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Rudge & Guenzel

BY VICKI

HOWARD

They meant business and went at it
and they’ve made the business go,
They’ve been climbing up the ladder
as all the people know;

They’ve surmounted round by round
and they’ve conquered every foe.
They’ve always made the “dough.”

Hurrah, hurrah, for Rudge & Guenzel.

Rudge & Guenzel
Employees’ Song, 1906!

AT THEIR TWENTIETH-ANNIVERSARY BANQUET held at
theLincoln Hotelin 1906, Rudge & Guenzel workers
cheered and serenaded the two founders of their
store and presented them with a framed parchment
copy of resolutions newly adopted. Signed by about
a hundred employees, the resolutions, as reprinted
in the local newspaper, celebrated the growth of
the Lincoln, Nebraska, firm from a “small retail
establishment” to “one of the largest retail and mail-

order houses in the state.”



Stores appear glowingly in hazy memories

and seem in old photographs to be from

another, more authentic, world. . . .

Pages 102-3: Rudge &
Guenzel moved into this
building on the southwest

corner of Eleventh and O -

streets in 1903. The com-
pany purchased the
adjacent Fitzgerald Dry
Goods building in 1905,
extending its O Street
frontage to the west (see
cover). NSHS RG2133-12-
415

The resolutions explicitly affirmed the good stand-
ing of “the modern relation between employer and
employe” [sic] and commended the fact that “not
a single complaint has been filed by the humblest
employe that has not had a fair and just hearing.”
As a result, store workers resolved to pledge “their
unswerving loyalty and full determination to make
second to none in the state the business and stand-
ing of the Rudge & Guenzel company.”? The news-
paper account of the banquet captured similar
sentiments expressed in a song written for the
occasion, “which was rendered somewhat after
the manner of the college songs” with “several
yells that were uttered with the leathern lungs of
the college enthusiast.” Wrapping up their “hur-
rahs,” employees chanted rhythmically “One, two,
three, ein-swi-dry/Rudge & Guenzel, ouch, my/
Who's all right?/ Who's all right?/Rudge & Guenzel,
out of sight.”

The humorous Lincoln Evening News account
of this banquet most certainly painted an idealized
and only partial portrait of the warm relationship
between retailers “Charlie” Rudge, Carl Guenzel,
and the workforce that helped them climb “up the
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Arnold Vogt as Rudge & Guenzel Santa Claus, date
unknown. By the 1890s department stores across the
country featured their own Santa Claus at Christmas,
along with elaborate window displays and decora-
tions. NSHS RG3840:1

ladder” and make “the dough.” Despite its limita-
tions as an historical document, however, it offers
a rare (perhaps the only extant) depiction of the
corporate culture at this department store, provid-
ing a glimpse of a smaller and more personal era
of business relations long lost—and long lamented
by some."

Thirty-six years after this banquet, just days
before Pearl Harbor, Rudge & Guenzel closed its
doors after going through many changes that would
foreshadow the rise of impersonal monopolies like
Wal-Mart. At the turn of the twentieth century,
when store employees went “on record with their
allegiance” at their anniversary banquet, Rudge &
Guenzel was still a relatively small corporation and
run as a family business. Through the following
decades, however, it expanded rapidly, adopting
many of the merchandising tactics and operational
and organizational methods of big business—
chains in particular. This essay will explore the
firm’s transition from being locally owned to being
part of a national chain of department stores and
will suggest that, despite the many economic
advantages of this merger for Rudge & Guenzel, in
the end its management made a Faustian bargain:
in a dozen years, corporate decision makers in
New York would close the store.

Nostalgia for the idea of the old downtown
represented by firms like Rudge & Guenzel is
strong, though this particular department store is
little remembered. As places to work, independent
department stores are typically recalled nostalgi-
cally by their many life-long employees and
customers.® Charlie Rudge and Carl Guenzel most
certainly knew many, if not all, of their hundred-
odd employees in a way that top management in
turn-of-the-century stores in New York or Chicago
employing thousands, or contemporary retailers
like Wal-Mart that employ over a million people,
could never do. Rudge & Guenzel, moreover,
was linked to a particular city and state, evoking
regional pride in its workforce, a localism that the
firm exploited later in advertising as well.

It was also a vastly different place to shop than
are present-day stores. Now-defunct downtown
independent department stores evoke fond memo-
ries of childhood Christmases or of shopping trips
for various milestone events, such as birthdays
and weddings. Downtown department stores are



remembered as social centers or public spaces
where community was forged, or as sites of luxury
and material abundance that enabled shoppers to
transcend ordinary life for a while. Stores appear
glowingly in hazy memories and seem in old
photographs to be from another, more authentic,
world or at least from one that has very little in
common with today’s ubiquitous commercial
spaces—the big-box stores or enclosed suburban
shopping malls.’ Public memory, however, is
continually made and remade. Even as department
stores were expanding their reach in Nebraska in
the early twentieth century, writers such as Willa
Cather were creating nostalgic portraits of the
intimate social life that centered in drug stores,
dry goods stores, and other specialty businesses on
prairie Main Streets in the late nineteenth century.
Downtown Lincoln department stores such as
Rudge & Guenzel were worlds away from the com-
mercial small-town spaces that Cather depicted,
with old men hanging around the drugstore out of
the cold “talking politics and telling raw stories”
and children sitting on store staircases playing
with kittens.”

