sears-Roebuck Foundation. Boris Emmet and John E. Jeuck, Catalogues and Counters: A History of



would have a massive impact on Sears, Roebuck & Co.’s relationship with the South,
particularly with regards to the impact of the boll weevil and the depression that struck the
nation at the end of the 1920s.

Around this same period, Rosenwald himself began to contemplate retirement and
struggled to find an experienced successor that could take the progressive changes which he had
wrought within the company, such as honest merchandising, employee profit sharing and
philanthropic ventures, and see them through to even greater fruition. Rosenwald’s first choice,
although not his immediate successor, was General Robert E. Wood. Wood was an accomplished
general in the United States Army, where he served as a first lieutenant in the Philippines during
the Spanish American War and went on to serve as the chief procurement officer and director of
the Panama Canal Railroad, under General George W. Goethals, in the construction of the
Panama Canal.”

While working on the Panama Canal project, Wood learned the ins and outs of obtaining
massive inventories of raw material for large-scale production. James Worthy states in his book,
Shaping An American Institution, “Woods probably knew more than any man then living about
merchandise sources, mass buying techniques, and supply logistics. It was this experience,
combined with Wood’s successful stints at DuPont as well as with Sears, Roebuck & Co.’s main
competitor Montgomery Ward, that first caught Rosenwald’s attention.®

At Montgomery Ward, Wood served as vice-president of merchandising and used what
he called “bottom up” buying, which involved cutting cost by first buying raw materials in huge

quantities at the source and then supplying a manufacturer with these discounted materials in

return for finished products. Executives at Montgomery Ward were quite happy with Wood’s

Sears, Roebuck and Company. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950), 623.

1> James C. Worthy, Shaping An American Institution: Robert E. Wood and Sears,Roebuck. (New York: New
American Library, 1984), 3-18.

1 1bid.
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accomplishments in using this approach, but when the ambitious young man began pushing the

company to experiment with what he considered to be the lucrative wave of the future, retail
stores, the relationship quickly deteriorated. In 1921, Theodore F. Merseles became president of
Montgomery Ward and his first order of business was improving and expanding the company’s
mail-order facilities. Merseles saw Wood as an immediate threat to this new direction and fired
him in 1924."

Unfortunately for Julius Rosenwald, the news of Wood’s dismissal came just thirty days
too late, as he had just announced that former operations vice-president of Illinois Central
Railroad, Charles M. Kittle, would succeed him. When Rosenwald heard of Wood’s availability,
he kept his word with Kittle, but immediately offered Wood an attractive compensation
arrangement. Wood was hired as “vice president for factories and retail stores,” and was given
almost total control in these areas. He reported to work the same day as Kittle, who died
unexpectedly just three years later. As chairman of Sears’ executive board, Rosenwald almost
immediately named Wood as succeeding president of the company.*®

Wood foresaw changes brought about by the automobile and the movement of population
from the farms to the cities and he hoped to cater to this changing America with retail stores. As
vice-president of factories and retail stores for Sears, Wood was given the opportunity to take his
ideas, which he had originally presented to Montgomery Ward, and immediately put them into
motion. According to Worthy, “General Wood was particularly interested in the South, for
personal as well as business reasons. His wife, Mary, was from Georgia, and together they
owned a farm near her family home in Augusta. He knew from his grasp of population trends

that the South was expanding more rapidly than that of any other part of the country, and he

17 James C. Worthy, Shaping An American Institution: Robert E. Wood and Sears,Roebuck. (New York: New
American Library, 1984), 13-17.
*® Ibid., 35-37.
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established more stores in that region than were fully justified by the current size of southern

cities; he saw the South growing and wanted Sears to grow along with it.” Plans for the first of
these stores were made within Wood’s first months of employment at Sears and in January of
1926, the big announcement was made that Sears was coming to Atlanta! Construction began
immediately on the newest addition to the company’s rapidly growing network of distribution
centers and retail stores.**

By the fall of that same year, the largest brick structure in the Southeast was completed
just east of Atlanta on the former site of an amusement park, at the corner of Ponce De Leon
Avenue and Glen Iris Drive. The location was conveniently located on Atlanta’s busy eastbound
trolley line. The mammoth nine-story facility housed the company’s southeast distribution center
as well as its newest retail store, which operated on the first floor, within its three-quarters of a
million square feet of space. With great fanfare, Sears opened its doors to the South on August
2"1926.%°

Following the opening of Sears’s massive regional headquarters in Atlanta, Rosenwald
and General Wood set out to further strengthen the relationship that Sears had established with
the region. In doing this, the men first transferred WLS station director George Biggar to Atlanta
to establish a working relationship with Atlanta’s WSB in an effort to introduce the Agricultural
Foundation’s influence into the region. They also hired the former chief announcer for WLS,
Edward J. Condon, as personal assistant to Gen. Wood and head of Sears’ new corporate public
relations department, as well as Atlantan J. C. Haynes as assistant to Mr. Biggar and regional
head of public relations for the southern territory. Together these men, under the banner of the

Sears Agricultural Foundation, helped further strengthen the company’s existing relationship

19 James C. Worthy, Shaping An American Institution, 179.
2 The Atlanta Journal, 1 August 1926. “Aug. 2, 1926 Sears Opens Mail Order Plant.” Mail Ordergraph Aug. 1951:
1-4.
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with the region. In 1929, with the help of director Cloud H. Bishop, they established the Sears

Farmers Market on the Atlanta facility’s back lot. It was here that the Agricultural Foundation
found the pulse of the region’s suffering agricultural sector and learned exactly in what areas
farmers needed help, such as crop diversification, livestock improvement, home economics, and
agricultural scholarships. To the benefit of the Sears Agricultural Foundation, much of this
information was later incorporated into national programs throughout the country. Unlike most
of the reformers who approached the region in an attempt to change it, Rosenwald and Wood,
along with key executives in the Sears Agricultural Foundation, worked with the farmers of the

South and helped them solve their own problems.”

Lastly, the thesis will take a more intimate approach in examining Sears, Roebuck &
Co.’s relationship with the South during the first half of the twentieth-century by incorporating
the collective voice of the region. Through the use of customer letters, oral histories, and
testimonials from Sears’s southern territory, as well as numerous references in southern
literature, | will effectively demonstrate not only the region’s acceptance of Sears, but also its
undying loyalty and faith in the company as a neighbor and trusted friend.

In taking this approach, I will examine common themes and references to Sears found in
southern literature, such as poverty, nostalgia and the many practical uses of the catalog, and
then resound these same themes as seen through customer letters and correspondence that
filtered through the company’s regional plants in Atlanta, Dallas, and Memphis. By examining
the words of the common man and woman, we are able to better understand the South’s devoted
relationship with Sears, as well as the legacies of Richard Sears, Julius Rosenwald, and General

Robert E. Wood, and the change that they helped facilitate in the region.

