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JOHN WANAMAKER



CHAPTER 1

THE CHALLENGE OF NEW YORK

ANY years after his New York store was opened
John Wanamaker wrote to a friend: “I think that
Philadelphia is narrowing to a man who lives there all the
time. New York has many more inspirations and centers
of thought.” Such an admission could never have been
wrung from the Philadelphia merchant during the first half
century of his life. The thought had not entered his
head. It was an opinion formed—and candidly expressed
—only after he had actually lived in New York and fought
his way to the front in the business world there. Testi-
mony to the peculiar stimulus of New York was given pub-
licly in an address on September 24, 1907, when he said,
“I believe that there is nowhere in the world the same
quality of vitality that you get when you touch the people
of New York.” All men who love to keep doing things
have the same feeling. They may say that they hate New
York—but they know in their hearts that they are happier
there than anywhere else in the United States, happy
because they find their happiness in working and New York
keeps constantly calling for the best that is in them.

The influence of his New York business venture upon
John Wanamaker’s capacity for achievement in the last
decades of his life was inestimable. It sent new blood
coursing through him. It opened up new vistas to him
when just continuing to run the store in Philadelphia might
have made him grow old comfortably.

“What keeps you young?” a reporter once asked him.
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“Sunday afternoons at Bethany and doing business in
New York,” was the laconic response.

Wanamaker meant what he said. Looking into the faces
of children every week was the best tonic he could have.
And the problems of retailing in New York City made him
“keep humping,” as he expressed it—and merrily—until
death claimed him. “In Philadelphia, if I wanted to, I
could sit in the house I had built,” he explained, “but in
New York I must go on the stage every day and do my
very best to keep the audience.”

On another occasion, while riding in Central Park, he
put the situation in terse and graphic words: “If the squir-
rels here didn’t keep foraging they would starve; Philadel-
phia squirrels count on the acorns hitting them on the
nose.”

The challenge of New York had come to Wanamaker
early in his business career. We have seen how Ogden
proposed an Oak Hall branch there before he cast in his
fortunes with Wanamaker in Philadelphia. Several years
later, when Judge Hilton and William Libbey, Stewart’s
only surviving partner, dissolved the firm of A. T. Stew-
art & Co., which they had carried on since the founder’s
death, there had been an opportunity for Wanamaker to
become Stewart’s successor. On April 15, 1882, Stewart’s
former secretary, who was still associated with the firm,
wrote to Wanamaker requesting an interview, and inclosing
the proof of an announcement that they contemplated put-
ting in the press. The liquidation notice said that A. T.
Stewart & Co. intended “to discontinue their dry-goods and
manufacturing business” and “to offer their stocks of mer-
chandise for sale at attractive prices.” De Brot wanted an
interview with Wanamaker to lay the whole situation before
him. But the time was not yet ripe. Wanamaker had first
to assure the stability of his “new kind of store.” Ogden
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had only recently joined him, and was at Oak Hall devot-
ing himself to men’s and boys’ clothing.

A. T. Stewart had died on April 10, 1876, just at the
moment of the opening of the Grand Depot. After the
firm was broken up in 1882, the business at Ninth Street
and Broadway was continued under several names until
Hilton, Hughes & Co. failed on August 26, 1896. Wana-
maker’s position then was far different from what it had
been fourteen years earlier. He had an able associate to
call upon, and his sons were coming to their prime. The
inclination to look beyond Philadelphia, which had not been
in him before 1889, was now very strong. Only Marshall
Field in Chicago equaled John Wanamaker in prestige and
in resources as a general merchant. Then, too, the Phila-
delphia store, although it did the greatest retail business
in the country, was not big enough to use to advantage all
the energy and talents of three men such as John Wana-
maker, Thomas B. Wanamaker, and Robert C. Ogden.

How Wanamaker seized the opportunity we are able to
give in his own words:

“In the McKinley campaign I was in the Western part
of the state, trying to make speeches, when I received a
telegram from the people interested in the receivership
that had come with the disasters of some of those who pre-
ceded the present business. I drove twelve miles of a Fri-
day night in the moonlight, through Susquehanna County
to Montrose, and I slept my way to New York, with
a dream of how I could bring Mr. Ogden back again to
New York, if I should do what I was urged to do, purchase
the old Stewart business. I came that Friday night, or Sat-
urday morning, met Mr. Ogden, who was dazed at the
idea of it, but went home Saturday night with the whole
thing in my pocket, trying to fit Mr. Stewart’s shoes on
Mr. Ogden and myself.”
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It must not be supposed, however, that the deal had been
negotiated in one day. After the announcement was given
to the press, Judge Russell, of the bankrupt firm, stated
that “Mr. Wanamaker had for a long time been eager to
get an opening here in New York, and he made us an offer
some time ago for our place.” But Hilton, Hughes & Co.
had been trying to stave off the failure. Three years before
Judge Hilton had secured $1,000,000 on the Stewart build-
ing from Mrs. Hettie Green at six per cent., and not long
before the failure an additional sum had been borrowed on
the business to prevent an assignment. Hilton had also
hired away from Wanamaker his advertising manager at a
large increase of salary, and there had been a period of tem-
porary prosperity. But carrying the mortgage charges had
proved too great a burden. The Wanamaker offer, when
first made, had been declined; and it was later a subject of
discussion and adjustment among the creditors.

Wanamaker had gone into all the details of the negotia-
tions with his customary thoroughness. The block on
which the Stewart building stood was a leasehold from the
Sailors’ Snug Harbor, which terminated in 1909; and Wan-
amaker wanted to be sure of a long extension of the lease
before he decided to put the Stewart business back on its
feet. Henry Morgenthau, through whom the negotiations
for the leasehold and buildings were carried on, told the
biographer that John Wanamaker had an amazing knowl-
edge of every business and legal aspect of the sale, and
that he knew how to drive a close bargain. He ascertained
just what his title would be and he had the stocks and
stables appraised, before he made a firm offer. It was only
the final acceptance of his figure that came when he was
campaigning. There had been rumors of the deal for some
weeks before it was announced.

The purchase, which the New York newspapers called
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“the largest retail transaction ever made in New York,”
included the Stewart building and leasehold; stables and
land at 160 West 10th Street, with wagons, harness, and
horses; the entire stocks of the store; and the good will
of the business. Mr. Morgenthau considered it the great-
est real-estate bargain ever made in New York of his day,
provided “the location remained good for retail business.”
The existing stocks were somewhat depleted and not all of
Wanamaker standard, so they were considered by the pur-
chaser a minor part of the transaction. What Wanamaker
prized most highly was what Hilton, Hughes & Co. had
thrown away—the Stewart name.