Downtown Lincoln, where Cather likely shopped
while a student at the University of Nebraska in the
1890s, was host to four modern independent

department stores by the early twentieth century.
Centered on N and O streets, Herpolsheimer’s,
Gold’s, Miller & Paine, and Rudge & Guenzel
helped create a bustling central business district
that served local city dwellers, visiting farmers,
state government workers, university students, and
women from small towns such as Falls City and
Auburn.® While operating on a smaller scale than
the great palaces of consumption in Chicago, New
York, or Philadelphia, these family-run firms had
much in common with stores that had a national
reputation and market reach, such as Marshall
Field’s, Macy’s, or Wannamaker's, even though
they primarily served a local market. While each
was distinct in its own right, the Lincoln stores
mirrored the merchandising strategies, one-price
system, and architectural settings of major urban
department stores that turned the ordinary act of
shopping into an adventure in luxury and fantasy
and helped to create American consumer society
between 1870 and 1930. By 1930 Lincoln depart-
ment stores felt the effect of national trends toward
standardization and centralized management
through chain organizations, a trend that eventually

A Rudge & Guenzel delivery wagon near what
appears to be a warehouse. NSHS RG2158-2889
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Carl J. Guenzel, born in
Nebraska City in 1868,
came fo Lincoln when he
was seventeen. He died in
1951. NSHS RG2411-2003

helped destroy the independent downtown firms
and vibrant urban life of which they were a con-
structive part. Rudge & Guenzel was the earliest
of these downtown Lincoln department stores to
experience the national movement toward chain
operation that eventually took over all remaining
local, family-run, Lincoln department stores.
Although Rudge & Guenzel would come to
promote itself as a Lincoln tradition, like other
downtown department stores its origins were
rooted in post-Civil War westward expansion.
Nationally, department store founders often worked
their way up the retailing ladder to become propri-
etors. Many had humble origins as peddlers, while
others began as clerks. Department store founders
typically came to Nebraska to work and make
money. For example, Jonas L. Brandeis, eventual
founder of Omaha’s Brandeis Stores, opened The
Fair in that city in 1881. Brandeis, an emigrant from
Prague in Bohemia, came first to Milwaukee and
then to Nebraska in 1880. J. E. Miller; a shopkeeper
in Pennsylvania, came to Lincoln in 1880 to work at
The Winger Dry Goods Company, which became
Winger & Miller and, in 1889, Miller & Paine:
Henry Herpolsheimer moved to Lincoln in 1880
to open his Cash Dry Goods House, which opened
as Herpolsheimer’s Department Store or “The
Exposition Store” in a new building in 1890.
William Gold, the founder of Gold's Department
Store, moved to Sutton, Nebraska, in:1884 from
Hampton, lowa, where he had been clerking in a
local dry goods store, after having moved there
with his family from his birthplace, New York State.
In 1902 he established Cohen & Gold in Lincoln,
then bought put his partner in 1903 and founded
Gold & Company, a dry goods store that soon
expanded into the department store that would
acquire Rudge & Guenzel's assets when it closed.®
Rudge & Guenzel was typical of this pattern.
Carl J. Guenzel was born in'Nebraska, but his
father, originally from Germany, was heralded in
his front-page obituary as one of Nebraska’s
“earliest pioneers.” Charles Rudge moved to
Lincoln from Youngstown, Ohio, in 1886 to open
a branch of the Morris Hardware Company, where
he had been employed for eleven years: He and
his former boss invested in the rapidly growing city
of Lincoln, opening Rudge & Mortis Hardware,
Stoves and Tinware in a small room at 130 South
Eleventh Street. At first, the firm consisted of one
salesman, a tinner, a delivery boy, and the two
proprietors, Incorporated in February 1892 as
Rudge & Morris, with Charles H. Rudge as president
and manager and Carl J. Guenzel as vice president,
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they became Rudge & Guenzel in 1900."° Another
major figure in the store’s leadership, Sewall A.
Sanderson, came to Lincoln from Jowa in 1890,
the year he joined the firm, rising from delivery
boy to second vice president by 1903."

The Lincoln store expanded as did many down-
town stores, moving into already existing retail
spaces as they became available and buying out
the stock of other stores. Rudge & Morris had
moved to 1122 N Street in 1887 and expanded into
the furniture line after acquiring the room next
door in 1891. Earnings were on the rise in the early
1890s, despite the depression of 1893. (Table 1)
After adding the second and third floors of their
building on N Street and gaining space in adjacent
buildings, they added drapeties, carpets, and
queensware, a popularline of creamy white
pottery: Nationwide economic woes eventually
affected the firm, however, and net earnings were
down in the late 1890s.?

Rudge & Guenzel recovered in the early part of
the new century as the country pulled out of its
economic slump. In 1903 they leased a building on
the southwest corner of Eleventh and O, operating
as a furniture, hardware, carpet, and queensware
store: In 1905 they purchased the stock of the
Fitzgerald Dry Goods Company for $108,000. This
firm occupied two stories and a basement. Rudge
& Guengzel remodeled the building and connected
the two stores, thus becoming a department store.’
Newly capitalized at $270,000 in 1905 and consist-
ing of fourteen departments, their stock still did
not reflect the breadth of a full-line department
store as nine of the departments fell underdry
goods, while the others reflected the firm'’s origins
as a-hardware and furniture store." They had
fifteen'departments by 1911, consisting mostly of
apparel, household furnishings; dry goods, hard-
ware; and furniture. Advertising a big mailing
catalog, they catered to their rural and small-town
markets, Other departments were added, such as
a hair dressing and manicuring department leased
by Mrs. E. Maus.'

