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THE BROKEN BALANCE

The people buying and selling, consuming pleasures, talking in the archways,

Were all suddenly struck quiet

And ran from under stone to look up at the sky: so shrill and mournful,

So fierce and final, a brazen

Pealing of trumpets high up in the air, in the summer blue over Tuscany.

They marveled; the soothsayers answered:

“Although the Gods are little troubled toward men, at the end of each period A sign is declared in heaven

Indicating new times, new customs, a changed people; the Romans

Rule, and Etruria is finished;

A wise mariner will trim the sails to the wind.”

I heard yesterday

So shrill and mournful a trumpet-blast,

It was hard to be wise.… You must eat change and endure; not be much troubled

For the people; they will have their happiness.

When the republic grows too heavy to endure, then Caesar will carry it;

When life grows hateful, there’s power…




Robinson Jeffers, “The Broken Balance,” 1929, from Rock and Hawk: A Selection of Shorter Poems by Robinson) Jeffers, Robert Haas, ed. (New York, 1987).





Contents

[image: ]

     PREFACE

Introduction: The Land of Desire and the Culture
                    of Consumer Capitalism

I: Strategies of Enticement

1. The Dawn of a Commercial Empire


“The Master Institutions of Civilized Life” ♦ From Marble Palaces to Masses of Goods and Capital ♦ The Retail Wars of the 1890s ♦ “The Greatest Merchant in America” ♦ The Crisis of Distribution



2. Facades of Color, Glass, and Light


Elbert Hubbard and Eye Appeal ♦ Signs of the Times ♦ The Careers of Robert Ogden and Maxfield Parrish ♦ L. Frank Baum and The Show Window ♦ A Maze of Glittering Crystal ♦ Form out of Chaos ♦ Arthur Fraser’s Temple



3. Interiors


Dismantling Doorsteps and the New Intimacy with Goods ♦ “The Stage upon Which the Play Is Enacted” ♦ Seductions for the Masses and the Classes ♦ The “Eliminating” Power of the Central Idea ♦ A New Child World and “Paradise in the Toy Department”



4. Fashion and the Indispensable Thing


The Growth of Fashion and a Gigantic Garment Industry ♦ Women Buyers and the “Queens” of Paris Couture ♦ Rodman Wanamaker and the Queen’s Slippers ♦ Fête de Paris: The Fashion Show ♦ The Garden of Allah



5. Ali Baba’s Lamp: Service for Private and Public Benefit


Service as a “Profitless Ideal” ♦ Holiness or Commercial Hospitality ♦ “Maximum Max” and Paying the Price in Court ♦ Customer as Guest in “Self-Sufficient Citadels” ♦ “Distributors of Happiness” ♦ Gemütlichkeit and the Utopia of Joseph Urban ♦ A New Commercial Cultural Order



II: Circuits of Power

6. “Business Runs the World”: Institutional Coalitions Behind the New Order


“Searching Out” and Satisfying “Human Wants” ♦ The Great Museums and the New Curators ♦ City Pageants and Hobnobbing with Mayors ♦ The Widening Sphere of Public Action ♦ Better Babies and Better Deliveries ♦ The Paterson Pageant



7. Wanamaker’s Simple Life and the Moral Failure of Established Religion


Wanamaker as Liberal Evangelist and Institution Builder ♦ The Simple Life and Pastor Wagner ♦ A Day at Bethany ♦ Fairy Tales or Private Parables ♦ Sin, Consensus, and Institution Building ♦ Down the Slippery Slope



8. Mind Cure and the Happiness Machine


“The New Healers” ♦ Simon Patten’s Political Economy of Mind Cure ♦ Pollyanna and the Popular Culture of Mind Cure ♦ L. Frank Baum and Theosophy ♦ An Affirmative American Fairy Tale



III: Managing a Dream Culture: 1922-1932

9. “An Age of Consolidation”: Goods, Money, and Mergermania


“Consumptionism” ♦ Goods and Money “Flooding the Country” ♦ Chains Across the Country ♦ Investment Bankers and Mergermania ♦ “The Power Is All in Business”: Chains of Department Stores ♦ Paul Mazur and Harvard’s Helping Hand ♦ The Urban Landscape of Desire