21 peter M. Ascoli, Julius Rosenwald, 229-230.
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Through this examination | hope to get beyond the image of Sears, Roebuck & Co. as

just another mail order merchant vying for the hard-earned southern dollar during the first half of
the twentieth-century. This thesis will ultimately attempt to shed more light both on Sears,
Roebuck & Co.’s unique influence on the South, as well as the South’s influence on Sears and

why many in the region view this northern company as a distinctly southern institution.
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Chapter 1: Richard Sears and American Carnivalesque

“Which company do you think has the most stores, the most customers, the most sales,

the most profits — and at the same time is the most loved, the most far-flung, the most

legendary, the most American institution ever to charge two bucks for a bottle of snake
A,

o --Cosmopolitan %

Unlike most of the merchants at the turn of the twentieth-century, Richard Sears and his
fledgling mail-order company were destined for early success in the South for a number of
reasons, both intentional and unintentional. Sears not only spoke the language of the South, but
he also incorporated familiar business and cultural practices similar to those used by the region’s
army of local peddlers and snake oil salesmen and, in certain instances, evangelical revivalists.
Sears’ six-pound flagship catalog, which many considered “The Farmer’s Bible,”? struck the
region during a particularly vulnerable period of economic depression in the 1880s and 90s, but
by the turn of the century, it was a common household item in even the deepest hollows and
desolate farms of the South thanks to a brief economic upturn that began in 1896. Although
legible state and regional figures are difficult to locate for the earliest years of the company, in
1917 Sears, Roebuck & Co. received over 18 million in advance cash orders from the former
Confederate states alone.?*

This chapter will first examine Richard Sears’ background as well as his charismatic
persona and magical brand of advertising through the lens of Jackson Lears’ theory of the
“American Carnivalesque,” to see specifically why the South bought into his message, while

other merchants of the era had considerable difficulty in even remotely achieving similar

regional acceptance. In doing this it is necessary to also examine Southern culture and political

%2 Gordon L. Weil, Sears, Roebuck, U. S. A.: The Great American Catalog Store and How It Grew. (New York:
Stein & Day Publishers, 1977), 2.

2 Edward Gray and Mark Obenhaus. The American Experience: “Mr. Sears Catalogue”. PBS Video, 1989.

2 Sears Holdings Archives, Box #5450: “Financial Accounting & Auditing Dept. / Parent Organization Ledgers,”
Folder: 1917 Sales & Order Ledger; Page 4A.
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economy in the wake of the Civil War and Reconstruction to look specifically at the hopes and

dreams that these ads promised to the different social and economic classes of the region. In
addition, the chapter will also investigate some of the social and cultural changes brought about
by Sears, Roebuck & Co. during the first years of its newly established relationship with the
region to show how these changes helped the company cement its cultural and economic niche in

the foundation of the “New South.”

The “American Carnivalesque” Promise of Transformation

In examining Sears’ relationship with the South from the perspective of Lears’ theories
on the “American Carnivalesque,” it is easy to understand why the region seemed so familiar
with Richard Sears brand of advertising. According to Lears, much like the religious Carnival of
early modern Europe, “modern advertising could be seen less as an agent of materialism than as
one of the cultural forces working to disconnect human beings from the material world.” Ted
Ownby supports this theory in his book Subduing Satan, where he examines southern religion
and its relation to southern recreation. He states that, “many recreations defy the logic of
everyday life. Participants in such activities rise above the boredom and dissatisfaction of
mundane existence and rebel against accumulated frustrations, enjoying forms of behavior that
differ dramatically from every day norms.”? From this point of view we see that the post-
Reconstruction South’s economic doldrums combined with its distinct brand of Protestantism
and penchant for hedonism helped make the region’s isolated agrarian culture a captive,
exploitable audience, particularly receptive to the ideas of “self-transformation” that were

inadvertently concealed within the extraordinarily entertaining images and simple, yet magical

% Ted Ownby, Subduing Satan: Religion, Recreation, and Manhood in the Rural South, 1865-1920. (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1990), 3.
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words that Richard Sears incorporated into his catalogs.?® This proficiency in advertising to the

region is exemplified when Sears soothes the concerns of the isolated farmer, as an 1897
catalogue states, “Our Catalogues and Other Printed Matter may Fall into the Hands of those
Living at Remote Distances who will not think of buying, owing to the great distances. Don’t
think you live too far away. THERE IS NOT A TOWN IN THE UNITED STATES WHERE
WE HAVE NOT SOLD GOODS.”%

Lears’ concept of the “American Carnivalesque” is a New World idea in the tradition of
Old World Europe’s religious Carnival, where merchants learned the power of this environment
when used in conjunction with commerce and advertising. In presenting this theory Lears draws
cultural parallels between these Old World, European origins and the new age of advertising that
emerged in the United States at the end of the nineteenth-century. According to Lears, these
ideas of commerce as a celebration took root in the U.S. and replaced the nurturing earth as the
cornucopia, only to perpetuate the New World as a land of material plenty, a cornucopia of
consumer goods. Ironically, it was this image of the cornucopia, which graced the cover of many
of the early Sears catalogs.?®

Another phenomenon which “took root” in the U.S. during the latter decades of the
nineteenth-century and perpetuated this idea of “commerce as a celebration,” was the many
international expositions and world’s fairs that took place across the nation. According to Robert
Rydell, “between 1876 and 1916, nearly one hundred million people visited the international
expositions held at Philadelphia, New Orleans, Chicago, Atlanta, Nashville, Omaha, Buffalo,
Saint Louis, Portland, Seattle, San Francisco and San Diego.” Much like Old World Europe’s

religious carnivals before them, these “fairs,” derived from the Latin feria, or “holy day,”

% T Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance: A Cultural History of Advertising In America. (New York: Basic Books,
1994), 4.

%" Sears, Roebuck & Co., Catalogue No. 104, 1897 reprint. (New York, Crown Publishers Inc., 1968), 1.

%8 Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance, 31.
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emphasized “symbols and ritualistic behavior,” which “affirmed fairgoers’ faith in American

institutions” and “reaffirm(ed) their collective national identity.”?

These extravaganzas were ultimately established to stimulate economic development in
the cities and regions in which they were held, by highlighting new inventions and technologies,
but as President William McKinley stated, just before his assassination in 1901 at the Pan-
American Exposition in Buffalo, New York, “Expositions are the time keepers of progress. They
record the world’s advancement . . . They go into the home. They broaden and brighten the daily
life of the people. They open mighty storehouses of information to the student.”*® Richard Sears
helped facilitate this interaction with modernity for those who were not able to attend the fairs,
but had heard about this amazing new world via stories filtered down from friends and relatives.

Many of the New World similarities that Lears presents seem almost uniquely southern in
that, much like Old World Europe, the post-Reconstruction South was predominantly a rural
isolated peasantry dependent on the abundance of the soil for its livelihood, and most people
held religious convictions that were open to ideas of “self-transformation through collaboration
with supernatural powers.” Prior to the arrival of itinerant peddlers, circuses, merchants, and
international expositions, these supernatural powers were found exclusively in the thousands of
small churches that dotted the region and served as a spiritual gathering place for isolated
communities. It was at this time that expanding railroads sparked the growth of small towns and
general stores began to challenge local churches as the new cultural seats of rural life.*

In the years immediately following the Civil War, the only hope of escape that most

Southerners had from the region’s barren economic and industrial landscape was religion and the

transformation and spiritual transcendence that it promised. The religion of the South during the