Wanamaker believed implicitly in good will built wholly
upon the confidence of the public in the merchant. It was
a conviction that ruled his life; and his admiration for
Stewart was based upon the integrity, high standards of
taste, and broad vision of his predecessor more than upon
his merchandising genius. A. T. Stewart & Co. had meant
much to him in his early business life, and he never tired
saying so." But the greatest legacy he received from his
association with and study of Stewart was contained in one

*A. T. Stewart prophesied shortly before his death that “if young Wana-
maker lives, he will be a greater merchant than 1 ever was.” Wanamaker
told F. G. Carpenter in October, 1897:

“I met him often when I was a young man. I used to buy goods of him,
and I have reason to think that he took a liking to me. One day, I remem-
ber, I was in his woolen department buying some stuff for my store here
when he asked me if I would be in his store for fiftcen minutes longer.
I replied that I would. At the end of fifteen minutes he returned and gave
me a check for $1,000, asking me to use it for my mission school in Phila-
delphia.”

On the day of Stewart’s death, April 10, 1876, Wanamaker wrote to
William Libbey, a member of the firm:

“I am stunned by the totally unexpected announcement of Mr. Stewart’s
death and tender my sympathies in the loss of a great man who was your
personal friend as well as mine. The regard I had for the excellent man
prompts me to come to his funeral if it is not altogether private. Can I
be of the slightest service to you?

“Yours with great attachment,
“JoHN WANAMAKER.”
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sentence from a letter written by the New York merchant
to President Grant in 1869, declining the offer of a posi-
tion in his Cabinet. Stewart had said:

The merchant of the future will be not only an economist and an
industrial leader, but also a teacher and a humanitarian.

This is why Wanamaker put in a small tablet on the
corner of the Stewart building:

JOHN WANAMAKER
FORMERLY
A. T. STEWART AND CO.

Wanamaker did not need the prestige of the Stewart
name to trade upon in his business. His own name suf-
ficed. But he said that it would be a high honor for him
to be able to perpetuate in the twentieth century the old
Stewart traditions in the history of retail merchandising in
America. Stewart had not lived to share in the new era
of the general store. But he had dignified the calling of
merchant by the goods he sold and the way he sold them,
and he had laid the foundation for what was in his time
the largest dry-goods business in America by combining the
privilege of personal ownership with the responsibility of
personal management.

The advent of John Wanamaker in the retail field in
New York was cordially greeted by the daily press and by
the trade journals. The Dry Goods Chronicle spoke of
the purchase as “one of the most gigantic mercantile trans-
actions in the history of the world,” and said editorially:

The knowledge that John Wanamaker is to carry on the enterprise
founded by the greatest merchant that New York ever knew will be
received by New Yorkers generally with much satisfaction. . . .

John Wanamaker is probably the one man in the world equal to the
task of re-establishing the life work of A. T. Stewart on as high a plane
as it occupied when that great merchant died.
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If John Wanamaker was “the one man in the world equal
to the task of re-establishing the life work of A. T. Stew-
art,” it was not only because of his success in Philadelphia,
but also because he alone was willing and able to accept
the heritage of Stewart in the down-town location. He had
bought Hilton, Hughes & Co. “lock, stock, and barrel,” for
less than three million dollars. But it was an amazing
bargain only if the location could be restored to retailing.
Few thought that this was possible. Despite the evidence
to the contrary, it was commonly believed that Wanamaker
would only technically reopen the Ninth and Broadway
business, while he was looking around for an uptown site;
and that the Stewart building would be used for a wholesale
department, following the trend of Broadway below Four-
teenth Street.

The time for a new enterprise in retailing was inauspi-
cious. After four years of a Democratic administration,
during which the almost constant depression was laid to the
door of low tariff, the party in power had split over the
money issue. Bryan’s nomination was regarded as a men-
ace by Democrats of the East as well as by Republicans.
But there were defections to free silver in Republican ranks
also. Before the election manufacturers feared overpro-
duction. Could a worse time have been picked for entering
the New York department-store field? McKinley defeated
Bryan; but the latter received over six million votes. After
election there was still uncertainty in the business world as
to the future; for another year would pass before the tariff
could be revised. It was hard to believe that Wanamaker
would dare to launch the new venture as a great retail busi-
ness on a par with his Philadelphia store.

But the Wanamaker organization formed its plans and
made decisions promptly, like the general staff of an army.
Ogden moved to New York, with several lieutenants, and
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organized his administrative and selling staff. Most of the
employees of Hilton, Hughes & Co. were retained. John
Wanamaker and his son Thomas went over every detail of
store planning with Ogden and of stocks with the buyers.
John Wanamaker personally supervised the display of
stocks and the decorations for the opening; and he spent
much more time over advertising than over financing.
The foreign offices in Paris and London were suddenly con-
fronted with a tremendous task and problem—to buy for
New York without preparation or warning.

On Saturday, November 14, 1896, the Wanamaker
advertisement, now familiar to a generation in the metro-
politan district, made its first appearance in the New York
newspapers. It was stated that the least bulky of the
Hilton, Hughes stocks had been removed to and sold in
Philadelphia, and that the New York store of John Wana-
maker would open with new stocks. The announcement
continued:

To do this we have drawn largely by cable upon the resources of our
Paris organization, and have used for this purpose our foreign corps of
more than twenty buyers. Their personal sclections for the present sea-
son enable us to present the latest and best things from all the European
markets.

It is well to remember that this enterprise was begun before the elec-
tion in a time of great depression. And thercfore exceptional bargain-
making power was placed in the hands of our buyers. It is thus that
we can offer many kinds of goods at prices based upon values of a
depressed period.

The reopening of the old Stewart store did much to stim-

ulate retail business and restore confidence in New York
before the Christmas season of 1896. We can imagine the
joy of the Hilton, Hughes employees, many of the most
capable of whom dated back to Stewart days. There was
the same relief on the part of wholesalers to whom one
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more large market was not only restored, but greatly
increased. In an editorial on November 19, three days
after the opening, the New York Times expressed what
everybody felt:

The revival of this great business meant work for factories that
would otherwise be shut down; meant occupation for thousands who
otherwise would have been idle; and it means that in the face of all
the grambling about hard times there has been one man so well convinced
of the renewal of prosperity, that he takes unto himself a duplicate busi-

ness of one whose astonishing proportions would stagger an average
merchant,.

A. T. Stewart, a young Irish immigrant with a university
background,' opened a dry-goods store in 1823 at 283
Broadway, near Chambers Street and opposite the park.
He had twelve and a half by thirty feet. The store grew
slowly during its first quarter-century, and in 1848 Stewart
built a “great marble store” at the corner of Broadway and
Chambers Street. Another fifteen years passed, and the
retail business of A. T. Stewart & Co. was moved to “upper
Broadway”—the block between Ninth and Tenth Streets
and Broadway and Fourth Avenue across from Grace
Church. The land was leased from the Sailors’ Snug Har-
bor for fifty years. The New York Tribune of the day
said that “the two stores at lower and upper Broadway
which Mr. Stewart has built are the proudest monuments
of commercial enterprise in the country. The trade trans-
acted in them is almost fabulous.” The Stewart “business
palace,” as it was called, was the finest business structure in
America. When it was completed in 1863, it was also the
largest business building in New York. Interest in it,

!He was born near Belfast and went through Trinity College, Dublin.
His grandfather, who had adopted him when his parents died, sent him
to the United States with the intention of having him enter the Theological
Seminary of the Presbyterian Church at Princeton.
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from an architectural as well as a storekeeping point of
view, was international.!