10. “Sell Them Their Dreams”


The Consumer Credit Apparatus ♦ Air-Conditioned Murals and “One White Fur” ♦ “Brokers in Beauty” ♦ In Style with Dorothy Shaver ♦ Accessorizing on the Grand Scale ♦ The Pseudoevents of Edward L. Bernays



11. The Spectacles


The Rainbow House and the Palace of Fashion ♦ The Commercial Parade ♦ Toys, Spectacles, and the Child Experts ♦ Ragamuffins and Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade ♦ America’s Mecca of Light and Color ♦ “All the Colours of the Rainbow Belong to Mr. Bilge”



12. Herbert Hoover’s Emerald City and Managerial Government


Herbert Hoover’s Pursuit of Knowledge ♦ Commerce as Database and Julius Klein, Master Broker ♦ “Home, Sweet Home” ♦ Dissent and the “Torments of Desire”



Conclusion: Legacies

     ABBREVIATIONS FOR NOTES

     NOTES





Preface

[image: ]

Whoever has the power to project a vision of the good life and make it prevail has the most decisive power of all. In its sheer quest to produce and sell goods cheaply in constantly growing volume and at higher profit levels, American business, after 1890, acquired such power and, despite a few wrenching crises along the way, has kept it ever since. From the 1890s on, American corporate business, in league with key institutions, began the transformation of American society into a society preoccupied with consumption, with comfort and bodily well-being, with luxury, spending, and acquisition, with more goods this year than last, more next year than this. American consumer capitalism produced a culture almost violently hostile to the past and to tradition, a future-oriented culture of desire that confused the good life with goods. It was a culture that first appeared as an alternative culture—or as one moving largely against the grain of earlier traditions of republicanism and Christian virtue—and then unfolded to become the reigning culture of the United States. It was the culture that many people the world over soon came to see as the heart of American life.

This book deals with the crucial formative years of this culture, 1880 to 1930. It seeks to illuminate its power and appeal as well as the tremendous ethical change it brought to America. Today, as mass consumer capitalism seems to be spreading across all frontiers, it is urgent for us to understand how it first came into being and what was gained or lost or repressed in that process. It is urgent for us to see this culture as a time-bound historical creation, especially if we have any misgivings about it, want to change it, or aim to reject it altogether.

Modern American consumer society has not been wanting for historians, and a good deal of their current work has been useful and informative; without it, in fact, Land of Desire could not have been written. At the same time, however, most of the new literature has either so damned consumer society as to make incomprehensible why it emerged at all or so praised and affirmed it as to imply that only fools, puritans, or masochists could have resisted or found fault with it. Today, the tendency is largely in the latter direction—toward praise and adulation—and even people who purport to be socialists or radical culture critics have embraced the idea that consumer capitalism has been (and is) basically and positively liberatory, the best system yet devised with the potential for meeting the “real” needs and desires of all human beings.

This book attempts a fuller assessment of the culture of consumer capitalism. It discusses the economic reality that ushered it into being—the national corporations, the mass market retailers, and the banks. The book deals with the advertisers and promoters, the display artists and fashionists, and the huge number of brokers and confidence men and women who devised the riveting enticements to serve business. But the book goes well beyond an economic analysis to see the culture as a whole, as a complex set of relations and alliances among different kinds of people and groups—cultural and noneconomic, religious and political—that worked together to create what merchant John Wanamaker called the “land of desire.” The first part of this book is devoted to merchants and their enticements; the second and third parts show how those merchants cooperated with educators, social reformers, politicians, artists, and religious leaders to bring into existence the new economy and culture.

I want to warn the reader that Land of Desire does not focus on issues of popular consent and reception. Behavior is not the key subject of the book, although plenty of behavior is described in these pages, plenty of people affirming the new culture, opposing or hating it, celebrating it. Still, my subject is not consent but the creation of this culture. Consent, to be sure, played some kind of role, but it was not decisive. This idea sounds like a contradiction, since we know that defenders of capitalism have always claimed that capitalism has been (and is) the most democratic of economic systems; it has not only required but also begged for popular consent in order to function. Capitalist markets cannot perform, many economists claim, unless they respond well to the “real” needs and desires or to the consent of consumers.