In January 1914 the firm’s value passed the half
a million - dollar mark for the first time. In:1941 this
valuation was a cut-off number, according to the
Department Store Economist, the profession’s trade
journal, below which one was considered a small
department store. By 1919, when the firm moved
into a purpose-built store building at Thirteenth
and N streets consisting of 203,600 square feet of
floor space, Rudge & Guenzel was a full-fledged
department store.! :

Likely reflecting the firm’s profitability, C. H.


http:1890s.12

Rudge began presenting plans for the new building
at least as early as 1916. The issue under debate at
a January stockholders’ meeting was whether it
was better to remain at Eleventh and O streets with
the present building or new buildings, or to con-
struct a new building at Thirteenth and N streets.
By July of that year, the firm had decided to invest
in'a new building at a new location, and refrained
from paying dividends in order to accommodate
the need for funds.!” Main Street department stores
typically moved into existing buildings, adding on
and expanding in‘an ad hoc manner. For example,
when the Brandeis department store in Omaha
exparded, it added two additional stories. The
goal for a department store, however, was a new,
purpose-built structure.'® ,

A-new building planned specifically for the
store was a significant financial commitment and
suggested that the founders were confident in their
firm and committed to its future. Plans went ahead
quickly in July 1916, when a contract for designing
and- providing fixtures for the new building was
awarded to aleading national firm with a modern
reputation, the Grand Rapids Show Case Company.

Table 1

Rudge & Guenzel Net Earnings,

Piece-by-piece, properties were acquired for the
planned store location, including the “Eva
Rawlings” property, the Tuttle tract, and the Butler
property. Large firms such as Rudge & Guenzel
had the power to reshape the downtown land-
scape and push other businesses out. For example,
efforts were made to open the roadway on the
north side of one of the properties, with the board
of directors authorizing the firm to “pay whatever
sum is found necessary” to do so.'®

The store’s net worth continued to increase
during World War [, nor did the war slow plans for
the new building. (Table 2) Other Nebraska firms
benefited as plans went forward. In May 1917
Rudge & Guenzel accepted a contract for the rein-
forcing steel, metal, lath, steel, forms, engineering
plans, and labor with the Concrete Engineering
Company of Omaha.? .

The new building was to have all the modern
technologies of a downtown department store,
including a complete pneumatic tube system
(a compressed air device to transport money,
invoices, or correspondence) costing $14,175 and
three passenger elevators, two freight elevators,

1893-97

The firm used the term “nef earnings” through 1897, after which it swifched to “net profits.”
Calculations for net earnings were notf shown.
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Charles H. Rudge, a native
of Youngstown, Ohio,
moved to Lincoln in 1886.
He died October 3, 1921,
at the Mayo Hospital in
Rochester, Minnesota. Two
weeks earlier he injured
his hand while working on
some Minnesota property
he owned, and the wound
became infected. NSHS
RG2411-4804
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and a dumbwaiter for $40,000 (under contract with
Otis Elevator Company, a well-known national
firm). Typical store attractions were also installed,
such as a candy counter and soda fountain.?!

The new building was an immense initial
capital investment, but it also required substantial
ongoing financial commitment. Annual occupa-
tional expense for the new store as of 1920 was
established at $64,780.65. These expenses paid off,
for the firm remained profitable in its new location,

Table 2

Rudge & Guenzel Net Worth,

A postcard view of the new Rudge & Guenzel store
at Thirteenth and N streets, taken soon dfter its
completion in 1919, presents the firm as a modern
store in a fashionable and prosperous city. NSHS
RG2133-12-414

paying a 3 percent dividend on common stock in
January 1920 and declaring a net gain in sales in
1919 exceeding half a million dollars. Net profit on
sales for the year 1919 was just over ninety thou-
sand dollars. The new store was a far cry from the
hardware business C. H. Rudge established in
1886, and yet the founder barely got to see it in its
new incarnation, dying on October 3, 1921.2

As the firm’s physical plant grew, its merchan-
dising and advertising changed as well, becoming
more like its sisters in major urban centers. By the
end of the nineteenth century, downtown depart-
ment stores in big cities across the country had
made their reputation by offering both “service
and style.” Stores such as those in Lincoln, distant
from major fashion centers, had to do more to
distinguish themselves from their lowerpriced
competition.® Early on, in a manner typical of
stores in smaller cities or small towns, Rudge &
Guenzel advertised its ability to bring Lincoln

1898-1927
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shoppers the latest fashions from New York City.
Indeed, the late nineteenth-century transportation
revolution allowed stores in the heartland to keep
up with those from:the big city. As Willa Cather
depicted, commercial travelers or drummers from
major cities and firms such as Chicago’s Marshall
Field’s arrived on the train, bringing luxuries and
the “latest sentimental songs.” Rudge & Guenzel
heralded its twice-weekly shipments from New
York of the latest styles in millinery and claimed
to offer “hat styles that otherwise might not reach
Lincoln for weeks, even months.” A 1913 advertise-
ment promoted their line of women's coats as
having “been accepted by the leading New York
modistes.” By the late 1920s hat advertisements
still promoted the latest styles, but made no
mention of the source of the goods and no longer
hinted at the possibility that Lincoln fashions might
be provincial without the help of their store buyers.
Rather than appealing to a sense of social inferior-
ity based on one’s regional identity, the store
enticed women through low prices, a wide selec-
tion, and promotions, such as a free hat box with
every purchase. One 1928 ad announced a record
sale offering of “700 New Fall Hats,” including the
“most approved fall styles,” such as metallic hats,
feathered turbans, soft velvets, and embroidered
styles. General, non-regional fashion appeals were
made to all women, from “debutantes” to the
“matron.” Low prices were explained as the “result
of a great purchase,” perhaps to allay any suspicion
of cheap merchandise.®