Peter Cooper, whose Union was on the opposite side of
Astor Place, supplied most of the iron. Stewart said to

Cooper: “My store shall vie with your museum, and peo-.

ple will throng to it as they do to an exhibition.” He put
no sign on the building, assuming that none needed to be
told what it was, and that if they were strangers they would
inquire. He had six doors. When asked which was to be
the front door, he answered, “All of them are the front
door.”

The year after he had taken over the Stewart business
Wanamaker said to a reporter:

“I have been surprised again and again as I have gone through that
building, walking in that dead man’s shoes, to find what a knowledge
he had of the needs of a mercantile establishment. Stewart put up a
building which is to-day, I believe, far better arranged than any of the
modern structures that are being erected.”

In his first issue of the Philadelphia Store News, in 1883,
Wanamaker put Stewart’s picture in the middle of the first
page and wrote under it:

The first thought of a big store brings to mind A. T. Stewart. He it
was who first formulated the system for many varieties of goods under
one roof; and he it was who organized the best house of its kind, so
far as known to this century. His greatness as a merchant none can
dispute. The great concerns of Paris never equaled the product of Stew-
art’s genius, nor do they to-day rise to the proportions of some of our
stores.

* That Stewart should have moved his business uptown and should have
conceived and completed the building at Ninth and Broadway during the
first thirty months of the Civil War is in itself of great historical interest,
just as the founding and rapid extension of the Wanamaker business in
Philadelphia during those same thirty months is significant. The Civil War
did not paralyze or disrupt business in the United States even temporarily.
Retail merchandising kept growing when the Union was in danger just as
if there had been no war. A monument of Civil War days, the Stewart
building stands as a witness to the fact that no cataclysm affects for long
or seriously the ordinary pursuits of the human race.
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But the admiration for Stewart, the shopkeeper, which he
retained to the end of his life, did not blind the Wana-
maker of later years to the defects and limitations of the
man to whose business he had succeeded in New York. In
an unpublished interview with S. S. McClure in 1912, sten-
ographic notes of which are in the private files, McClure
spoke of the fact that “first-rate merchandising is not over
sixty years old.” Wanamaker answered:

It is not forty years old. Stewart didn’t have the idea. He was a
shrewd money-making man and that was his life, just that. First, his
education fitted him to do better things than people who just fall into
things by accident. He fell in by accident. He had the opportunity
to do the best thing in New York City, but he walked around as a
horse used to in the old brickyard when I was a boy and ground the
clay by turning a wheel. He never got beyond that. His friendship
for Grant brought him into public notice, but he wasn’t strong enough
to just simply lay down his business and do something in the public
service.

I never forget that his success was in his personal attention to the
details of the business. Others could have done it just as well, It was
a curious trait in a man who achieved a fine degree of success. He could
have had others to look after the details—they have to be looked after,
but few attend to sweeping up, and that’s what Stewart did.

All my recollection of him in his retail store was in sweeping up.
That was his way. I would go in and want to see him and I would find
him on the floor going about looking at a pile of dress goods. He had
a woman’s voice and he would say, “You had six pieces of this goods
yesterday and they do not seem to have been sold. You must sell
them.” Then he would go to the next place with a paper in his hand
and say, “You had twelve of these hats three weeks ago, now you have
eleven.” That sort of thing.

A man with all his power ought to be way up—better throw those
hats away than to spend his time on them.

The kind of business he did was magnificent in its quality of merchan-
dise and fairness, but there was a lot of foolishness in it which couldn’t
exist in any business to-day.

Wanamaker went into the retail field in New York with
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his eyes open. We find in his papers admirable studies of
the New York department stores of 1896. There is also a
report on the great specialty shops which had to be counted
upon as competitors. But Wanamaker had confidence in
himself. He believed that it would be possible to do in New
York what he had done in Philadelphia, and the very fact
of the kind of competition he would encounter, coupled with
his late entry into the field, made him look forward eagerly
to the fun of demonstrating the efficiency of Wanamaker
merchandising policy and Wanamaker advertising in New
York. Too often had it been said that John Wanamaker
was the child of fortune whose enormous business was due
to being first in the field and to a lucky choice of what
became in time the best location in Philadelphia. People
who didn’t like him were trying to find every reason for
Wanamaker’s position in the world except the real one.

The challenge of New York was fascinating because in
New York only the man himself would count. He was
going into competition with long-established general stores
and specialty shops. His location was regarded as a hope-
less handicap, even when he started at Ninth Street and
Broadway.

When the project was mooted, one of Wanamaker’s
friends, who had business interests in New York, told him
bluntly: “Don’t do it down there on Broadway. You
won’t have a ghost of a chance.”

Wanamaker laughed heartily and put an affectionate
hand on the friend’s shoulder.

“Some day I may have to thank you heartily for those
words. As it is, I am your debtor. Don’t fail to call on
me if you ever want anything.”

Much relieved, the friend said: “Then you will listen to
common sense! How glad every one will be.”

“No, no, it is uncommon sense that I have my ear out for.
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You know that only that would get my attention. What
you have said is what all the good friends told me in 1861
and 1876 and 1877. They said it was madness, what I
proposed doing. But where would I be if they had per-
suaded me not to try? So when you come along, and other
friends—with the same story—I feel in my bones that I
should go ahead.”

The spirit in which John Wanamaker went to New York
is well illustrated by an answer he once gave to a young
man who wanted to know the formula for success. Wana-
maker told him, “Go and pray, ‘Dear God, give me the
toughest job you have.””?



CHAPTER 11
ADVERTISING PIONEER

E have told the story of the spectacular advertising

exploits of the first fifteen years of Wanamaker’s
career. Advertising was an indispensable factor in the
young merchant’s success. In his twenties he showed the
qualities that gave him a commanding place in the history
of modern advertising—courage, persistence, honesty, orig-
inality, a sense of value, and an open mind. He was a
constant student of human nature; he used experience as a
teacher; and he was never content with the results of his
efforts. In ten years he built up the largest retail clothing
business in America because he had believed that good will
was an asset which justified looking upon advertising as a
capital investment.

When the people came to know where Oak Hall was, by
dint of much telling them, he had something to say—always
new—about the goods he was offering and about how he
was selling them. His long fight to establish new busi-
ness principles led him—perhaps at first unconsciously—to
discover three things, the superiority of the daily newspaper
as a medium for reaching the public, the practicability of
buying more newspaper space than any American before his
time had ever dreamed of using without increasing his sell-
ing costs, and the necessity of inventing a new way of writ-
ing advertisements.