Yet, I do not believe that consent was key to the creation and perpetuation of this new phenomenon. Indeed, the culture of consumer capitalism may have been among the most nonconsensual public cultures ever created, and it was nonconsensual for two reasons. First, it was not produced by “the people” but by commercial groups in cooperation with other elites comfortable with and committed to making profits and to accumulating capital on an ever-ascending scale. Second, it was nonconsensual because, in its mere day-to-day conduct (but not in any conspiratorial way), it raised to the fore only one vision of the good life and pushed out all others. In this way, it diminished American public life, denying the American people access to insight into other ways of organizing and conceiving life, insight that might have endowed their consent to the dominant culture (if such consent were to be given at all) with real democracy.

This book was built on extensive research carried on over many years. I am grateful to have been able to interview Dana O’Clare, display manager of Lord & Taylor in New York City in the 1930s; Fred Yost, retired senior vice-president and display expert at Wanamaker’s in Philadelphia; retired retail buyers Marjorie Pleshette, Elizabeth Hamil, and Dora Sanders; Adolphina Mazur, wife of the late Paul Mazur, investment banker; the late Richard Bond, former president of Wanamaker’s in Philadelphia; and Edward L. Bernays, pioneer creator of the science of public relations.

I was the first person in over six decades to have access to the archives of John Wanamaker’s department store in Philadelphia, an unforgettable and fortunate experience since Wanamaker was America’s most influential merchant of the early twentieth century. Although Robert Harrison, then senior vice-president of Wanamaker’s, believed that I would find little of value in the store archives, he was wrong. All John Wanamaker’s bound letterbooks were there, along with hundreds of unbound letters to and from Wanamaker and his son Rodman. Many newspaper scrapbooks, personal notebooks and pieces of diaries, and countless documents covering every aspect of the growth and evolution of the business were available. It was a rich archive indeed (now housed but still unprocessed in the Pennsylvania Historical Society), and I am extremely grateful to have been able to use it. It is because of the almost five months I spent there that the first half of this book is as much a biography of John Wanamaker as it is a study of the culture he helped to create.

The resources of six other institutions also made crucial contributions to the scope of this book: the New York Public Library, the New-York Historical Society, the Library of Congress, the National Archives, the National Museum of American History, and Bobst Library of New York University. I would also like to thank the archivists and librarians of the following institutions: the George Baker Library, Harvard Business School, Cambridge, Massachusetts; the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City; the American Museum of Natural History, New York City; the Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, New York; the Worcester Antiquarian Society, Worcester, Massachusetts; the New York Municipal Archives and Record Center; Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, New York; the Chicago Historical Society, Chicago, Illinois; the Newberry Library, Chicago, Illinois; the Brooklyn Historical Society, Brooklyn, New York; the Manuscripts Room of the Butler Library, Columbia University, New York City; and the University Archives and Tamiment Library of New York University. Also of value were the archives of Marshall Field’s in Chicago, Strawbridge and Clothier in Philadelphia, and Woodward and Lothrop in Washington, D.C. I would like to thank especially George Rinder, senior vice-president at Marshall Field’s, for his kind assistance when I visited there in the summer of 1985. I owe thanks as well to Homer Sharp, archivist at Marshall Field’s, to Henry Adams, director of the Nelson Atkins Museum in Kansas City, Missouri, and to Philip Cronenwett of Dartmouth College Library for their prompt help with photographs.

Fellowships from the Guggenheim Foundation, the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars in Washington, and the New York Institute for the Humanities at New York University were indispensable in making the research of this book possible. My thanks also go to Stanley Marcus of Dallas, Texas, whose great generosity early on in this study opened many doors for me and helped secure the direction of my work.