These typical appeals to price, fashion, and
broad selection suggest a sharp turnaround in the
store’s vision of itself and its consumer base.
Coming a month before a merger with Hahn Stores
was announced, the hat ad from 1928 still reflected
the store’s identity as an independent retailer, an
identity that could change when ads came from a
centralized advertising department, typical for
stores that were part of a chain. In the early 1910s
Rudge & Guenzel clearly felt the need to establish
its fashion-leadership credentials and to flatter and
ingratiate women shoppers who might also feel
insecure about local styles and who looked to New
York or Europe for guidance. By the late 1920s,
customers were used to having a wide range of
goods available to them. With the rising national
consumer society, they may have felt relatively less
isolated in fashion terms. Rudge & Guenzel’s place
in the Lincoln retailing community, moreover,
would have been much better established by the
late 1920s and ads would have reflected that
confidence.

One 1928 ad announced
a record sale offering of
“700 New Fall Hats’’. . . .
fashion appeals were made
to all women, from
“debutantes” to the “matron.”

As the firm came of age, its: founders played
an increasingly important role in the civic life of
Lincoln through their philanthropy, membership
in civic organizations and political campaigns, and
leadership in downtown development. Like other
independent department stores, Rudge & Guenzel
engaged in philanthropy that would have made
the firm well-known to a wide range of local com-
munities. No records of such activities before 1916
were found; and it is unknown whether the firm
made contributions earlier. Beginning in that year,
however, contributions to churches and organiza-
tions such as the YMCA or the Boy Scouts appear
regularly. The firm also sought to strengthen its
profession, donating funds in excess of member-
ship fees to the National Retail Dry Goods
Association: One contribution reflected Rudge &
Guenzel’s awareness of Lincoln’s significant popu-
lation of ethnic Germans who had emigrated to
Nebraska from the Volga region of Russia—$100
to a fund to assist the Central States Volga Relief
Society to help feed “the starving people in Rus-
sia,” specifically Germans who remained there.?

There were limits to the firm’s charitable giving,
however, notably reflecting racial biases of the era.
Very small amounts were given to African American
groups. In February 1928, for example, the State
Federation of Colored Women'’s Clubs received
$10. Donations to black churches were smaller
than those given to white churches: In-April 1927
the African MLE. Church received $25, compared
to the typical $100 - donation to other churches, such
as the Ebenezer German Congregational Church
in August 1927. While the firm gave to a variety of
churches, it clearly favored some over others.
For example, $25 went to St. John's Evangelical
Church and $50 to Sheridan Boulevard Baptist
Church in 1927.%

Philanthropy was one way the firm engaged
in the civic life'of Lincoln. Store management’s
efforts to develop Lincoln’s:downtown core was
another. Rudge & Guenzel repeatedly invested in
the downtown business district; including a theatre,
a hotel, and an office building. As they well knew,
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a prosperous business district meant more foot
traffic and higher potential profits for the firm. #
C. H. Rudge in particular worked to advance the
city and state in ways that would have helped
bring more customers in the door.

C. H. Rudge’s civic activities went beyond
economic investment. The store’s founder clearly
sought a greater public role, one that worked to
improve the economic development of the region.
Like other department store founders, he was ac-
tive in the local commercial club, or chamber of
commerce. Along with other community and busi-
ness leaders, Rudge publicly supported the 1910

A cut-out farmer advertises lanterns from sixty cents
at Rudge & Guenzel in the early twentieth century.
Such homespun window displays made their appeal
to Lincoln’s rural trade. NSHS RG2158-2113

reelection campaign of U.S. Senator Elmer Burkett,
a Republican. Such efforts were likely to ensure
the election of someone favorable to business.
Through membership in the commercial club,

C. H. and his son, C. C. Rudge, were involved in
planning the 1917 observance of the fiftieth
anniversary of Nebraska’s admission to the Union.
Involvement in such statewide events gave the
firm a regional identity, one that would have been
good for business.® The elder Rudge also sought
to promote Nebraska agriculture, not surprising as
farmers must have constituted some of his trade
and agriculture underlay the state’s economy. As
a member of the State Board of Agriculture from
1901 to 1915 and its president in 1908 and 1909,
he was active in the state fair. He established the
Rudge trophy that continued to be awarded after
his death at the annual corn show held by the
Nebraska Crop Growers Association,
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This wide range of civic engagement was typical
among the founders of independent department
stores, who often became business and social
leaders in their communities. Such activities on the
part of store management helped establish a posi-
tive reputation for the firm, developing its “brand,”
and shaped Rudge & Guenzel's community
identity. Interestingly, Guenzel’s name does not
appear as prominently in the local paper as does
Rudge’s, suggesting that perhaps Guenzel was
more heavily involved in the day-to-day store
management with less time to participate in civic
affairs.