Wanamaker’s first advertising was in daily newspapers.
While he never ceased trying other mediums, it quickly
became his fixed conviction that he could not afford to let

14




ADVERTISING PIONEER 15

a working day pass without using the newspapers. During
the first decade the Oak Hall newspaper advertisements
gradually increased in size. Other retail merchants fol-
lowed the same policy, but he always kept ahead of them.
In the early 1870’s he found that he needed more news-
paper space to educate the public in the radically new
merchandising principles of which he had become the Amer-
ican exponent. When he abandoned specializing in men’s
and boys’ clothing to enter the field of general merchan-
dising, fifteen years of bold and thoughtful use of printers’
ink were behind him. The far greater volume of retail
business that came with a rush at the Grand Depot gave
him more money to spend in advertising and he was carry-
ing goods that were more varied and of greater general
interest.

Once the new kind of store was successfully launched
and his ideas of doing business were being adopted by other
merchants, John Wanamaker was ready for further pioneer-
ing. In September, 1874, he had used the first half-page
advertisement in a newspaper to set forth in detail the
principles upon which his business had been founded and
which had been developed and practiced at Oak Hall. This
advertisement was copyrighted. Because of content as well
as size, the advertisements of this educational campaign
were an innovation. They read like news articles. The
same departure in custom occurred again in announcing the
opening of the Grand Depot in 1876 and of the new kind
of store in 1877. In December, 1879, during the great
reception given to General Grant on his return from gir-
dling the globe, appeared the first full-page mercantile
advertisement in an American newspaper.

Two decades of testing and preparation passed before
Wanamaker was ready to buy a whole page for every
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week day of the year, thus creating another precedent in
American journalism.! Throughout these twenty years he
remained the pioneer among American merchants. He had
dispensed with agents and had gone directly to the Phila-
delphia newspaper proprietors, bargaining with them for a
definite amount of space, on contract, for periods from six
months to a year. He literally leased his daily space.
Others followed where he led. The custom of buying
daily space by contract became established. It enabled
newspapers to increase their size as they increased their
circulation. They began to look upon retail merchants as
their principal source of revenue.

During the first quarter-century of developing his gen-
eral store Wanamaker did not neglect other means of adver-
tising than the daily newspaper, all of which contributed
powerfully in the development of the style and content of
the full newspaper page as we have it today. In his life-
long study of advertising there was “no day without its
line.” We have spoken elsewhere of the establishment of
his own printing-house in 1876, which issued one million
copies of a booklet about Oak Hall and the Grand Depot
at the time of the Centennial Exhibition. = Wanamaker’s
printers put his ideas in type, and he saw how they looked
on the printed page before he published them. No other
merchant had ever thought of doing this. He tried full
pages in weekly and monthly periodicals. This is how
The Farm Journal originated. It was first published at the

'On January 2, 1899, the Associated Press carried the following item,
dated Philadelphia: “John Wanamaker has announced that he has entered
into a contract to use one page in the Philadelphia Record daily, except Sun-
day, for one year at a cost of $100,000. It is the first full-page contract
ever entered into with a daily newspaper and the largest amount involved
in an advertising contract of this kind up to this time.” This was soon

followed by similar contracts with other newspapers in Philadelphia and
New York.
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Grand Depot in 1876, with the Wanamaker advertising
page as its financial underwriting.' Wanamaker used full
pages in the Century and Scribner’s in the early 1880%.?
In connection with his book business his advertisements had
nation-wide circulation, and were copied everywhere. He
conceived the idea of store magazines for “ladies”—as
women were then called. The Philadelphia Store News—
a complete newspaper—was published first in 1883, devoted
to items of interest about the Wanamaker business. Every-
body’s Journal, a little periodical issued as an advertisement
for Oak Hall, grew into Everybody’s Magazine, a pioneer
in the ten-cent field.® Catalogues that were precursors of
the huge volumes now issued by mail-order houses, book-
lets, circulars, and cards, calling attention to sales or spe-
cific categories of merchandise, went out through the mails.

These undertakings, all innovations in themselves, some
in the idea and others in the style, were a parallel effort
to the evolution of newspaper copy. John Wanamaker’s
advertising department started as a laboratory, and it has
always been that. Through experimenting came knowl-
edge. The staff grew rapidly. But there was never a time
that the head of the business did not take an active part
in inspiring the experiments and in studying them. Blaz-
ing the trail in newspaper advertising was a long and ardu-

* The Farm Journal is still the most widely circulated of the national farm
publications. The A B C report of December, 1925, gave it a circulation of
1,144,148 and an advertising rate of $2,750 a page. See above, vol i,
PP: 197-8.

* In Scribner’s for July, 1880, appeared the first advertisement of a general
store in a magazine of national circulation, which took the form of a
“Stray Leaf from a Young Lady’s Journal.” In the Century for December,
1882, John Wanamaker in the third person told the country what he had
accomplished until his business “to-day is the largest on the continent. He
deals in everything almost. People in the most distant states and territories
write to him for everything. If he does not happen to deal in the article
they want, even then, sometimes, he gets it for them, and takes the risk of
being right.” i

* See vol. i, pp. 196-7.
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ous task. The full-page presentation of what the Wana-
maker stores had to offer did not just happen.

The consistent use of large newspaper space necessitated
an abandonment of the old methods of writing advertise-
ments. The sums involved in contracts for this space, when
totaled up and joined with other advertising expenses,
would never have been justified and have proved successful
had there not been from the first full value received.!
Long lists of articles, with prices, repeated daily, did not
attract sufficient customers to pay for the space. The peo-
ple were tiring of jingles, dialogues, letters, and boasts.
The reiteration of business principles was not a luxury that
could be indulged in frequently. Extravagant praise of
merchandise John Wanamaker would never tolerate any
more than he tolerated overselling. He believed, as he put
it early in life, that “the best advertisement is a pleased
customer.” To create good will, as we have seen, was his
reason for regarding advertising as an investment. This
conception made him hostile to the constant announcement
of sales. Wanamaker was not interested in moving auction
lots and bargain goods upon which he could not put the
guaranty of his name. So there had to be some new idea.

The idea that came to him was simplicity itself. A news-
paper was for news—people read it for that; but the news
must be accurate and worth publishing, or the people would
not read it. In three years a mammoth store had grown

*In 1887, Wanamaker said: “My plan for fifteen years has been to buy
so much space in a newspaper and fill it up with what I wanted. I would
not give an advertisement in a newspaper of g4oo circulation for §,000
dodgers or posters. I deal directly with the publisher. I say to him: How
long will you let me run a column of matter in your paper for $100 or
$500, as the case may be. I let him do the figuring and if I think he is
not trying to make more than his share I give him the copy. I lay aside
the profits of a particular line of goods for advertising purposes. The first
year I laid aside $3,000; last year I laid aside and spent $40,000. I have
done better this year and shall increase that sum as the profits warrant it.
I owe my success to the newspapers, and to them I shall freely give a certain
profit of my yearly business.”
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out of the Grand Depot, with an amazing variety of mer-
chandise, whose daily happenings were well worth report-
ing. He decided to put before Philadelphians every day
merchandising news, written in plain, straightforward lan-
guage, and printed in clear, readable type—illustrated, too,
if you please! On his desk forty years ago was the Chinese
motto, “One picture is worth 10,000 words.”