This book was built on more than research and with more than financial aid, however. It benefitted from the generosity of friends and from the help of scholars whose scrutiny saved me sometimes from errors of fact and judgment. I would like to thank Elizabeth Gray Kogen and Mrs. Warren I. Susman for their help. I am in debt to Michael Patrick Hearn for knowledge regarding the life and times of L. Frank Baum, author of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, which plays a major role in this study. Richard Fox’s reading of one chapter on religion also made me deepen my discussion.

Christopher Lasch and William R. Taylor read the second draft of the book, freeing me, in turn, to meet the challenge of third and fourth drafts. I am indebted to these men, as I am to Donald Meyer and Mary O. Furner, who plowed through the manuscript twice. Furner and Meyer were direct and sharp, making me aware of many wrong turns, many excesses. Although both disagreed with me in places, the book is stronger because I addressed their arguments. The same goes for Roy Rosenzweig, whose full, detailed response to an early draft was a model of its kind.

My editor, Jeannette Hopkins, worked hard on the manuscript over many months. She much improved it and I thank her for that. I thank also Fred Jordan, Susan Norton, and others at Pantheon who helped bring this project to conclusion.

Elizabeth Blackmar has contributed to the making of this book in ways no one else has, not only by reading and critiquing it countless times, but by tolerating my limitations and reinforcing my strengths. Her much needed companionship helped get me through some very hard times.

My final thoughts are for Warren Susman, who died in 1985. This man, voracious for nearly everything in life and nourishing beyond words, set me on the road to history years ago. He stood in a line of great historians by the power with which he expressed his ideas as a teacher and by what he wrote. He had the most sustained passion for ideas of any person I have ever known. He made the study of history seem at times like the most thrilling and rewarding of occupations. His memory, almost more than anything else, kept this book alive and made certain it would be completed.
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THE LAND OF DESIRE AND
THE CULTURE OF
CONSUMER CAPITALISM

In 1906 the merchant John Wanamaker wrote that “everyone who starts a new thing has to stand where Columbus did when he set sail. Few had faith that he could ever reach the Land of Desire.” Wanamaker announced the emergence of a new culture coming to dominate American life. At the heart of it was the quest for pleasure, security, comfort, and material well-being. “It speaks to us,” said another merchant, “only of ourselves, our pleasures, our life. It does not say, Pray, obey sacrifice thyself, respect the King, fear thy master.’ It whispers, ‘Amuse thyself, take care of yourself.’ Is not this the natural and logical effect of an age of individualism?”1

In the decades following the Civil War, American capitalism began to produce a distinct culture, unconnected to traditional family or community values, to religion in any conventional sense, or to political democracy. It was a secular business and market-oriented culture, with the exchange and circulation of money and goods at the foundation of its aesthetic life and of its moral sensibility. This book is about the growth of that culture, about its character, and about the people and groups that brought it into being.

The cardinal features of this culture were acquisition and consumption as the means of achieving happiness; the cult of the new; the democratization of desire; and money value as the predominant measure of all value in society.

By World War I, Americans were being enticed into consumer pleasure and indulgence rather than into work as the road to happiness. The roots for this enticement lay deep in American and European history. For generations, America had been portrayed as a place of plenty, a garden in which all paradisiacal longings would be satisfied. Many Protestant settlers even thought that the millennial promise—the Second Coming of Christ—was destined to be fulfilled here and that the New Jerusalem would bring not only salvation and spiritual bliss but also temporal blessings and the end to poverty.2 By the early 1900s this myth was being transformed, urbanized and commercialized, increasingly severed from its religious aims and focusing ever more on personal satisfaction and even on such new pleasure palaces as department stores, theaters, restaurants, hotels, dance halls, and amusement parks. These institutions still carried much of the former mythic message—the message that said Americans can be renewed and remade—but where the old ideas often conceived of America as a millennial land in which many different kinds of dreams might come true (spiritual, vocational, and political as well as material), this new era heralded the pursuit of goods as the means to all “good” and to personal salvation. Thus, pioneer advertiser Artemas Ward dropped the older religious dimension but kept the paradise. “This world,” he wrote in 1892, “seems real only when it answers to our individual touch. Yet, beyond our touch, beyond our waking, beyond our working, and almost in the land of dreams, lie things beyond our present thought, greater, wider, stronger, than those we now lay hold on. To each a world opens; to everyone possibilities are present.”3