%% Robert W. Rydell, All the World’s a Fair: Visions of Empire at American International Expositions, 1876-1916.
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984.), 1-4.
30 H
Ibid.
31T, Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance, 38-44.
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second half of the nineteenth century was a distinct brand of Protestantism that was

characteristically rooted in Celtic and African traditions, both bearing strong ties to the
supernatural. During the antebellum era, masters and slaves lived within close proximity,
causing a hybridization of cultures, and their religions were no exception. In the famous words
of cultural critic W.J. Cash, “Negro entered into white man as profoundly as white man entered
into Negro.” Historian John Blassingame supports this in stating, “Christian forms were so
similar to African religious patterns that it was relatively easy for the early slaves to incorporate
them with their traditional practices and beliefs.” These beliefs included a strong reliance on
fortune-tellers, witches, magic, signs and conjurers. These African traits crept into white beliefs
via black nurses and childhood friends, but they were not a far stretch from the whites” own
brand of religion. According to Cash, white Southerners’ “chief blood strain was likely to be
Celtic — of all Western strains the most susceptible to suggestions of the supernatural.” These
innate beliefs in the supernatural became even more intense when steeped in post-Great
Awakening religious fervor, which gave Southern Protestantism, black and white, a distinct
flavor.®

According to Sir William Archer in 1910, “The South is by a long way the most simply
and sincerely religious country that | ever was in . . . religion is a very large factor in life, and
God is very real and personal.”* This Southern brand of Protestantism contributed significantly
to the region’s receptiveness to the ideas of transformation that Sears’ advertising offered, or
what Lears refers to as “the Two Protestant Ethics.” The first of these “ethics” is based on a

Weberian theory rooted in Calvinist dualism. According to Lears, this was based on the idea of

%2 W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York: Vintage Books / Random House, 1991), 49-55. John W.
Blassingame, The Slave Community: Plantation Life In the Antebellum South, 2™ ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1979), 21 & 113.

% Sir William Archer, Through Afro-America: An English Reading of the Race Problem
(New York: Dutton, 1910), 73-74.
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“a solitary soul . . .yearning for salvation from a sovereign and unanswerable God.” Lears

believes that this paved the way for capitalism because “a drive toward systematic control of the
inner self eventuated in a drive toward systematic mastery of the outer world,” or in this case, a
consumer world.**

Lears furthers this theory with sociologist Colin Campbell’s idea of “the Other Protestant
Ethic” which is based on the Augustinian idea of piety and “promoted fascination with the
ecstatic experience of conversion, the moment when the soul transcended its human limits and
fused its identity with God . . . this ethic sought to close the gap between earth and heaven
through the cultivation of intense inner experience,” and ultimately helped “eroticize” attitudes
toward consumption. This “eroticizing” of consumption played particularly well to southern
religious and recreational traditions and southerners’ preference for “the extravagant, the
flashing and the brightly colored . . . the whole catalogue of qualities we mean by romanticism
and hedonism.” During the economic hardships that the South faced during the second half of
the nineteenth century, this promise of conversion must have been most comforting.*

Ted Ownby’s Subduing Satan examines this phenomenon as well and we see that religion
and recreation provided a balance for white southerners, and in many ways, were opposite sides
of the same coin. According to Ownby, “some recreations relate to religious notions of morality
only by violating them. Since religions set the standards for everyday right and wrong, many
recreations provide a sense of release simply by allowing people to do wrong.” Events such as
fairs and circuses served as important outlets for recreation in the South at the turn of the
twentieth century, because much like church, they played on the magical and supernatural and
served as a release from their mundane existence. Much like the larger world exhibitions popular

at this time, fairs and circuses often featured technological glimpses into the future, such as

3 T Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance, 43-50.
% T. Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance, 47-50. W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South, 45.
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A typical fanily group learning to can
at our Market. An Atlanta school
officiml looks on.

Figure 9: Sears Atlanta Farmers’ Market segregated home canning demonstrations, circa 1945. Photo courtesy of Sears Holdings Archives,
Hoffman Estates, Illinois.

Figure 10: Sears Atlanta Farmers’ Market segregated home canning demonstrations, circa 1945. Photo courtesy of Sears Holdings Archives,
Hoffman Estates, Illinois.
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Figure 11: Sears Atlanta Farmers’ Market National Peanut Week presentation for Atlanta school children, circa 1945. Photo courtesy of Sears
Holdings Archives, Hoffman Estates, Illinois.
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Figure 12: Pike County Georgia 4-H Purebred Hog Show sponsored by Sears, Roebuck & Co., circa 1941. Photo courtesy of Special Collections
Department, Georgia State University, Atlanta, Georgia.
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Chapter 3: Sears Becomes a Southern Institution
“Without that catalogue our childhood would have been radically different. The federal
government ought to strike a medal for Sears, Roebuck company for sending all those
catalogues to farming families, for bringing all that color and all that mystery and all
that beauty into the lives of country people.”

Harry Crews'°

The pages of southern history and literature contain countless references to the Chicago
based Sears, Roebuck & Co., and its mail-order catalogs, which began to flood the region during
the late nineteenth-century and went on to become an essential fixture in the rural southern home
during the first half of the twentieth century. Unfortunately, these references are rarely more than
a brief mention of something that most southerners simply viewed as an indivisible feature of
southern culture itself. This chapter will examine some of these testimonials found in southern
literature, as well as customer letters and oral histories to get at the heart of this lasting
relationship. In taking this approach, it is much easier to understand why those native to the
South consider this company to be a uniquely southern institution.

Male or female, young or old, black or white, poor or “well off,” Sears, Roebuck & Co.
touched the lives of southerners from all walks of life in numerous ways and, following Ronald
Kline’s theory, they in turn, “weav(ed) it into existing cultural patterns in their own way.” Sears
not only gave southerners an alternative to often racist local merchants, high prices and high-
interest northern credit, it also served the region as a directory, an advice column, an extension
agent, a teacher, an entertainer, a neighbor, an inspiration, and yes, even toilet paper.

Oral histories conducted with former Sears, Roebuck & Co. employees who worked in
the southern territories reveal this neighborly relationship that the company had with the region.

Perhaps one of the most impressive statements comes from an interview conducted with a

119 Harry Crews, A Childhood: the Biography of a Place. (New York: Harper & Row, 1978), 54.
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husband and wife who were employees at the Sears Memphis plant in the personnel and

correspondence departments at some point during the 1940s and 50s. In the transcripts they are
listed as simply “W” and “Mrs. W,” but these former employees spoke about the essence of what

Sears meant to the people of the South at that time:

W: | don’t think that anyone working for Sears today and | am talking about the younger
people that they ever have a full realization just what Sears, Roebuck means to the
customers and all that. Particularly the older customers. The faith that people had in
Sears, Roebuck. It is almost unbelievable.

MRS. W: In the correspondence dept., | started in 1940 in the correspondence dept. and
at first they gave me just postcards the customers write in but you wouldn’t believe how
the rural customers depended on Sears.

W: | remember getting a letter one time and this is no isolated case — it was routine. We
got a letter, which illustrates the point that I am making about the faith that people had in
Sears. This letter was written from a girl down in Alabama. Her brother was a veteran
and they were sending him out here to Veteran’s hospital, which was quite a large unit.
He didn’t know anybody here and she didn’t know anybody so she writes Sears,
Roebuck. The letter was sent down to us in the personnel dept. and she asked Mr. Sears,
would he send somebody out there to visit her brother? He was lonesome. That was the
kind of relations we had.

INT: How did you handle it? Did you get somebody to go out?

W: Oh | sent my assistant out there.

MRS. W: Not just one time. He went on his own.