On April 3, 1880, Wanamaker advertising threw over-
board all precedents, and became news. To his advertising
manager Wanamaker gave these instructions:

“Your sole business as a writer of our advertising is to
find out the truth regarding the merchandise and to tell
it in plain words as briefly as you can.”?

The 1880’ were years of patient experimenting. The
new form of advertising was not easy to inaugurate or to
persist in.. Wanamaker had able helpers, but what he had
in mind to accomplish for a long time eluded them and
him. If there is anything harder in the world than stat-
ing facts interestingly it is getting facts to state. The
business was growing rapidly, merchandising conditions were
being revolutionized, and competitors were springing up
whom it was hard to meet on the daily basis of simply giv-
ing information to the public. Wealth and honors came
to the founder of the business, and he gained nation-wide
reputation as 2 merchant pioneer. ~ But he was still far from
the goal he had set before him—the universal acceptance
of the identity of interests of merchant and customer. In
the full tide of prosperity, with a great organization, it
was far harder to hew to the line than it had been in the

! Wanamaker never modified this unique conception of the content of
advertising. He told the Advertising Clubs of the World, on June 26, 1916,
that after fifty-five years of experience he had “not been able to discover
that there was any other rightful function of advertising than to do just one
thing—to inform the public that the merchant had brought in certain goods,
with a proper description of them, and what the honest prices were.”
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earlier days. In buying and selling the fight was hard

enough to match promise with performance; in advertising
the effort was almost superhuman. But Wanamaker accom-
plished it because he was a student and because there was
no limit to his alertness and courage. By insisting upon
rigid adherence to the rules he had laid down his advertis-
ing was honest. The public took him at his word.

After his return to the active management of his busi-
ness, with the Postmaster-Generalship behind him, he said:

“Genuinely good advertising must give in wording some-
thing that will be read about the goods that are wanted and
that will present clearly and exactly what the goods are.
It is generally known that common advertising is like bar-
rels of seed in which half of the seed is dead. If all adver-
tising were believed and the goods of the value stated,
stores could be made twice as large and business twice as
good. It used to be said that it was only necessary to put
the name of the store in the newspaper, repeating it over
and over for emphasis, that the space might be filled in a
striking manner, and thus get the name of the store known
to the public—it was thought this was the whole of adver-
tising. Now we know that publicity has a larger and finer
field than this—that it must be informative, educative, pro-
ductive—in a word, scientific.”

And to a young newspaper reporter, to whom he had
offered a position on his staff, he wrote:

I wish you could see as I see the elevation of business standards that
must inevitably follow proper preparation of business literature. That is
much more worthy of your best self than the society column, marriage
and divorce articles, theatrical news and city gossip, and half the incidents
that make up a writer’s work on a daily newspaper. Commercial writing
is much more than mere advertising. Only a very few as yet see that
business writing is a different thing from the humbuggery of varnishing
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unsalable goods with a pen that must always write white and never
black.

In this “proper preparation of business literature” he had
become a master craftsman. Because he possessed what the
French call the sens de la mesure and because to this rare
gift were added deftness and charm, he was able to chal-
lenge the emulation of his cleverest writers with master-
pieces like this:

SILK-AND-WOOL LANSDOWNES

Made in old Philadelphia, not far from the Wanamaker Store. We
always knew William F. Reade, and were the first to introduce and stand
for the first Lansdownes that he made.

They have grown better and better and we always have the pick of
them and cannot sell them for less than $1.25 a yard, unless we obtain
them surreptitiously, cut the numbers off the edges, and sell them at cost
as advertisements, as some others do.

About once in six months we get “the plum” of the mill, in the
“seconds” of probably 5,000 pieces, made in the half-year. We now
have 292 long and short pieces; and there are 152 picces in blues,
blacks, browns, and greens, for New York, and they go on sale this
morning in the Sub-Station Store.

These $1.25 Lansdownes for 75c. per yard. It would take a skilled
expert to find a thick thread or a skipped stitch, and you will say
when you see them, thank Mr. Reade fifty cents a yard for being so
particular.

After he extended his business to New York in 1896,
where he realized that advertising was the whole battle in
getting a foothold, the advertising staffs in both stores were
largely increased. Wanamaker committed himself to an
advertising program that soon involved the outlay of over a
million dollars a year. His publicity departments became
like newspaper staffs, and those who gathered the advertis-
ing copy were instructed to go out through the stores and
see and study the merchandise before writing about it. “Tell



22 JOHN WANAMAKER

the truth even though it hurts,” he admonished them.!
He declared that the merchandise had to come up to the
standard of the advertising, and that it was the task of the
buyers, if they wanted their departments mentioned and
their offerings featured, to have goods worthy of finding
a place on the Wanamaker page in the newspapers. To
indicate what equipment he deemed necessary for his adver-
tising writers and to help them in doing their work he
picked out books on history, art, taste, and merchandising
materials, and had these placed in a special library.
Wanamaker’s conception of the role of advertising in his
business made him an exacting taskmaster. Those whom he
chose for his associates in this department had to know how
to interpret his ideas, to express his personality, to uphold
the Wanamaker name. He once told one of his advertis-
ing managers that allowing him to prepare the Wanamaker
page was giving him a responsibility similar to that of the
engineer of a passenger train. He must go at full speed,
but he must be alert for signals; for to him was entrusted
the life of the business. From a mistake might result a
wreck, entailing tremendous loss. The advertising mana-
ger had to be, as Wanamaker put it, “a good merchant
and an alert student.” To this end he gave his people
every facility for their work, his own time and talents in
conference and criticism, and the opportunity to observe
what was going on in the world by -travel. This is best
illustrated by a letter of instruction to one of the staff
whom he sent abroad in the summer of 1905. He wrote:
Jog around all sorts of places and jot down every suggestion. Ideas
are what you want and when abroad I have always found them as plenty
as blackberries in summertime. They are in newspapers, signs, circulars,
color, shape, wording. The big and the little stores fairly knock me

*For example: “The patterns are bad, but the article will give good
wear”; “Look well, and everybody is wearing them, but they are not guaran-
teed for long wear and not recommended for rough wear.”
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over with their leaping frogs, big and little. Everything you get will
come in good sometime. Some days you will catch more than others—
much depends on being well and in the spirit of fishing. Do hot fret
because some places and days at a time do not yield much—the next
step you take around the corner may be to a rich find. Raking London
somewhat and Paris much will be quite sufficient.