Philanthropy and patticipation in downtown
development continued after the firm merged with
Hahn Department Stores, Inc., in December 1928,
but in a more standardized way. Before the merger
Rudge, Guenzel, and other board members made
the decisions to give money to various causes and
decided upon the amount in board meetings.
These gifts resulted from managers’ understanding
of local needs and also reflected their personal
biases and tastes. As part of a chain, the firm had
to-use standardized forms and submit the requests
to central management. Requests themselves
became more generalized. Records show the firm
requesting amounts to be given to the Lincoln
Community Chest subscription, payable quarterly.
Some individualized bequests continued to be
made, such as $4,000 for the YWCA Building Fund,
but the breadth of gifts diminished after the
merger. The records do not document whether
Hahn management in New York City approved the
requests, and some might have been denied that
were not preserved in the historical record. Even if
all were approved, the decision-making process
was outside of local hands and in an impersonal
setting separated from the Lincoln community.®

In local newspaper ads about the December
1928 merger with Hahn, Rudge & Guenzel contin-
ued to maintain its identity as a “Lincoln store for
Lincoln and all Nebraska.”® Advertisements em-
phasizing localism were typical of chains, which
tried to allay fears of unfair competition when they
opened shop on Main Street by promoting their
commitment to the community. Certainly the Hahn
company was aware of the hatred generated by
chain stores and sought to keep Rudge & Guenzel's
loyal patronage by such ads, which emphasized
continuity with the past. Management would stay
the same, and the firm’s individuality would re-
main unchanged. The merger, however, would
bring the benefit of lower prices because of the
“vast resources” provided by the organization and



the prestige of belonging to the modern-looking
group of stores shown in the ad’s illustration.®

Even when part of a chain, department stores
typically emphasized their historical connection
to the community, noting the length of their
operation in advertisements and drawing parallels
between their firm and other important institu-
tions. Rudge & Guenzel did so in the university’s
yearbook, The Cornhusker, in a 1938 ad that
reminded readers of “your university founded in
1869” and “your favorite department store founded
in 1886.” After the merget, the store continued
to celebrate its local identity in various ways.
Anniversaries, such as the store’s forty-third year
celebration in 1929, were marked by the burning
of a forty-pound candle in a store window and an
elaborate lighting ceremony.®

Although the reasons for Rudge & Guenzel’s
merger with Hahn Department Stores were never
explicitly discussed in board meeting minutes, a
broad look at the firm’s financial status over the
previous two decades suggests why the firm might
have been interested in joining the chain and why
the chain might have been interested in them. The
first twenty years of the new century had been very

good to Rudge & Guenzel, with net profits tripling
between 1915 and 1919. (Table 3) After a precipi-
tous decline in 1920, likely the result of the national
recession during that year, net profits climbed
fairly steadily until 1926, after which they began
to fall again. As a whole, the decade of the 1920s
was profitable, but when compared to the store’s
earlier performance during the World War [ era,
profits seemed flat, if not in decline. Carl Guenzel
and the board may have seen the opportunity to
merge with Hahn as a remedy. From Hahn'’s per-
spective, Rudge & Guenzel was a good property
making solid, if not spectacular, profits.

The inclusion of a Lincoln firm in this national
department store chain marked a new level of
business investment in this prairie city—a recogni-
tion of its significant markets. The merger made a
local firm part of a “new retail system” or national
department store chain. At this time, the U.S.
Bureau of the Census defined chains as any organi-
zation with four or more units.® Headed by Lew
Hahn, a former managing director of the National
Retail Dry Goods Association, this large retailing
chain had national prominence. The Lincoln
Nebraska State Journal called Hahn, originally

Table 3 Rudge & Guenzel Net Profits, 1915-27
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Source: Minutes of stockholders’ meetings, Rudge & Motris Co., Feb. 20, 1892,
and Rudge & Guenzel Co., o Jan. 19, 1917, inclusive; board of directors’

meetings, 1916-41. NSHS RG3442
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from Jersey City, “another industrial star in the
making,” reflecting perhaps the city’s pro-business
perspective that welcomed growth and national
networks. Other well-known firms joined the Hahn
group that year, including Jordan Marsh Company
of Boston, The Bon Marche of Seattle, and The
Golden Rule of St. Paul. All regions of the nation
were represented, including southern stores such
as Meyer's Company of Greensboro and Goettinger
Company, Inc., of Dallas. The chain’s authorized
capitalization was $60 million and the combined
sales of the stores under its oversight amounted

to $108 million in the last fiscal year before the
merger. When the amalgamation was completed
in 1928 the firm consisted of twenty-seven depart-
ment stores in thirteen states. Net profits for the
fiscal year ending January 31, 1929, exceeded six
million dollars,*

These numbers provide a sense of the power of
combination and the incredible challenge depart-
ment store chains posed for independent depart-
ment store retailers by the 1920s. Rudge & Guenzel
may have realized that since they could not beat
them, they might as well join them. Through
centralized management, buying pools, and stan-
dardized advertising, chains allowed for greater
economies of scale. As large enterprises making
very large orders, they were able to negotiate
better prices from wholesalers or manufacturers.®

By the 1920s chains were multiplying in such
numbers that they might have seemed to be taking
over, in much the same manner as today’s Wal-
Mart phenomenon. After the economic dip of
1920-21, consolidation of mass merchandising
increased, vividly demonstrated in the rise of
chains in groceries, meats, drugs, hardware, and
dry goods. Nationwide, “in 1886 only 2 chains in
all businesses operated b5 stores; in 1912 a total of
177 companies operated 2,235 stores; by 1929
nearly 1,500 companies were doing business in
nearly 70,000 outlets.” The number of chain depart-
ment stores in particular also skyrocketed as in the
case of J. C. Penney’s, which grew from 371 outlets
in 1923 to more than 1,000 in 1927. Cheap retail
chains, such as Woolworth'’s, W. T. Grant, and
Kresge's, became a ubiquitous feature of Main
Streets across the country. Lincoln gained its first
Woolworth’s early, in 1904,%