W: Almost unbelievable.***

As Sears’ relationship with the South grew, this faith began to be reflected in the
literature of the region’s most talented authors. Writers like William Faulkner, Carson
McCullers, Flannery O’Connor, Harry Crews, and even former U.S. President Jimmy Carter, not
only cite the Sears, Roebuck catalogs as an inspiration, but in many cases they have also used the
Sears name as a regional seasoning in the pages of their stories. For instance, Faulkner was once

asked about the inspiration for his character, the “moaning and slobbering” rapist, Popeye, and

he replied that the stereotypical baddie was simply, “a contemporary Satan manufactured in

111 Sears Holdings Archives, Box #2492 Oral Histories / Mail Order. Folder: “Mail Order Plants: Memphis.”
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carload lots for, let us say, Sears Roebuck.”"? Sears had become a vivid color in the regional

writer’s literary palette.

Author Carson McCullers also incorporates this iconic image of Sears, Roebuck & Co. in
her prize-winning short story, The Member of the Wedding. Here we see Sears as an element of
the southern landscape where McCullers’ character, the gawky twelve-year-old Alabamian
Frankie Addams, asserts her tomboyish rebelliousness toward womanhood by shoplifting a
pocketknife from the local Sears, Roebuck store. As a young woman, Frankie, now the more
feminine F. Jasmine sees the store from which she had stolen the knife, as an eternal element of
her bygone childhood.™*

Flannery O’Connor, author of such regional favorites as Wise Blood and A Good Man is
Hard to Find, once attended a ladies book club meeting where the question was asked, what
authors most inspired your childhood? One by one, members of the pretentious group cited
greats such as Shakespeare and Milton. O’Connor, holding her tongue to the last, “candidly cited
the primary inspiration for her youth: the Sears and Roebuck catalogue.”*** In examining some
of the references presented here, we see that O’Conner’s inspiration was not an isolated case.

North Carolinian author Tim McLaurin echoes similar sentiments in The Companion to

Southern Literature, where he dedicates a non-fictional homage to the legendary mail-order

catalog and its many uses. He states:

“As a child, | remember the Sears catalog. It was by far the thickest book in our house. It
made a good doorstop or could be used to weigh down the lid on a box of baby opossums
my dad brought home from a hunting trip. I didn’t look at it much — not the big book —
was not very interested in clothes, except the pictures of women in their undergarments.
Then I had to sneak peeks — not an easy accomplishment in a four-room house home to

112 M. Thomas Inge, Conversations with William Faulkner. (Oxford: University of Mississippi Press, 1999), 75.

113 Carson McCullers, Collected Stories of Carson McCullers. (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1998), 311-312.

14 Ralph C. Wood, Flannery O’Connor and the Christ-Haunted South. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing, 2004), 126.
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seven people. The much more slender Christmas catalog was the coveted one . . . the
mailman would smile as he handed through the window a sleek, shiny, brand new
Christmas catalog, the cover adorned with Santa and reindeer and Christmas trees in
bright colors of red and green and white . . . hands reached to touch the book, to feel
some of the magic . . . The Sears catalog was like a mirror. It said, Open me, child. Look
into your heart, wish and want and believe. This season of innocence and trust will pass
too soon.”**?

In the same volume, author Ruth Moose furthers this in a passage on “Children’s

Literature,” where she states:

“A prized possession in the southern households where printed material was
scarce and treasured was the Sears, Roebuck catalogue . . . outdated catalogues, when
they were finally turned over to children, made coloring books or were cut up to make
flimsy paper dolls that became, when acted out with dialogue and plot, whole families,
communities, congregations in various states of dress and undress.”*®

Perhaps two of the most legendary testimonials to Sears, Roebuck & Co.’s place in
southern culture can be found in the pages of famed southern gothic author Harry Crews, in his
autobiographical A Childhood: the Biography of a Place, and former U. S. President Jimmy
Carter in his autobiography, An Hour Before Daylight. These two testimonials serve as excellent
bookends to exhibit what Sears offered to both the incredibly poor and moderately successful
rural households during the early 1900s.

Carter refers to Sears, Roebuck & Co. numerous times in his book An Hour Before
Daylight,” which serves an excellent account of life in rural Plains, Georgia during the early
twentieth-century. In fact, the home in which Jimmy Carter spent his formative years was

actually built, “using plans obtained free from Sears, Roebuck & Company,” and although the

15 Tim McLaurin and others, eds., The Companion to Southern Literature. (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 2002), 761-
762.

118 Ruth Moose and others, eds., The Companion to Southern Literature: Themes, Genres, Places, People,
Movements, and Motifs. (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 2002), 145-147.
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home had no electricity, it did have running water, which was supplied from a windmill that his

father ordered from the mail-order catalog. We see that Sears even provided much of the
family’s diet when Carter mentions the fact that, like many farmers, his father, “would order
several hundred baby chicks from Sears, Roebuck . . . to supplement our need for broilers and
eggs to eat or sell,”**

Carter’s father was fortunate enough to own the land that his family farmed, and thanks
to his frugal mother, they ware able to obtain extra cash by collecting pecans from the trees near
their home, which she spent “as she saw fit, and it covered all the personal items we ordered
from Sears, Roebuck.” This thrifty trait was passed on to Carter who also used to sell boiled
peanuts on Main Street in Plains to purchase fishing hooks and “precious plugs that we had
bought from Sears, Roebuck.” Carter even supports a recurrent theme of the catalog’s more
utilitarian use in southern culture once a new issue arrived on the doorstep. He openly stated, “A
Sears, Roebuck catalog was used instead of toilet paper. That was one of the status symbols, to
have a Sears, Roebuck catalog in the outhouse.” We see that although his family was not
considered wealthy, they were more fortunate than many and would have probably considered
themselves regular Sears customers. **®

Unfortunately, many southern families were not as lucky as Jimmy Carter’s, but their

love for the Sears catalog was just as strong. For many poorer southerners, like Harry Crews’

family, the catalogs were much more valuable as entertainment. Crews states:

“God knows the catalogue sometimes ended up in the outhouse, but more often it did not.
All the farmers, black and white, kept dried corn cobs beside their double-seated thrones .
.. The Sears, Roebuck catalogue was much better used as a Wish Book, which it was

7 Jimmy Carter, An Hour Before Daylight: Memories of a Rural Boyhood. (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2001),
89 & 119.

118Jimmy Carter, An Hour Before Daylight, 104 & 112. A&E Biography. Sears. Produced by ABC News for A&E
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called by the people out in the country, who would never be able to order anything out of
it, but could at their leisure spend hours dreaming over it.”**

For Crews and his childhood friend Willalee, the catalogs were better suited for stories,
which Crews claims sparked his career. They would randomly open the book, “to see what
magic was waiting for us there,” and Crews states that they would make up stories about the
“perfect” people they found in the pages. Crews said that these perfect images always struck
him, because everyone he knew as a child in rural South Georgia was missing appendages or had
some sort of physical deformity.

References like these are incredibly common throughout the history, literature and
folklore of the south, but to truly understand Sears role in the lives of common southerners, we
must turn to the personal letters that flooded Sears regional correspondence offices on a daily
basis. Customers have written letters to “Mr. Sears” for numerous reasons since the company’s
inception. Perhaps it was the neighborly tone that Richard Sears used in his introductory letters
printed in the opening pages of every Sears catalog that made customers trust him as an
individual and address him on this personal level. These hospitable letters were signed by
Richard Sears and in many cases, even requested that customers send their orders to “Richard W.
Sears, President, personally.” Little did Richard Sears know during the company’s earliest years,
but he would become a pen pal to a predominantly rural, and often isolated, nation.