A cult of the “new” belonged to this new culture. Here again Americans had been prepared by their own history. Phrases like the “New World,” “new heaven on earth,” and “new nation” were common currency; and everyone seemed to boast of the country’s “innovative ways,” as did Unitarian minister William Ellery Channing when he spoke glowingly in 1830 of America as “a new continent” of “new freedom,” of “new social institutions,” of “new paths,” and of “new harvests.” Newness and change themselves had become traditional in America. “The world and the books are so accustomed to use the word ‘new’ in connection with our country,” wrote Mark Twain in Life on the Mississippi, “that we early get and permanently retain the impression that there is nothing old about it.”4 It was hard under these circumstances to defend any tradition, any inherited custom or belief, when the past itself was hostage to the new.

Emerson and Whitman expressed a profound side to this cult, inviting men and women to plunge into new experiences, to embrace the full range of expressiveness, to pursue the new on their own terms and not because it was thrust on them by others. One should seek the new, Emerson wrote, not for its own sake, nor for the “squalid contentment” and “excessive concern for comfort” often associated with material ventures but for the spiritual rebirth, insight, and virtue that might be discovered or encountered there.5 The quest for the new was also fostered by the Western pursuit of knowledge, liberated for both good and ill by the Enlightenment and by the scientific revolution.

By the end of the century, however, commercial capitalism had latched on to the cult of the new, fully identified with it, and taken it over. Innovation became tied to the production of more and more commodities. Fashion and style were at the center, appropriating folk design and image, reducing custom to mere surface and appearance. The cult of the new was, perhaps, the most radical aspect of this culture, because it readily subverted whatever custom, value, or folk idea came within its reach. Science, too, was radical but not intrinsically hostile to custom or tradition or religion. Market capitalism was hostile; no immigrant culture—and, to a considerable degree, no religious tradition—had the power to resist it, as none can in our own time. Any group that has come to this country has had to learn to accept and to adjust to this elemental feature of American capitalist culture.

The democratization of desire emerged alongside the cult of the new and the unfolding of the consumer paradise. It, too, had roots—in the great movement in the United States toward democracy. For at least the first half of the nineteenth century, most American white men were self-employed voters, owners of landed property, and producers of foodstuffs and raw materials for a prosperous Atlantic trade largely free from the dangers of manufacturing that relied on disciplined work rhythms and a dependent work force to churn out goods. Americans rejoiced in their widely diffused prosperity. America was “the Land of Comfort” for all.6

But after 1885, in the wake of the rapid industrializing of the country, the idea of democracy, like the idea of the new and the idea of paradise, began to change radically. Gradually, wealth lay less in land and more in capital or in the money required to produce new goods. This pecuniary wealth was owned by a small minority; but at the same time, growing numbers of Americans were losing control over their work, becoming dependent on others—on the owners of the capital—for their wages and well being. In this context a new conception of democracy developed, fostered by growing incomes and a rising standard of living and espoused alike by capitalists and many progressive reformers, a democracy at once more inclusive and more confining than before.

This highly individualistic conception of democracy emphasized self-pleasure and self-fulfillment over community or civic well-being. As the older grounds for economic and political freedom were eroding (ownership of property and control of work), newer and “better” grounds were coming into being. The concept had two sides. First, it stressed the diffusion of comfort and prosperity not merely as part of the American experience as heretofore, but instead as its centerpiece. Thus, progressive Herbert Croly, inspirer of President Theodore Roosevelt, wrote that the “promise of American life” consisted foremost in a “promise of comfort and prosperity for an ever-increasing majority of good Americans;” and business supporter and influential economist John Bates Clark argued that despite the “vast and ever-growing inequality” of wealth in America, democracy could be ensured through the benign genius of the “free” market, which allocated to Americans an infinitely growing supply of goods and services.7 Second, the new conception included the democratizing of desire, or, more precisely, equal rights to desire the same goods and to enter the same world of comfort and luxury. American culture, therefore, became more democratic after 1880 in the sense that everybody—children as well as adults, men and women, black and white—would have the same right as individuals to desire, long for, and wish for whatever they pleased. The Land of Comfort was becoming the Land of Desire.