We find an illuminating entry in his diary, the year of
which we do not give, for obvious reasons:

Just now I am up to my eyebrows in the reorganizing of the scientific
advertising and editorial bureau. Mr. is on his vacation and returns
on Monday, when 1 disconnect him from his writing sanctums and
place him as assistant to Mr. to study merchandise and to collect
information on all classes of goods and then to getting things to the
writing desk of the staff that I shall be the chief of myself till 1 get it
all going well again.

No greater pioneering was ever accomplished by John
Wanamaker than in New York, where prior to his appear-
ance the advertisements of the local stores consisted mostly
of bare enumerations of the articles for sale fringed with a
conspicuous row of prices. It was claimed that metropoli-
tan shoppers would not take time to read what competitors
derisively called “the Quaker’s solemn dissertations,” and
that the New York public was the rock on which the Wana-
maker style of advertising was destined to be wrecked. But
the Wanamaker “store news,” printed with disregard of ex-
pense in all the leading dailies, week after week and month
after month, “vindicated the judgment of its originator,”
as a New York trade journal put it, and ended in being
imitated.

Wanamaker had in New York a problem that could be
solved in no other way than by consistently heavy advertis-
ing. Against long-established competitors he had to build
a clientele out of nothing. His downtown location® and

!In using this expression the biographer must qualify it by stating that
Wanamaker always stoutly maintained that Ninth and Broadway was central
to the metropolitan area, and was not “downtown.” See below, chap. viii.



24 JOHN WANAMAKER

the absence of good will in the purchase he had made
necessitated attracting customers to Ninth and Broadway
who were skeptical of the success of his experiment of
reviving a defunct business and who knew little, if any-
thing, of what the Wanamaker name meant in merchandis-
ing. He was thinking of himself in New York when he
said to young men in an editorial:

Do not presume that your name on a sign is worth anything, even if
you bear the name of a worthy father or have inherited a business of
his making. Your knowledge, integrity, and ability must be proven and
appear before you claim credit and position for what was done by your
predecessors.

Wanamaker’s success in creating a permanent trade in
New York has been the result of the service his store ren-
dered and the goods it sold. But this confidence could not
be gained until he had succeeded in attracting shoppers.
Getting the people to come to his store was due to the skill
with which he won their confidence. A new kind of adver-
tising captured and held their interest because it proved to
be what he claimed for it, “a simple statement of facts.”

The New York newspapers owe a great debt to John
Wanamaker, who led the way in the use of large space in
daily advertising. Before the end of his first decade he
was spending half a million dollars in week-day advertising
in metropolitan newspapers. John Wanamaker never
advertised in Sunday newspapers, and in this policy he was
followed by Marshall Field. But he paved the way for
the enormous expansion in daily advertising. When he
died, Wanamaker had been in business in New York less
than thirty years. During that time the increase in adver-
tising far more than kept pace with the increase in circula-
tion of New York newspapers. If we take out of the
reckoning the Sunday editions, in which he was not inter-
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ested, he was by far the largest consistent advertising patron
not only of metropolitan, but also of suburban, New York
newspapers. And he gave the business managers of the
dailies as helpful a selling argument as he had given
life-insurance agents, when, out of his rich experience, he
declared:

“The only advertising of direct and instant benefit to
both merchant and customer is in the daily newspaper of
known circulation. All others are vanity and vexation of
spirit. To have learned this fact has greatly helped my
enterprises, though often there has been serious discomfort
in saying so publicly and in breaking away from posters,
leaflets and weeklies.”

John Wanamaker’s adventures in advertising and his
philosophy of advertising afford a temptation which the
biographer must resist; for a whole volume could be writ-
ten about them. In advertising he was interested and to
advertising he gave personal supervision from the day he
entered business for himself up to the last day in his office,
sixty-one years later. None of his many activities brings
out more clearly the characteristics that made him the
unique merchant of his time. His advertising demonstrated
his fertility, his zeal for study, his attention to detail, his
knowledge of human nature, his honesty, his boldness, his
persistence, and his far-sightedness.

He was probably the first great advertiser who proved
by example that advertising was one item of expense that a
merchant could never afford to cut down, no matter what
the circumstances. This truth he expressed forcefully in
an interview with Frank G. Carpenter in October, 1897.
He said:

“When the times are hard and people are not buying,
is the very time that advertising should be the heaviest.
You want to get the people in to see what you have to sell,
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and you must advertise to do that. When the times are
good they will come of their own accord. But I believe
in advertising all the time. I never stop advertising.”

But his greatest service to advertising was in convincing
the people that they could believe what reputable mer-
chants said. He never let up on his war against dishonest
advertising, and he was the first to insist upon the responsi-
bility of publishers for the advertisements their papers car-
ried. Periodicals multiplied and advertising grew in scope
and volume, but the evils of the early days were not wholly
corrected. He felt that “people who buy goods from stores
all over the country are demanding the removal of the
poison gases that have caused so many to begin to wonder
whether advertising is a good thing for the customer or
not.” In a clarion call to the convention of the Advertis-
ing Clubs of the World in Philadelphia in June, 1916,
Wanamaker asked that they take steps to do away with
misrepresentation, exaggeration, and extravagance. He
made three pointed queries:

1. Who will stand up and say plain words to halt the magazines and
newspapers which insist upon great sums of money to be paid for adver-
tising without taking any steps to ascertain whether qualities or prices are
as stated?

2. Who will make up the committee to take yesterday’s and to-day’s
advertisements in the newspapers and compare their statements strictly
and expertly with the merchandise that is offered, and find out what is
true and what is false?

3. Who among the newspaper publishers and managers in this conven-
tion will stand up and declare that they will accept no more advertising
at any price whatever until it has been proved true?

Of all Americans he was the most qualified to issue this

broadcast. For he was able to write in the last year of his
life:
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Though I have been a student of advertising for fifty years and more,
I feel I have much to learn. But this one thing I know: It may take
longer to reach the point of success by straightforward advertising, but
when you once get halfway up the mountain toward it, you will find
encouragement to keep on to the top in a straight path,



CHAPTER III
MERCANTILE PIONEER

HE element of adventure in business kept John Wan-
amaker young in spirit and effectiveness when most
of his contemporaries had passed the zenith of their pow-
ers. To him achievement was always something ahead,
because before any immediate objective was attained he had
found a new goal a long way off. He believed that the
secret of enjoying life was in thinking of the future, toil-
ing for the future, trusting in the future—with face aglow.
He loved his business and gloried in being a merchant.
No field of human activity, he often declared, was more
fruitful in contributing to the progress of mankind, and
none gave wider play to the imagination. It was a career
that fitted the dreamer and the explorer.