Rudge & Guenzel’s management could not
have avoided their profession’s concern over the
rise of chains, nor its increasing adaptation of
chain methods in order to compete. Adoption of
chain store methods signaled an independent
department store’s professionalization—that it was
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a modern and “progressive” retailer. Even in the
years leading up to the merger, Rudge & Guenzel
management was already being exposed to recent
retailing trends. Vice-president S. A. Sanderson, for
example, was a delegate at a “Dry Goods Smoker”
at the Hotel Pennsylvania in New York during the
1926 National Retail Dry Goods Association
(NRDGA) meeting (of which the firm was a mem-
ber). Malcolm P. McNair, assistant director of the
Harvard Business Research Bureau, lectured on
recent systematic work by the organization to study
merchandizing problems, among other retailing
issues. The bureau conducted extensive statistical
studies of retailing, the findings of which were
published and made available in trade literature.*®
Tied to a prestigious educational intuition, and
headed by well-published figures in retailing such
as McNair, the research bureau was a clear shift
away from traditional retailing practices and
signaled that scientific ways of doing business
were now the norm. Perhaps the Harvard Business
Research Bureau and the NRDGA paved the way
for the rise of chains by educating independent
retailers in provincial markets such as Lincoln,
making them comfortable with more standardized,
rationalized, and impersonal ways of doing busi-
ness. As historians of retailing have pointed out,
“this emphasis on ‘progressive retailing’ led to a
homogenization of stores and business practices.”*

Even before the merger with Hahn, employee
relations at the Rudge & Guenzel store reflected an
increased interest in “modern” ways of doing busi-
ness. As management sought to shape a modern
workforce, employees expetienced many of the
same changes affecting department store workers
across the country during the early twentieth
century. Department store clerks in general faced
many inequalities and suffered many indignities
and physical challenges. Clerking was notoriously
hard on the body, with long hours of standing,
Wages were low, compensated somewhat by the
profession’s reputation as “clean work.” Men’s
salaries at Rudge & Guenzel were, of course,
higher than women's salaries, though by 1940
bonus percentages did not differ according to
sex, but did vary according to department.*!

Like other department stores in the 1920s, the
Lincoln firm began trying to head off labor organi-
zation or improve relations between management
and workers through welfare capitalism—Dbenefit
programs that were becoming increasingly popular
before the New Deal. The firm established an
Employees’ Relief Fund in the early 1920s, a
development that may have been the result of a






The Allied office, though located
in distant New York City,

had its finger on the daily pulse

of the Lincoln store.

A September 1941 window display of women’s fall
clothing. NSHS RG2183-1941-0910

Not surprisingly, given their effect on all these
relationships, chains generated strong opposition
from different camps, which has been well docu-
mented. Critics noted that these massive organ-
izations were not part of their local communities
and lacked the personal touch provided by home-
grown institutions or family-run businesses. After
1928 Rudge & Guenzel could no longer say in their
ads, as did competitor Gold & Company, that they
were “locally owned” and “locally controlled.”®®
Perhaps to countet prevailing criticism of chains,
Hahn Department Stores promoted itself as an
organization of locally-run or independent firms.
Under the Hahn group, the management of stores
with long-standing reputations in their communi-
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ties stayed the same. This fact was advertised in
announcements of the changeover at Rudge &
Guenzel. Carl J. Guenzel and Sewall A. Sanderson
remained as president and vice president. C. S.
Guenzel and E. U. Guenzel, the founder’s sons,
remained as second vice-president and treasurer,
respectively. When the Hahn Department Stores
chain began, one of its objectives was to strengthen
local management of stores it acquired without
interfering in local decisions.”

Although Rudge & Guenzel remained locally
managed, many operations were handled in the
chain’s central office. This centralized manage-
ment gave subsidiaries an economic advantage
that smaller firms did not have. The central office
required its subsidiaries to follow systematic
procedures, which reduced inefficiency and cut
costs, savings that could be passed on to consum-
ers as lower prices that small businesses could not
duplicate. Rudge & Guenzel’s management, for
example, was required to go through Hahn (Allied
Stores after 1935) for purchases needed for store
operations, Between 1931 and 1941 they used a
standardized form titled “Request for Central Office
Approval of Fixed Asset or Other Extraordinary
Expenditures” that went to the treasury division
of Allied Purchasing Corporation. Requests varied
widely in the 1930s, including those for a Chevy
truck, a “Print-A-Sign” machine, meat refrigeration
cases, a “Rosch Cookie Machine,” a “Food Chopper
and Slicer,” a new roof, and painting to “recondi-
tion Bargain Basement.”® The wide range of
requests processed shows that the Allied office,
though located in distant New York City, had its
finger on the daily pulse of the Lincoln store.

Chain organization provided the power to exert
leverage on prices with manufacturers. In the
period just before the decision to close, Rudge &
Guengzel suppliers had begun to reduce or elimi-
nate some of the economic incentives that large
chain organizations traditionally commanded. In
particular, suppliers tried to reduce the anticipation
rates they had previously offered. “Anticipation”
is a retailing term for a percentage discount retail-
ers earned from manufacturers for paying their
invoices before the due date.® As suppliers for
Rudge & Guenzel (all thirty-nine of whom were
from outside Nebraska) sought to reduce and even
eliminate this discount around 1941, the accounts
payable department in Lincoln appealed to the
Allied central office for assistance. Correspondence
shows Allied advising the Lincoln store on how to
deal with this problem and also using its clout to
push vendors to comply with previous arrange-



ments. For example, the Allied office was able to
announce that Adelaar Bros., a New York City
“blouse resource,” had “agreed to allow Allied
anticipation at a rate of 3 %.” By belonging to a
chain, Rudge & Guenzel gained the muscle needed
to remain competitive.>