The correspondence was so overwhelming that all Sears plants required massive
correspondence departments to keep up with the barrage of customer letters. Even after Sears left
the company, Julius Rosenwald made a conscious effort to maintain the catalog’s initial format

and the inclusion of these endearing introductory letters to customers, until he stepped down in

19 Harry Crews, A Childhood: the Biography of a Place, 54.
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1924. Although Richard Sears no longer signed the letters after 1908, customers continued to

address their personal letters to “Mr. Sears” himself.*?°

As the three flagship plants in Sears’ southern territory, the Dallas, Atlanta and Memphis
facilities handled the bulk of this correspondence for the region. Some of these letters are
presented here and printed as they were originally written or transcribed by the individual
regional correspondence departments with no spelling, punctuation or grammatical corrections.
In addition, the names of their authors have been abbreviated to protect their identity. It is
through the examination of these letters that one truly understands the faith and enduring loyalty
that the South had for Sears, Roebuck & Co. Whether searching for advice, a friend or spouse,
sharing a personal story, or filing a complaint, southern customers casually and frankly spoke to
this massive company as if carrying on a conversation with a friendly neighbor.

Perhaps the most common letters are those registering complaints and like a good
neighbor, many southern customers managed to maintain a sense of humor in addressing their
issues to “Mr. Sears.” These letters also exhibit a common, unwavering faith that Sears would
correct the discrepancy either through an exchange or a refund. Even after Julius Rosenwald
streamlined the process of filling the thousands of orders Sears received daily, it seems there was
still plenty of room for improvement.

One such letter was received in 1935 from a gentleman who felt he had gotten more than
his money’s worth from a tube of what he believed to be some type of birth control, and stands

out as a perfect example of this amiable relationship.

Sears, Roebuck & Co.,
675 Ponce De Leon Ave.
Atlanta, GA

120 peter M. Ascoli, Julius Rosenwald: The Man Who Built Sears, Roebuck and Advanced the Cause of Black
Education In the American South. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006), 74.
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“l have got a new baby girl at my house and she cost a lot and she is here all on
account of Sears but she is a fine girl. | saw some dope advertised in the catalog and did
not quite understand by the description what it was for so | wrote to Sears asking them if
it was to keep from getting in the family way as we did not need any more babies and
told you if that was what it was for to send me two tubes and if not to send my money
back so they sent it and we used it and now we have a 11 %2 pound girl. Sears claims to
give you your money’s worth and they sure did this time. So | call her a Sears Roebuck
Baby. | won’t want you to think | am a beggar, but I think you owe her a birthday
present. | ordered her clothes from you but I did not get her a blanket for | did not have
enough money so if you would consider sending her one. I would like to have one of
your honey comb shawls the large size 38K8035 or 36. | have always ordered from you
and found you a friend.”

12-27-35'%

Sears, Roebuck and Company
495 North Watkins
Memphis, Tennessee

“Dear Sears:

I recently ordered several hundred chicks. They arrived with their pin feathers —
they are now grown and do not have one feather. Do you suggest that | make coats for
each one this winter to keep them from freezing to death? Let me have your suggestions.
I am the laughing stock of the neighborhood.”

K. L. K.
Wilson, Ark.

“(Our Catalog Sales Office Manager told him he may be starting a new breed of
chickens.)'??

July 12, 1963

Sears, Roebuck & Co.

Dept. 155

Attn. Manager, Customer Service Dept.
675 Ponce De Leon Ave. S.W.

Atlanta, Ga.

“Dear 155 manager:
Re: Your letter of July 9 — 155X93

121 Sears Holdings Archives, Box #2491 Oral Histories / Seidel Research. Folder: “Letters from Customers.”
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I have been a customer of Sears for some 55 years. | am greatly impressed by
your slogan, “‘WE SERVICE WHAT WE SELL.
During my early years | grew up on a farm. One of my most prized possessions as a boy
was a milk cow, named Dolly, which | raised from a calf. One morning when | was still
quite young, I heard sketches of a whispered conversation regarding my older brothers
taking Dolly out for service. I did not understand the meaning of the term at that time.
Being of a curious nature, my interest was aroused. When my brother led Dolly down the
road, | took a short cut through a field and arrived at the dairy, which | had heard was to
be their destination, ahead of them. I secreted myself in a large clump of bushes near the
dairy barn where | could observe anything that happened in the vicinity. When my pet
cow was led into the pen she was met by a big registered jersey bull. At that moment |
had indelibly registered on my mind the meaning of the word, Service. This is the type of
service | feel I am getting from Sears in this instance.

In my previous letter to you, I requested the following things:

1. A new piston rod and needle bearings

2. Piston rings

3. Gaskets

4. Check the crank shaff (sp) and horn if necessary
I have made a thorough check of the local market and find the price for these parts and
labor runs $12.50 to $20.00, depending on the grade and make. I heard several
conversations in the last few years to the effect that Sears will sell some things cheaper
than others and then charge an excessive price for repairs and parts. | never found this to
be the case with any Sears appliances which we have owned. For the life of me I cannot
understand how you arrive at a price of $49.95 for the parts and repairs to this small
motor. | hope that this is what the government refers to as an inadvertent administrative
error. So let’s start all over again. Please have one of your good Georgia cracker
mechanics look over this little motor and see if he cannot fix it at a reasonable price, and
let’s be friends again. If this is not possible, please send me the name and address of the
head buyer in your chain saw division, for, if this is the best the company can do that
manufactures these for you, | believe a change is in order.”

Yours truly,*®

Sears, Roebuck & Co.
495 N. Watkins
Memphis, Tenn.

“Dear Sir:

I ordered a window fan and you sent me a commode seat. | fail to see how I can
keep cool with that. I am returning it and suggest that you frame Mr. Roebuck’s picture,
the forgotten member of your organization.”

Yours truly,
D.S.

123 Sears Holdings Archives, Box #2491 Oral Histories / Seidel Research. Folder: “Letters from Customers.”
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Starkville, Miss*?*

“Dear Sears:
Just send my money back — I’ve tried and tried but can’t get a fit. Remember, |
have more than two toes!”

“(This was on a pair of ladies shoes returned as being too narrow)”*%

“Dear Sears
I am once again sending in my cuckoo clock for inspection and repair. This bird is

driving me crazy. Instead of staying outside and cuckooing until he gets through, he runs
out and cuckoos and runs back in and slams the door, then runs out again and cuckoos.
He keeps this up until he is through. Please fix this bird so that he stays outside until he is
through and not running in and out slamming that door.”

Yours truly,

Mrs. J. P.

Blytheville, Ark*?°

Sears, Roebuck and Co.
495 North Watkins
Memphis, Tennessee

“Dear Sir

Well, | ordered three pair of shorts — these three dozen ladies bloomers is what | received.
Folks may think | am peculiar, but this is the first time of being accused of it! Send me
my MENS shorts!”**

Sears, Roebuck and Co.
495 North Watkins
Memphis, Tennessee

“Customer placed his order for 100 gooses — the order was returned for further
information and he returned it to us then ordering 100 geese. Since we still did not have
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enough information it was again returned to him — His reply: Send me 1 goose and 99
others just like him.”
Osceola, Arkansas %

Here’s a letter from a gentleman who is not only trying to track his order, but also seems
to think that Sears might be able to help him deal with the shortcomings of the local law

enforcement.