That many of John Wanamaker’s ideas were impracti-
cable and fantastic did not bother him. He was not afraid to
give expression to them—and then laugh at himself. But
until he was satisfied with his own answer to the question,
“Why not?” he did not dismiss an idea. He believed that
he was living in an age of miracles and he had the faith
that removed mountains. Frequently we find him telling
his employees that although “not every egg in our nest
becomes a chicken,” there is always the potentiality present.
“An active mind, seeking new ways of doing old things and
new and greater things to do, makes life a romantic reality.”
Curiosity was no fault, but rather a virtue, if one did not
stop there, for “man passes to achievement over the thresh-
old of curiosity.” He once told a school graduating class

28




MERCANTILE PIONEER 29

that the formula of success was O. P. B. + O. P. M.—other
people’s brains + other people’s money. This raised a
laugh. But the students grasped the significance of the
formula when he stressed honesty and the ability to inspire
confidence, and added that his formula worked only if the
one who used it knew how to dream and was willing to dare.

As great general stores developed and became competi-
tors, it was natural that they should be proud of their inno-
vations just as newspapers were proud of their “scoops.”
The use of the news form of advertising, of which we
have just spoken, gave them the opportunity to herald
innovations. In the early days of telling his story in the
newspapers Wanamaker had unconsciously made popular
featuring achievements. He did not do it to boast. The
man who is looking ahead, thinking of the future, making
plans for greater things, as he was always doing, gets no
satisfaction and wastes no time in dwelling on past per-
formances. Reiterating his pioneering work in the field of
retail merchandising had to be done in the great fight
against the merchandising methods of his day and in the
campaign to change the attitude of the customer toward
the merchant.

Years ago members of Wanamaker’s staff began to com-
pile a list of “Wanamaker Firsts,” to be used for advertis-
ing purposes. Published from time to time, on anniversary
occasions, in the store advertisements, the chronological
record of “Wanamaker Firsts” demonstrated the unique
position of the Philadelphian in the history of the evolution
of retail merchandising. The bare list of “Wanamaker
Firsts,” from 1861 to 1922, would fill many pages. We
shall not attempt to enumerate them.! Of some of these
innovations we have spoken where they have their place in
the story of the man’s business career or where they seem

* See Bibliography.
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to us to illustrate his character and the scope of his activi-
ties. Here we must content ourselves with the simple
statement that the new things John Wanamaker thought of
and introduced in his stores kept him a mercantile pioneer
throughout his life. Scarcely a year passed without his
name being associated with one or more radical departures
in methods of retailing, in widening the influence and
multiplying the activities of the general store, in improving
service to customers, and in advancing the welfare of
employees.

The philosophy of John Wanamaker as a mercantile
pioneer can best be expressed by quotations from three store
editorials written during the last years of his life:

That picture of a little child which the artist painted fifteen years ago
is just the same as when he sent it here. It has not grown the least bit.
There is a difference between a picture and this living thing of a store
that has in it the life of its thousands of workers and tens of thousands
of people that it serves. As all of us are all the time wishing and trying
to do more for one another, there is a constant quickening at the roots
and up above them signs of growth to the very top of this mercantile
tree.

A celebrated Englishman advised his son at school to “be a whole man
at everything.” Many a boy so splits himself up to fit into athletics,
school societies, glee clubs, etc., that he is not a whole boy at anything
and only a middling boy at everything. How we would hate ourselves if
we were keeping only a2 middling-good store.

So many in this world are like the old miller at the lake, off the
country road, who cared for nobody—“no, not he”—because nobody
cared for him. The whole world will serve you if you prove that you are
honestly trying to be of service to it. “Only life can give life,” some
one has said. We must be interested in other people if we expect them
to be interested in us. ‘This huge hive of happy industry, full of busy
bees, finds every day new gardens from which to gather good things of
benefit to the public.

In his own words, and in homely fashion, the merchant
has told us that growth is the test of vitality, that aimless
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diffusion of energy is a soporific, and that the desire to
serve others is the incentive to progress.

The Wanamaker idea of business, which gave the reason
for—and is at the same time the record of—his pioneering
was tersely put under seven heads in an advertisement that
appeared in facsimile of Wanamaker’s handwriting in Phila-
delphia and New York in October, 1903. The merchant
wrote:

1. To establish a new kind of store, based upon a system of business
free from defective old methods and lack of methods, and upon princi- .
ples by which it must steadily grow better.

2. To combine certain carefully chosen businesses under one roof and
one co-operative administration, maintain the individuality of each sec-
tion as much as if it were in a separate building, and thereby construct
a commercial enterprise obviously different from what is popularly known
as “a department store.”

3. To specialize in each class of business undertaken, improve upon it,
perfect it, and make it superior in the course of time to any separate
business of its kind,

4. To build up a system with reciprocity between buyer and seller
as the fundamental principle.

5. To maintain accuracy and straightforwardness in all transactions
large or small, without considering the profit in any one instance.

6. To provide only trustworthy merchandise.

7. To advance the welfare of those employed, by means of healthful
accommodations, of continuing the shortening of hours and granting sum-
mer recreations, and by raising higher and higher the standards to make
a business life honorable and self-respecting, thus enabling, through a
system of training, diligent and earnest people to develop business ability
and to find careers, contentment, and remuneration in daily toil.

After his death, one of his closest business associates stated
that none could understand John Wanamaker—much less
get a comprehensive picture of him—because his life was a
series of water-tight compartments, each inclosing definite
activities and interests, and that none who worked with him
in any one of these compartments entered the others. But
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all men who leave an indelible imprint upon their age are
like that. Their genius is manifest in whatever they turn
their hand to. And secretiveness is the inevitable corollary
of their success, if not its explanation. Their outstanding
quality is that of leadership. They furnish ideas; they
direct the efforts that are made by delegated lieutenants to
carry them out. They have not the time, and they do not
feel the need, to correlate the parts of the mechanism they
are directing. Each helper carries on in his appointed field.
Each helper is at times dumfounded by the chief’s inti-
mate knowledge and mastery in the specific work of the
subordinate, and at others bewildered by the revelation of
what he deems poor judgment or a lack of knowledge
on the part of the chief. So it is that the biographer hears
of flashes of genius—and of blunders. Robert C. Ogden,
who was an executive officer of consummate ability but who
had not Wanamaker’s genius for leadership and gift of
imagination, used to say that he had never been able to
make up his mind whether John Wanamaker was a very
great man with amazing defects or an ordinary man with
amazing talents. Could not every executive officer say the
same of his chief? The very greatness of the qualities of
leaders makes their defects stand out. The mistakes of a
genius, the petty things about a great man, are more easily
noticed and longer remembered than those of ordinary
folk.

Chips fall thick and fast, and then trees crash, before the
ax of the pioneer. He does not pause to clear away and
make an easily-traveled road. He has others to do that
for him. His eyes are ahead; if he be a true pioneer, as
Wanamaker was, there is always a trail to be blazed. This
is one picture we get of Wanamaker from his correspond-
ence, from his diaries, from the lips of those who worked
with him. And it was Wanamaker’s own conception of his
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role in merchandising. He was always going ahead full
tilt. He was happiest when confronted with a new problem,
when challenged, when some “wild idea” entered his head
which was no longer wild after he was through with it.