This new definition of democracy did not emerge without political opposition. Indeed, following the Civil War, a fierce conflict swept over the country, setting farmers and workers against businessmen over how democracy in industrial America should be organized. By the 1880s and 1890s a vocal populist and union movement had grown up that harkened back to the older republican America and that argued that democracy must be based on the ownership of property and work resources, not merely on the possession of goods. Democratic life and the virtue of the republic rested, they claimed, on independent families owning their own land and tools and producing themselves much of what they consumed. Social reformers and a new breed of economist echoed these ideas and even demanded that something be done to ensure the democratization of property and, thereby, the autonomy of ordinary Americans. “Either you must establish a more equitable division of property and produce,” warned progressive economist Henry Carter Adams in 1879, “or the fatal end of democracy will be despotism and decadence.”8

But the new market notion of democracy had many advocates and quickly rose to prominence. Democratizing individual desire—rather than wealth or political or economic power—was perhaps one of the new culture’s most notable contributions to modern society, and this achievement had many consequences. It acted as a spur to effort, forcing people to compete, discipline themselves, and deny present comfort for future pleasures. At the same time, it often set husbands against wives, children against parents, and friend against friend. It fostered anxiety and restlessness and, when left unsatisfied, resentment and hatred. And because of its association with the new and its attachment to fantasy, it tended to reinforce the American refusal to face death as a fact of life, to divorce desire from death, longing from dread. In most cultures, acceptance of desire and longing has ordinarily been intermingled with acceptance of dread, the passage of time, and mortality. But in the United States, and especially in this cultural context, many of the writers who tried to set the tone took the dread and fear—or as the country’s foremost writer of children’s stories, L. Frank Baum, would say, the “heartache and nightmare”—out of desire, and gave life a happy face that would never grow old.

Through this culture ran another current that reinforced the anxiety and longing brought on by desire: the influence of money. Historian Perry Miller has written that pecuniary values were already the reigning values in America by 1815.9 Nevertheless, after 1880, money was entering into the American economy and culture in a way it had never done before. In the past, men and women often made their own goods, relied on different currencies as mediums of exchange (at least before 1865), and sometimes bartered. Gradually, however, more and more Americans, no longer owning land or tools, were compelled to rely on money incomes—on wages and salaries—for their security and their well-being; at the same time, they became dependent “on goods made by unknown hands,” as economist Wesley Clair Mitchell, the country’s first authority on the business cycle, long ago pointed out.10

Such a transformation put money into a position of eminence in the lives of Americans. From now on pecuniary values (or market values) would constitute for many people the base measure for all other values, even for “the dim inner world by which men judge what is for them worthwhile,” as Mitchell put it.11 Charles Cooley, pioneer founder of modern sociology, worried about this trend, viewing it as an excrescence that had formed almost overnight. “Pecuniary values,” he wrote in 1912, were not “natural” or “normal;” they were the historical outgrowth of a new economy and culture and “by no means the work of the whole people acting homogeneously.” In the past, values had taken their “character from… the church;” now they were deriving it from “business and consumption.” Increasingly, the worth of everything—even beauty, friendship, religion, the moral life—was being determined by what it could bring in the market.12

Consumption as a means to reach happiness, the cult of the new, democratization of desire, and pecuniary value had not been dominant in earlier decades (or anywhere else, for that matter, although Enlightenment philosophers had urged them on states and cultures as early as the late eighteenth century). Before 1880, the United States was largely an agrarian economy, with most Americans living and working on farms. As late as 1870 the average number of workers in any given factory was still fewer than ten.13 Most markets were local or regional, and the majority of businesses were individually owned and managed. The culture was largely agrarian, republican, and religious; and most people—white people—controlled their own property or land.