Mayfield, Ga.
June 26, 1967

“Gentlemen

Some time ago | ordered some wire & post for yard. Have not hear anything from
you. | sent some money but did not send money for delivery for did not know what you
charged. Ordered six ft. high and dogs can’t get in. Have three dogs & do not want on
highway as people fly by here so bad. We have no officers that will tend to business.
Know for experience. Last night they came out here and arrested my cook and man that
lives with her. Claimed she owes a dept. made ten or so year ago. Claimed she owed
20.00 and she said she did not buy five dollars worth. So that is what the officers does.
Does to arrest fast drivers or drunken drivers or sell moon shine whiskey. Let me hear
from you at once, as | am so anxious to get it before my dogs are killed.

Very Resp’t”
Mr. S. A. H.
Mayfield, Ga'®

Sears, Roebuck and Co.
495 N. Watkins
Memphis, Tenn.

“Dear Sir

I only wore this bathing suit twice and each time | dove into the water it would
come down to my ankles. My husband got real mad and told me to get another bathing
suit or get my money. So please send me another suit — one with boy legs.”
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Yours truly,
Cotton Plant, Ark**°

“Boys, | have been working bare-footed all week, Haven’t needed those kicks up to now,
but, we ran into some grass and cockle burrs today not to mention the sandstorm that hit
us, so, in justice to a pair of faithful dogs I beg you to make me the shipment. The size is
a 9. Model 69D4567 (streamlined) . . .”

Arkansas™®!

In following Ronald Kline’s theory of how rural America “weaved” modernizing
elements into existing cultural patterns, many common themes stand out in reading letters
received by Sears regional correspondence departments. One of the themes found is the faith and
optimism that some southern customers had in Sears, Roebuck & Co. as an unofficial directory
for rural farm families. There are numerous letters from men and women throughout the region
searching for old neighbors, ex-spouses, or even potential mates and amazingly, in some cases,
Sears was able to assist. Perhaps some of the most touching letters are those written by
individuals who were so geographically isolated that they must turn to Sears in hopes of finding

a mate.

Sears, Roebuck & Co.
495 North Watkins
Memphis, Tennessee

“Dear Sears,
My husband has always bought all his clothes from Sears. We are separated now
and | haven’t seen or heard from him in quite a long time. Please check your records and

130 Sears Holdings Archives, Box #2491 Oral Histories / Seidel Research. Folder: “Letters from Customers.”
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see if you can locate any of my husband’s orders so you can let me know his address. If
you can do this service for me, it will sincerely be appreciated.

Yours truly,”
Mrs. D. U.
Jackson, Tennessee **?

“Dear Sir or Madam,

I am writing to see if you can tell me what company services Sears vending
machines with cigarettes and candy etc. | had some good friends in Atlanta when we
were living there the summer of 1965. Anyway, | lost their address and they moved & |
can’t get in touch with them. All I know is her husband drove a truck that serviced
vending machines and Sears was on his route. His name is Ivy Lee Lanham. Please,
could you send me a card if anyone at Sears knows Mr. Lanham or what the name of the
company is that services Sears vending machines.”

Mrs. C. A.
Houston, Texas 1

“Dear Sears:

We are writing to you with our problem and hope you will be able to help us.

We have some friends who have moved and left their furniture with us for us to keep
until they call for it. It has been two years now and we have not heard from them. Please
advise us if you have their address and can send it to us so we can write to them. We are
having to move and cannot keep it any longer.

Yours truly,”
Mr. H. S.

Even more interesting is the in-house notation at the bottom of the letter, which states,

“(We did have the address in Department 162.)"***

132 Sears Holdings Archives, Box #2491 Oral Histories / Seidel Research. Folder: “Letters from Customers.”
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The following letters are perfect examples of the isolated existence that many southerners

faced in their day to day lives, as well as the faith that some men and women had in Sears,

Roebuck & Co. in even helping them find a suitable husband or wife.

Sears, Roebuck and Co.
495 North Watkins
Memphis, Tennessee

“Dear Sir:

I thought I would write you a line as | am looking for me a wife. | want a good
cook and a clean woman. | am 24 years old, | want a girl about my age. If you can look
for me a wife I will pay you for you troubel (sp) as | am lonely and would like to be
married. | am just a Poor Boy. | live on a 60 acre farm. So please look & find me a wife.
If you find one have her to write me & tell her to send me her picture. Show the girl my
letter & let her see it & if she wants to she can write to me & give her age. | want to get
married at an early date if suited. So please find me a woman. | am well suited with most
any girl. Let me hear from you in a few days...”**®

Sears, Roebuck & Co.
495 North Watkins
Memphis, Tennessee

“Gentlemen,

Sears has always served my needs in the past and am in need now of service and
thought first of Sears. | am a widow woman, 55 years of age, weighing 145 pounds, five
feet two inches tall, with light hair and a tan complexion. I live with my mother on a farm
and | wonder if you know of anyone who would be interested in me. Perhaps an
employee of your store. If you do know of someone, please let me know but don’t
elaborate too much in the letter because | don’t want my mother to | have written you. |
prefer a strong man, about six feet tall who is willing to work and knows something about
farm work. If we got together and you wanted to come take pictures for the front cover of
your catalog for an advertisement, we would be happy to have you. My farm has an
interesting history anyway. The Indians used to have a reservation here. The chief was
named Chief White Cloud and we still find many Indian relics while working in the
fields. Mother and I live a lonely existence and | would be happy to meet someone to
take my former husband’s place and who would help out with the farm chores.”

Miss G. C.
Hamilton, Ala. *°
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A counter approach to Kline’s theory can also be taken in examining regional
correspondence in regards to some of the more modern consumer goods that Sears sold and the
difficulty that many southerners had once they decided to adopt them in their homes. According
to Kline, particularly following the early stages of rural electrification and its gradual adoption,
“There were some regional differences in rural purchases,” and “the radio was one of the most
popular of the allegedly urbanizing technologies on the farm.” In addition, it seems that because
of the South’s warmer weather, refrigerators were quite popular as well, and “(electrification)
co-op members in the South bought considerably more refrigerators than those in the Northeast
and the North-central states (e.g., 40 percent to 17 and 30 percent, respectively, in 1938).” These
letters serve as perfect examples of some of the confusion and problems southerners faced when
attempting to adopt these “urbanizing” consumer goods, and again, many turned to Sears for
advice.**’

Here is a letter from a woman in Louisiana who is obviously confused in her family’s
decision to switch from their old non-electric “ice box,” which simply kept perishable items

cool, to a new electric refrigerator and freezer.

“Dear Sirs:

I recently ordered one of your new Coldspot Refrigerators. | like it fine but it
freezes up. Every time the ice cubes freeze in the tray | empty them but they just keep
freezing all the time. Please tell me what is wrong with it and what to do.”

Yours truly,”
D.E.S.

Baton Rouge, La.**®

%7 Ronald R. Kline, Consumers In the Country, 115 & 198-199.
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“Dear Sir:
The radio arrived in good condition and we like it very much. Will you tell us
how to shut it off, though, please.
Thank you.”
Mrs. R. H. J.
Ark. 1

“Dear Sirs,

I am returning a pair of my husband’s trousers to a suit purchased from you. Like
a good wife | pressed the pants and left the iron on the back of the right leg a little too
long and as you can see, now there is no back to the leg. Could you please send me a new
pair of pants like these before my husband finds out what a horrible thing I did? If
possible could you have your tailors put a new piece on the back of this pair.
Please, please help me.

Yours truly,”

Mrs. J. P.
Tupelo, Miss.#°

Sears, Roebuck and Co.
495 North Watkins
Memphis, Tennessee

“Dear Sears:
I received my clock alright, but why didn’t you send my unique?”