Chains also gave their subsidiaries access to an
advertising budget that would not be possible for a
smaller firm. A centralized source for advertising
meant higher quality and more expensive ads. Due
to the high cost of advertising and the difficulty of
quantifying results, as well as the charlatan, patent-
medicine reputation of ads, businesses at the
beginning of the twentieth century were skeptical
of this modern form of communication. With their
need to advertise sales and new fashions, depart-
ment stores had always been deeply invested in
newspaper advertising appearing almost daily in
local papers. Advertising budgets were often very
large and at Rudge & Guenzel, they were set at the
highest level of management in a pattern of close
attention to detail by the store’s founders. The firm
invested in advertising from its earliest years, but
sought to keep costs down. For example, at the
board of directors meeting in 1897, Carl J. Guenzel
moved that “the president be instructed to keep
advertising (outside of catalogues) below $1300 if
possible.” A decade later the firm relied much
more heavily on advertising and Guenzel moved
that the amount for advertising be limited to
$15,000.%

There is evidence that the rise of chain organi-
zation had only a mixed effect on independent
department stores in the 1920s. Chain variety
stores, such as Kresge's and Woolworth'’s, provided
stiff competition for particular departments in
department stores, such as notions, shoes, hosiery,
and lingerie. Those departments that emphasized
style and quality were less affected by chain
expansion, Unlike department stores, chains such
as Sears and Montgomery-Ward did not claim to
be fashion leaders offering style goods; rather,
they specialized in mass-produced or standardized
wares. As late as 1930, for example, J. C. Penney’s
carried only staple dry goods.%

Chains also did not offer the same array of
services or amenities common to downtown
department stores. In the 1920s Rudge & Guenzel
distinguished itself from more prosaic stores such
as Sears or Penney’s by offering services such as a
“personal shopper,” a store employee named Vera
Mills. Likely only of interest for shoppers that did
not have to worry about price, the service never-
theless was advertised as “open to all our patrons.”

After 1928, of course, Rudge & Guenzel was part of
a department store chain of prestigious retailers—
gaining the benefits of chain organization without
compromising its identity as a fashion leader in
Lincoln.%

The Depression hit the Lincoln retailing sector

- harder than in Omaha, the state’s biggest urban

center. Nebraska in 1930 had a small town and
rural market, with only eight cities exceeding
10,000 in population. By comparison, Massachusetts
had seventy-three cities in this category, and
California forty-seven. At the outset of the
Depression, roughly three-quarters of Nebraska's
population lived in small town and rural areas.’®
Nebraska entered the Depression with sixty depart-
ment stores, distinct from the hundreds of dry
goods, general merchandise, and variety stores
documented by the census. Few of the department
stores were in counties that lacked cities with
more than 10,000 residents. One such rural area—
Otoe County—to Lincoln’s east, had only two
department stores and eight general merchandise
and variety stores. (General merchandise and
variety stores were their own category in the
census, distinct from general stores and depart-
ment stores.) General stores, or country stores as
they were often called, were the norm in such rural
areas—Otoe County had seventeen such establish-
ments in 1930.% One can imagine Otoe County
residents traveling to Lincoln to buy new clothing
and make major purchases at the capital city’s
department stores.

By the middle of the Great Depression, the
number of department stores in the state began to
decline slightly. Lincoln’s Herpolsheimer's closed -
during this period. By 1939, the total had slipped
to fifty-three. The number of department store
employees actually increased slightly during the
decade, although total payroll for those employees
declined as the use of part-time salespeople in-
creased. Department store sales declined overall,
falling 22 percent between 1929 and 1939 in
Lincoln, from $50,034,000 to $39,142,000. Omaha,
with a population more than two and a half times
greater than Lincoln’s did much better, with only
an 11 percent drop in overall sales. Lincoln’s
retail trade was much stronger than several other
Nebraska cities exceeding 10,000, such as Hastings,
which suffered a 45 percent drop in sales from
1929 t01939, Beatrice, with a 38 percent decline,

Lincoin’s MacDonald Studio photographed the
Rudge & Guenzel sign on January 5, 1941, less
than a year before the Allied chain closed the
store. NSHS RG2183-1941-0105
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and Grand Island, which experienced a 33 percent
decline.®

Perhaps Lincoln’s large department stores,
which offered bargain priced goods as well as
luxury items, drew shoppers from the surrounding
region to spend their much reduced purchasing
power. The university and government crowd must
have contributed their relatively well-heeled
presence to the area’s business district as well. In
1939 Lincoln had six department stores, according
to the business census, which likely included other
chain department stores not studied here, such
as J. C. Penney's. These firms did $7,312,000 of
business and employed a total of 1,447 workers
on average for the year. Department stores were
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major employers compared to dry goods and gen-
eral merchandise stores, which tended to be
proprietor run with few, if any, employees. Even
variety stores, of which there were seven in town,
employed a fraction of the labor pool needed to
run a large department store (a total of 210 variety
store employees on average in 1939). These
numbers demonstrate the significant impact a
department store closure could have on the local
labor force.®