But it was not all just feverish restlessness, unbounded
energy impatient of the limitations of time and strength,
and a swift succession of dreams and deeds. By tying up
the loose ends as he went along the whole world was able
to enjoy permanently the fruits of his pioneering. He was
a constructive builder upon the foundations he dug, and in
the course of building he found the leads to further
pioneering. A man who is devoted to his principles, who
loves the ideas that are children of his brain, is not content
with simply announcing them; the true originator knows
that his work is never done, for his creative instinct calls
upon him to nurture that to which he has given birth. A
baby is indeed “nothing but a cry.”

In the 1880’s Wanamaker wrote to one of his sisters from
Holland:

Is the diamond-cutter to be envied? I’ve been watching one. He
cuts and polishes. Then he puts aside the stone on which his skill has
been expended and which he will never see again. He takes another
stone—and goes through the same process. I am glad I will never be
through cutting and polishing my store stone. I must keep at it like my
religion—or I won’t have a precious stone. God is good who doesn’t
ask me to put it aside, finished.

Others did clear away the chips and the fallen trees, and
the work of making the road fell largely on other shoul-
ders, but it was always under John Wanamaker’s close
supervision. He wanted it that way. His pioneering
exploits would not have been written into the history of
retail merchandising had it not been that way. He
expressed the reason for the necessity of the leader’s, the



34 JOHN WANAMAKER

organizer’s, constant attention to the details of his business
in colorful language:

This imperfect old world is made up of imperfect beings. The store
is like a2 mechanical instrument, and gets out of tune except as its keys
are touched by skillful and soulful fingers.

On another occasion he put the thought into one preg-
nant sentence:

The foot of the farmer is the best fertilizer for the field.
On March 24, 1916, Wanamaker’s diary records:

I had the Chief Buyers—127 in all—to luncheon in the gray salon,
8th floor, on Monday from 1 to 2:4§, and on Tuesday from 12 to 1:45,
the Asst. Buyers—1§7 in all.

While in theory the buyers were each “as entirely inde-
pendent in his own department as an individual owning a
single store,” thus carrying out the second point of the
Wanamaker idea of business, “to maintain the individuality
of each section as much as if it were in a separate building,”
all the other points of Wanamaker’s conception of retail
merchandising demanded direct and constant contact with
the head of the business. At the end of each day, in both
Philadelphia and New York, the department heads brought
their sales reports to the private office, where they were
handed to the merchant at his desk. When more than brief
comment was needed, an appointment was given for the fol-
lowing day. Typical of Wanamaker’s talks to the assembled
buyers is the following, taken at random from the steno-
graphic record of buyers’ meetings:

It is a time when a man ought to look over the year. behind him and
sce where he has been wrong in his judgment in gathering his stock and
in managing.

For myself, I am very tired of wrestling with overstocks and it seems
to me so childish to be loading up stuff that eats capital in interest and
loses its bloom and value, and requires scientific surgery to cure.
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I believe that the next six weeks are going to be hard on jobbers and
commission houses and concerns that have to carry stocks, and that this
will be a time of opportunity to make money.

It seems to me a piece of great folly to be carrying not only stocks of
merchandise difficult to make a profit on, but stocks of assistants that for
some reason or other have lost their bloom and that have proved them-
selves unequal to the work committed to them to do.

We want a clearance of stocks of merchandise and we want a clearance
of inefficient helpers. This does not mean an earthquake, but it means a
deep plowing of all the soil to get ready to plant for a better harvest.

The deep-sea fishing for the most valuable catch is for proper mer-
chandise.

The rug advertisement of this week was as fine as we could have, but
it sold no goods, and my conviction is, that since the people were here,
and since the advertisement is read for other things, it must be read also
for rugs and that something must have been the matter with the rugs
that people didn’t want them.

Wanamaker never tired of impressing on those who were
responsible for the merchandise that they must be pioneers
with him, alert for new ideas and daring to express them
in the goods they offered. He told them that the chief
element of success in retailing was not in advertising but
in getting what the people want, and keeping your eyes on the parts of
the world where new things are made, and in giving customers the best
and newest things along the lines of their real and fancied needs. Our
aim is to get goods. Our advertisement is merely to tell the people that
we have them. I like an advertisement which merely describes what
we have in the store.

Wanamaker took a distinguished visitor to one of these
conferences. When they returned to the private office, the
visitor asked: “How do you do it? You covered so many
things, and your criticisms were all about to-day’s condi-
tions and to-morrow’s problems. You must have wonder-
fully able scouts.”

“Here are my scouts,” answered Wanamaker, putting
two fingers over his eyes, “and here are their able aids,”
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pointing to his feet. “I do have people shopping in the
other stores, of course, all the time, but I depend upon
myself for my knowledge of my own stores. Do you sup-
pose I sit at this desk all day long? No, I am out on the
floor.”

Being “out on the floor” was the habit formed in the
first days of Oak Hall that John Wanamaker never felt
that he could afford to give up. He not only knew his
stocks and how they were being displayed, but also how they
were being sold. He was there not to spy or scold, but
to encourage and inspire. His people knew this. It was
the secret of the espriz de corps that General Grant noticed
in 1879, and that made the Wanamaker stores express the
personality of their founder as long as he lived. There was
nothing that gave him greater joy than being “on the floor.”
More than once he said that the most fruitful ideas that
ever came to him—ideas of merchandise, selling methods,
service, store planning and decoration, display of goods,
advertising, expansion, and welfare of his people—were
born of studying the stores in operation.

In 1911, the Jubilee Year, an entry in the diary, dated
New York, September 26, illustrates his devotion to busi-
ness after half a century of it and also the fun he had
in it. He wrote:

Hot! The thermo in this office is in the 80’ and feels like the go’s
as the humidity is so great. I am stopping down here until g to-night
to a private show Miss is making of her part of the “fashion end.”
Twenty and more of our Philadelphia chiefs are on the evening train and

will be suppered here. I am perspiring all over and over, though the
morning papers prophesied frost this week!

Later the same evening, in his rooms at the Hotel Plaza,
he added:

“Such a wonderful opening of women’s dresses! Our
girls wore the gowns in simple fashion and they were much
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praised. Some of our own shoes, furs, and jewels were
worn. It was a great revelation to the men, especially of
what one section had in it and with the possibilities in the
way of educating the whole House as to what other sections
were doing. Miss certainly scored high in the estima-
tion of us all.”

Of his daily rounds Wanamaker made notes, jotting
down whatever his eyes caught which he felt needed atten-
tion or study. The private files contain sheafs of these
notes, sometimes dictated, but generally in his own hand.
They tell us why he remained all his life a mercantile
pioneer. If John Wanamaker had left nothing but these
notes, we could still assert that documentary evidence
throws full light upon the secret of his success as a mer-
chant. We might divide his observations int