“(This was on a clock in one of our Christmas books described as being a “unique”
Clock)nl4l

Much like the examples found in southern literature, another incredibly common theme

found in customer letters is the role that Sears catalogs played in the lives of southern children.
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There are the more obvious examples of dreams sparked by consumer goods found in the pages

of the catalog as well as vast array of utilitarian uses for the catalog itself. But, even more
incredible are the examples of valuable lessons learned and inspiring images of a larger world
outside their own isolated communities. In fact, it was these fond memories that no doubt
contribute to the perpetuation of the company’s strong southern customer base well into the latter
half of the twentieth-century. A perfect example of the fantasy world that Sears catalogs

provided southern children could be found in this letter from a little girl in Arkansas.

“Gentlemen:

Please put feet on your ladies in your catalog so they will make nicer paper dolls.
We can hardly find enough ladies with feet to finish our families. We are eleven years
old. We like to cut paper dolls out of your catalog when they get old. Please don’t put the
prices on their legs. Please send this to Mr. Sears.”**?

July 11, 1966

“Dear sirs,
Please send:
1 pr. #54K32207F Sandal / color brandy/ size 7/ price $3.75
Charge to my S.R.C. acct # XXXXXXXXXXX (atla. Store)
Thank you,
Mrs. A. E. H.
Ellijay, Ga.

P.S. I have a 12 yr. old girl who ordered something from you under her own name and
enclosed the money for her order. She didn’t have her prices added up correctly, but you
sent her order anyway and told her she still owed a dollar more. | don’t believe she has
sent her money yet. | can’t say anything to her because her order and correspondence are
suppose to be a secret from her mother. (I knew because | peeked in her mail) I want her
to learn to pay her bills and suggest that you drop her a note saying that you intend to
charge the unpaid amount to her parents if you don’t hear from her soon. I think that she
would find a way to earn the money and pay the bill rather than have you do this. You
may put the amount on my account — | would like to teach her something so this doesn’t
come up again though. How about twisting her arm some more before you give up?
Sincerely,”
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Mrs. H.

Sears responded to the woman’s request, asking for the billing number off the correspondence

her daughter had received. Mrs. H. responded:

“Her name is:

M. R. H.

There isn’t any Sears correspondence in her room for me to get billing numbers
from. You’ll have to locate her by her name. — Same address as ours — we are the only
H.s in this town — | think.

Sincerely,”
Mrs. H.1*3

From an Alabama Clergyman:
“Here is something original and will give you joy.
A little child in one of my church schools was asked the other day, What was the
Tenth Commandment? The reply was “Thou shalt not covet.” When asked what covet

meant, she replied, ‘not to want other folks things, but to get Sears, Roebuck Catalogue
and buy for yourself.”"***

The following letters are not only fine examples of the role that Sears, Roebuck & Co.
played in the lives of southern children, but also how those children grew up to be dedicated and

loyal Sears customers as adults.

February 10, 1972

“In 1902 when | was a 12 year old boy in Atwood, Alabama, -- there’s no post
office there now, -- the biggest thrill for a kid my age was to have a bicycle and I sure did

143 Sears Holdings Archives, Box #2491 Oral Histories / Seidel Research. Folder: “Letters from Customers.”
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want one bad like the swell ELGIN KING I kept longing for in our old SEARS’
catalogue.

Well, | set about doing all kinds of jobs for the neighbors, town merchants,
anybody, anything to earn a few cents all the way from slopping the hogs to rocking a
baby’s cradle. After weeks I finally got my $12.00 for that bike. | cut out the picture, put
it with the money in an envelope, and since | couldn’t write very much, took it to my
friend the postmaster who had his office in a little shed hitched onto his house. He
addressed and stamped it for me and, oh boy, was | happy.

In about 2 weeks my bike arrived! Such excitement you never saw in our little
town and to say | was the proudest kid around is putting it mildly. It sure was a beauty
and | toured those country lanes for miles every spare minute | had from chores.

But one day tragedy struck. The metal around the bolt in the middle section of the
handle bar cracked! Gee, | was sick. | didn’t say anything to anybody, took the cracked
part off, wrapped it up *not a word or sign in the package, took it to my friend the
postmaster and told him to address it and send it to SEARS. He weighed it, put my return
address and stamped it, and with what | know now, must have been very much amused at
me.

In about what seemed like a year but was only 2 weeks, a new part arrived with a
nice note from SEARS. I just never had any doubts that SEARS WOULD MAKE IT
GOOD. Boy, did I crow about that all around!

I also used to order fish hooks from SEARS for THREE CENTS a hundred! That
was 70 years ago and | still think SEARS is great.”

Mr. G. O. C.
Gulf Breeze, Florida*®

December 3, 1962

“Dear Sears Catalogue,

You always have been an integral part of my life. Some of my fondest memories
are of you.
The first words I learned to read were not, “Oh, Oh. Look, look. See Jane.” | learned
more useful words; such as, “Page 1. Dress. Coat. Lantern.”

During the years of the Depression, the year-old issues of the “Sears and
Roebuck” Catalogue were used as reading material and toilet paper in the outhouse.

One of the first objects I learned to make was a huge doorstop. Materials: one
Sears & Roebuck catalogue. Method: Stand on end and fold pages down neatly from the
upper righthand corner. (author’s note: small diagram drawn as example). Stand in a
circle.

As a teen-ager, | played a game with my girlfriends. We spent hours looking
through our “Dream Book” [You!] and selecting what we would buy when we married a
millionaire.
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When my husband [not a millionaire!] and | set up housekeeping, one of the first
things we did was establish credit with you, and buy a television set. Since then we’ve
had four children. You have furnished our house, clothed us, and entertained us.

The biggest thrill of the year for our children, aside from Christmas itself, is to go
through your pages and mark what they would like to receive on Christmas day.

Last weekend, when my husband and I placed our yearly Christmas order in a
modern catalogue store, we began to discuss the part you have played in our lives, and
realized our lives would not be as rich without you. We also wondered how you have
changed over the years. What items were offered for sale in your very first catalogue
issue?

Merry Christmas to you and all your employees. Many thanks, too.

Sincerely,”
F.S.B.
Aiken, S. C.1*

Feb. 12, 1966

Dear Mr. Livezey:

Thanks so much for the offer of Sears new catalog. Would love to have it, just
returned a neighbor’s today. The one and only reason that | have not been ordering is
this: When | moved back into my home after renting it for 8 years, | took a nose dive and
got in the water of debts NEARLY over my head. Been struggling for shore ever since, at
the rate of $77.00 per month. Figure at the speed | am going, it will take me 16 more
months to walk ashore debt-free. Have learned so many lessons in the last 15 months.
ONE, how I wish Sears had a life insurance plan for their customers.

Mr. Livezey, would love to tell you a story, a true one, and hope it won’t take too
much of your busy time. For years, have been wanting to say THANKS to Sears, hope in
some way you can do it for me.

Was born and raised in a remote part of these Hills of Tennessee. But we did have
a mail carrier and he brought us a Sears catalog. My parents used it to buy most of our
things. It was like looking for Santa Claus, to look forward to our order coming. It was a
spirit lifter for those trying days.

One night, before | had started to school, was sitting in front of a big, roaring fire,
looking through the catalog and asking questions. When suddenly the picture of a nurse’s
uniform, cap and all caught my eyes. And the questions really did start.