Department store chains faced their own
challenges during the Depression. When Rudge &
Guenzel's chain slipped in the early Depression
under Lew Hahn's leadership, a new policy of
scientific management was applied under new
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executives led by B. Earl Puckett and his strong
central New York office, the Allied Purchasing
Corporation. Hahn left the chain and was replaced
as director at Rudge & Guenzel by Albert Coons
who, like Hahn, did not attend board meetings.
Hahn Stores became Allied Stores in 1935 and
Puckett turned the firm around, raising profits
and also expanding the number of stores from
twenty-seven to fifty-six between 1934 and 1939.
According to Puckett, its president during this
period, the chain sought to make it possible for
each store to gain the maximum benefit from its
relation to other stores in the system. Of the chain’s
total of thirty-two stores in 1936, twenty-two were
profitable, with the remaining ten reporting a
loss. 82

The chain as a whole weathered the Depression,
in part because of its size, which allowed it to
absorb some losses. For example, Allied made
changes in capital structure, such as increasing
reserves for possible customer account losses, and
addressed burdensome lease arrangements that
were cutting into some stores’ profits. In 1941
Allied Stores reported its highest earnings since
1929, which was incidentally the same year it
closed Rudge & Guenzel. By 1958 Allied had
become one of the two largest department store
chains, acting as an operating and holding
company for eighty-six stores in twenty-five states.®

How Rudge & Guenzel survived the Depression
is not a story of family effort, as it would have been
had the firm still been in the hands of its founders.
The store’s shift to chain organization just before
the Great Crash was timely and perhaps crucial to
its ability to survive the Depression. To remain
competitive with chains with deeper pockets,
independent, family-run department stores during
the 1930s struggled along by cutting management
salaries, eliminating dividends, reducing their
labor force, and putting efforts into new merchan-
dising campaigns and plant modernization.® Like
department stores across the country, Rudge &
Guenzel incurred losses rather than profits, and it
had to rescind its policy of automatic declaration
of dividends.® Rudge & Guenzel, however, entered
the Depression as a member of the Hahn chain
and as such, would have been able to draw on the
chain’s resources. Chains’ advantages over inde-
pendent businesses are well known in a general
sense. Extant archival evidence shows exactly
how Rudge & Guenzel gained these advantages.®

[ronically, just as the country was pulling out of
the Depression, Allied decided to close Rudge &
Guenzel. At a board meeting held in the Lincoln



offices on December 2, 1941, President E. E. Baily
called attention to rising prices, a trend toward
scarce merchandise (shortages), and the firm's
“weak competitive'position.” A prospective
purchaser of the store’s assets had been found,
and the board members voted that it would best
serve the stockholders’ interest to shut down and
sell. Interestingly, present at the meeting was only
one holdover from the store’s premerger manage-
ment, S. A. Sanderson, and he was not one of the
original founders. By 1940 no members of the
Rudge or Guenzel families were directors of the
company and Baily, who had only recently joined
the Lincoln office in 1938 as vice-president, had
become president.&’

If store founders had still been active in the
firm's management, Rudge & Guenzel may have
staggered on. Family-owned firms have more than
an economic stake in the survival of their creation.
For Allied, however, it was simply a matter of main-
taining the chain’s overall strength. As reported
impersonally in the Allied Stores Corporation’s
1942 annual report, Rudge & Guenzel had “never
been a profitable unit.” Advertisements right be-
fore the end belie any troubles, showing no shift in
appeals or image. Before its closure, the firm still
advertised itself in The Cornhusker as “Lincoln’s
Progressive Department Store.”®® The nation was
pulling out of the Depression as the economy
revived with preparations for war. Store founders
may have gambled that this economic upswing
would improve their business in the coming years.
Before Rudge & Guenzel’s closure, retail sales in
Nebraska as a whole had improved, with sales of
the first five months in 1940 1.2 percent abpve that
of the corresponding period the year before.
Possibly Rudge & Guenzel may have returned to
the profitability they demonstrated before the
merger. Evidently Allied made its decision to close
Rudge & Guenzel quickly and, of course, with no
thought as to the effect of such a sudden closure
on its employees or the community.®

The firm’s closure, in a sense, was patrt of a long-
term process of consolidation and standardization
in retailing. Of the four independent department
stores in Lincoln at the beginning of the twentieth
century, only Herpolsheimer's did not survive the
Depression, going bankrupt in 1931. Downtown
Lincoln emerged from World War II with only two
remaining independent department stores—Gold’s
and Miller & Paine. The Gold family, which had
purchased Rudge & Guenzel's inventory when it
closed, sold their store to J. L. Brandeis Company
of Omaha in 1964, Miller & Paine, after expanding

Before its closure, the firm still advertised
itself in The Cornhusker as
“Lincoln’s Progressive Department Store.”

its branch locations in suburban Lincoln shopping
centers, was purchased in 1988 by Dillard’s of Little
Rock, Arkansas. Both downtown stores eventually
closed, following the new retailing pattern of
decentralization that contributed to the postwar

" economic and social decline of city centers across

the country.™

The commercial landscape of Main Street in
small towns and cities across the United States
changed greatly in the last half of the twentieth
century. The story of the “decline of downtown”
is a familiar one, connected to shifting political,
social, and economic contexts, White racism and
the related movement of “urban renewal,”
suburbanization and the centrality of the auto-
mobile, the decline of American manufacturing
and the rise of a service economy, and a business
climate that supported the rise of chain stores
and, later, mega businesses such as Wal-Mart all
contributed to the decay of once bustling urban
centers including Lincoln’s. Some major cities,
such as San Francisco and New York, continue to
attract crowds to their thriving shopping districts.
While efforts to remake less vibrant downtown
economies have sometimes been successful, and
while people continue to live in and visit down-
towns that have lost much of their past vitality, not.
many will argue that the heyday of downtown
shopping is over. The rise of chains has much to
do with that loss.™
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