This book examines how this older culture was challenged and was gradually superseded by the newer culture. It deals with the new national corporations and the investment banks as they moved almost overnight into the everyday lives of Americans. It focuses on mail order houses, on chain stores and dry goods houses, on hotels and restaurants, and especially on department stores, and it does so in part because most historians have for too long looked down on them—indeed, on the entire field of marketing, distribution, and merchandising—as subjects of only secondary importance compared to the fields of agricultural and industrial production and, therefore, as subjects unworthy of detailed study.14 But this approach is mistaken; these institutions were—and are—indispensable to the capitalist economy. They brought the reality of capitalism—the dream life of capitalism, that is—directly, concretely home to generations of men and women. They, along with the other institutions, were the shapers of the Land of Desire. Without them, the new corporate economy could not have functioned and the Land of Desire would not have been born.

Land of Desire deals with three other matters central to an understanding of why and how the culture of consumer capitalism emerged in the way it did: the development of a new commercial aesthetic, the collaboration among economic and noneconomic institutions, and the growth of a new class of brokers. After 1880, American business began to create a new set of commercial enticements—a commercial aesthetic—to move and sell goods in volume. This was the core aesthetic of American capitalist culture, offering a vision of the good life and of paradise. Cultures must generate some conception of paradise or some imaginative notion of what constitutes the good life. They must bring to life a set of images, symbols, and signs that stir up interest at the very least, and devotion and loyalty at the most.15 After 1880, American commercial capitalism, in the interest of marketing goods and making money, started down the road of creating just such a set and system of symbols, signs, and enticements, just such a vision of the good life. From the 1880s onward, a commercial aesthetic of desire and longing took shape to meet the needs of business. And since that need was constantly growing and seeking expression in wider and wider markets, the aesthetic of longing and desire was everywhere and took many forms. After 1880 this aesthetic appeared in show windows, electrical signs, fashion shows, advertisements, and billboards; as free services and sumptuous consumer environments; and as the artifacts or commodities themselves.

At the heart of the evolution of this commercial aesthetic were the visual materials of desire—color, glass, and light. Used for centuries by royal courts and by the military to excite devotion, loyalty, and fear, and by religions to depict otherworldly paradises, these materials were now mobilized in the United States and other industrialized countries to suggest a this-worldly paradise that was stress-free and “happy.” “Coloured glass,” wrote German architectural Utopian Paul Scheerbart, who influenced Mies van der Rohe and Frank Lloyd Wright, among others, “destroys hatred.” “Light softened by color, calms the nerves.”16 By 1910, American merchants, in their efforts to create the new commercial aesthetic, took command over color, glass, and light, fashioning a link so strong between them and consumption that, today, the link seems natural. By the 1920s so many commercial institutions and people had exploited “color” that, according to The New York Times, the word itself had been “worn to a frazzle.”17

The new consumer direction of American culture was also the consequence of alliances among diverse institutions, noneconomic and economic, working together in an interlocking circuit of relationships to reinforce the democratization of desire and the cult of the new. National corporations, department stores, investment banks, hotel chains, and the entertainment industry joined this circuit, but so did the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Brooklyn Museum, the Harvard Business School and the Wharton School, Cornell University, New York University, Pratt Institute, and the New York School of Design. Even the nation’s most radical labor union, the Industrial Workers of the World, participated inadvertently in the building of this new culture.

American religious institutions, and the spiritual culture transmitted by them, were transformed by the new mass economy and culture and aided in their creation. It is one of the goals of this book to illuminate the character of that change, its spiritual as well as institutional character, its impact on consciousness. By 1900 mainstream Protestant denominations were beginning to bend and redefine their institutional missions in compliance with the new cultural perspective, and, in time, many Catholics and Jews went down a similar road. New religious or quasi-religious groups—the mind curers and positive thinkers like gurus Orison Swett Marden and Helene Blavatsky, and writers such as Eleanor Porter (author of Pollyanna) and L. Frank Baum (creator of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz) arrived on the scene, offering an outlook in comfortable harmony with the priorities and perspectives of the business world.

After about 1910, the federal government, too, joined the chorus of support and, with the expansion of the U.S. Department of Commerce under Herbert Hoover, placed a capstone on it in the 1920s.