My mother told me, “it says under the picture that is a Professional Nurse’s
uniform.” My parents were not sure if Knoxville had a hospital or not, but they would try
to find out. But they did know women worked in hospitals caring for the sick and dying,
also helping people get well. My dream was born then and there. Told my parents that |
was going to be a professional nurse when I grew up and got big.

My dream came true and soon after | graduated from nurse’s training, | entered
the Navy Nurse Corps and served for 8 years. Got to travel a lot and see so many
interesting places. Then, | did marry a handsome Lieut. We traveled more and saw more.
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Through the years, people have asked me how on earth | ever knew about a
hospital much less being a nurse, in that ‘back-woodsey’ place | lived? Would laugh and
say, ‘Oh, | owe my dreams of being a nurse to Sears and their catalog. | saw the picture
of a nurse one night and followed the picture. And here I am!”’

Truly, truly, do give credit to the catalog for opening the door to LIGHT,
LEARNING and SERVICE for me. And then, to a father who could farm and buy some
of our needs. To a mother who could read and write and order.

Often think how I might have drifted along, without aim or purpose in life, finally
letting the hardships and trials get me down. No telling what might have happened. But
my dream of a white uniform walked before me, as | walked to a one room school,
through the mud, dust and snows. So, you see | can’t help lovin’ Sears.

And may | add a light note to my little story? Used to feel sorry for people when |
went to their toilets to find them using newspapers or corn cobs. True. Not even rich
enough to have an old Sear’s catalog to use. Poor indeed I thought.

Been so nice telling this story to one connected with Sears. For your company is a
big part of America now, my life too. The catalogs are truly dream books. I know.

Goodnight,”

G. E. R.N.
Knoxville, Tenn**

In examining the voices of the common man and woman found in these customer letters
as well as some of the literature of the region, we see there are many common themes in regards
to Sears, Roebuck and the relationship the company shared with the South during the first half of
the twentieth-century. Following Ronald Kline’s theory, we also see that regardless of economic
status, Sears, Roebuck & Co. and their mail-order catalogs were not only adopted by the culture
to use as they saw fit, but it was through these various uses that Sears and its mail-order catalogs

came to hold such a special place in the hearts of the region and its culture.
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Conclusion

In examining the relationship that Sears, Roebuck & Co. established with the South from
the company’s inception until the 1950s, it is difficult to say which of the company’s three great
presidents had the greatest impact on the region. Was it Richard Sears’ sensational style of
Barnumesque business tactics and neighborly tone? Was it Julius Rosenwald’s philanthropy and
calls for reform in agriculture and black education in the South? Or, was it Gen. Robert E.
Wood’s incorporation of retail stores and innovative decentralization of management through
regional territories? Perhaps the best answer would be that it was the combination of the three,
their individual talents, and personal interests in the region, which paved the way for the
company to become so beloved in the South. Unfortunately, following the economic boom of the
1950s, it seems the company began to grow at such an alarming rate that it gradually lost touch
with many of its customers.

One of the company’s last regional contributions to the South was established just prior
to Gen. Robert E. Wood’s retirement in 1954, and subsequently the corporate restructuring of his
decentralized system of regional territories. In 1951, to commemorate Sears’ role in the
perpetuation of industrial suppliers in the region, southern territory management established the
Dixie Progress Celebration. According to an employee newsletter published at the Atlanta plant,
“The Dixie Progress Celebration is Sears’ way of paying tribute to the South in her success in
reaching the present healthy balance between agriculture and industry.”**

Following the opening of the Sears Atlanta plant in 1926, executives began scouring the
region in search of industrial sources to “meet the demand for goods and to reduce shipping costs
from northern factories.” Sears first major success came in 1938 when the Armstrong Tire and

Rubber Company began producing tires for Sears in their Natchez, Mississippi plant. According

148 «“Made in Dixie.” Sears Mail Ordergraph Sept. 1952: 3.
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to a company press release, “A set of tires, the first manufactured outside the Akron, Ohio area

was sent to every Southern governor along with a note telling them of Sears urgent interest in
developing other industry in the South.” As industry in the region grew, so too did Sears’
reliance on southern manufacturing.*°

By 1951, the first Dixie Progress statistics showed that Sears had purchased
manufactured goods from 832 different sources located in the southern states of Alabama,
Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, South
Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia, with estimated value of over $400 million. This annual
campaign and sales promotional continued for fifteen years and upon its conclusion in 1966,
Sears reported that it had purchased manufactured goods from 2,203 sources in the twelve
southern states with a total value of over $2 billion.

Unfortunately for the South, this would be some of the last personal attention that the
rapidly growing company would give to the region as Sears sales skyrocketed under new,
ambitious management, who were more concerned with the company’s bottom line than the
individual concerns of former regional territories. In 1954, Sears’ annual sales totaled just under
$3 billion and during the 1960s, in an effort to keep profits growing, the company began
marketing to more affluent customers with higher priced luxury items like fine jewelry, as well
as “The Vincent Price Collection of Fine Art.” The company’s sales soared to $10 billion in
1971. Sears seemed unstoppable.**

Sears’ growth had been so successful that company executives felt that the nation’s
largest retailer should honor this success by constructing the nation’s largest corporate
headquarters to replace the outdated factory that was constructed under the direction of Julius

Rosenwald on Chicago’s West Side. Sears broke ground for the construction of this massive

149 Sears Holdings Archives, Box #3758: Southern Territory Files, Folder: Dixie Progress Meeting Memo.
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facility in downtown Chicago in 1971. Two years and $175 million later, the 110-story Sears

Tower was a reality.™*

In October 1974, just one year after construction of the Sears Tower was complete,
Forbes magazine reported, “After decades of dominance, Sears, Roebuck & Co. is now just one
of the boys.” It seems that while Sears’ executives had been convinced that the company could
do no wrong, small retail stores like K-Mart began creeping in on Sears’ beloved customer base.
It seemed that Sears’ decision to begin marketing to more affluent customers was the first of a
series of mistakes that the company made during the second half of the twentieth-century. The
Forbes article stated that Sears’ strategy looked like this: “Imagine McDonald’s introducing a
sirloin steak, raising the price of its Big Mac and withdrawing its plain hamburger.” This
phenomenon was amplified when a recession swept the nation in 1974 and many of Sears’
former working-class customers turned to discount stores to make ends meet.™

Unfortunately for Sears, this trend continued as the company made a series of desperate
changes in their corporate structure throughout the 1970s and 80s. In April of 1991, ABC News
reported, “Wal-Mart’s sales revenues soared 26%, knocking out Sears as the nation’s largest
retailer.” In 1992, Sears reported a third quarter loss of $833 million and in 1993, CEO Arthur
Martinez made the fateful decision to discontinue Sears’ legendary mail-order catalog. Sears
literally closed the book on era and in 2004 the announcement was made that K-Mart would

purchase the century-old company for $11 billion in one of the largest retail mergers in

history.™>

131 Jay Pridmore, Sears Tower: A Building Book From the Chicago Architecture Foundation. (San Francisco:
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In taking this retrospective look at Sears, Roebuck & Co.’s relationship with the South,

we see that it was the company’s ability to establish a personal affinity with southern customers
during the first half of the twentieth-century that allowed it to become so beloved in the region.
Sears initially approached the region during an incredibly vulnerable period in its history and
took time to grow with the South. Richard Sears, Julius Rosenwald, and Robert Wood saw the
region’s potential, but it was their ability to listen to its needs that allowed Sears, Roebuck & Co.

to speak in a language that the region could understand.
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