Cultures of any endurance rest on strong relations among different institutions. After 1895, stores, museums, churches, and government agencies were beginning to act together to create the Land of Desire, redirecting aspiration toward consumer longings, consumer goods, and consumer pleasures and entertainments. A new group of brokers worked at the center of this circuit to facilitate the movement of images, money, and information. In the process they helped change the culture. I use the term “broker” here broadly, to encompass not only the obvious real estate brokers and stockbrokers but also any individual or group committed to helping business in a mediating capacity, among them investment bankers, corporate lawyers, and credit experts; urban museum curators and art school instructors who taught commercial and industrial “art” to up-and-coming designers; university professors who trained business leaders; economists who redefined the goals of the industrial order to include greater consumption; advertising agents and travel agents; “specialists” who created the “light and color” for places like Times Square; and professional model agencies (such as John Powers Incorporated in Manhattan) that brokered female bodies.

Journalist Samuel Strauss observed in the 1920s that brokers had the distinctive “talent” of being able to “adjust themselves to the time’s changing demands.”18 Since time immemorial, they served as dispassionate go-betweens, bringing people together, arranging deals, negotiating contracts, and, most important, lending money. While earlier on the fringes of economic life, brokers—especially moneylenders—were regarded with contempt and fear for exploiting the resources of others but, as the market grew and new kinds of brokers appeared (jobbers, real estate agents, commodity and stock traders, and so forth), such prejudices began to weaken, although brokering’s marginal character held on.19

After 1895 or thereabouts, the brokering class took on unprecedented size and began to fill a place in American life that turned the twentieth century into a century of intermediaries, and cities like New York into huge havens for brokering. The brokering style—repressing one’s own convictions and withholding judgment in the interest of forging profitable relationships—is among the most modern of styles. It occupies a preeminence in today’s political and moral economy. Brokers are now busy in nearly every sphere of activity, and they have helped inject into American culture a new amoralism essentially indifferent to virtue and hospitable to the ongoing inflation of desire. As with the merchants and the manufacturers, they were and are interested in expanding markets and volume turnover, in the movement of commodities from producer to consumer, in money, not people, and in the future, not the past. Don’t worry about the past, advised one such broker, Emily Fogg Mead, an advertising expert and mother of Margaret Mead, in 1901, in an economics journal. “Accompanying all the early stages of innovation,” she reassured businessmen, “is a fear of wrong-doing, of disloyalty to ideals, and of the coming destruction of the foundation of society; but the next generation has no conscientious misgivings.”20

No country, it seems to me, developed the kind of commercial aesthetic, the type of brokering class, the form of institutional circuitry, or the variety of spiritual accommodations as those that emerged in the United States. The United States was the first country in the world to have an economy devoted to mass production, and it was the first to create the mass consumer institutions and the mass consumer enticements that rose up in tandem to market and sell the mass-produced goods. More effectively and pervasively than any other nation, America (or, more precisely, the dominant business class in America) forged a unique bond among different institutions that served to realize business aims. This book traces the history of these institutions and shows why they, along with the commercial establishments themselves, along with the Wanamakers, the Fields, and the Strauses, helped initiate and perpetuate the world’s most powerful culture of consumption.

The culture of consumer capitalism, which became over time the very culture of America, did not appear without resistance or opposition—nothing this new or of this magnitude could have simply waltzed in and taken over. Nor were its effects felt everywhere in the same way. There were still many places—rural towns, religious communities, even urban enclaves—untouched to some degree by consumer capitalist culture. At the very time, moreover, that this culture was unfolding, another institutional complex was also emerging—the new public schools, the public universities, and the private colleges—which were not connected closely to the commercial system and which offered countless numbers of young Americans other paths to success and fulfillment (although, as we shall see, these institutions, too, yielded to the educational priorities of business). And, as I hope this book demonstrates, many groups and individuals raised their voices against the new cultural changes taking place and rebelled against them. These included farmers and workers who fought the large corporations; the small, independent merchants of the era who took part in the “retail wars” against the big department stores; religious believers and leaders as well as Congressional democrats and municipal socialists; insurgent economists and literary intellectuals; and numerous “ordinary” citizens. Many of these people were principally loyal to the older democratic producing tradition, a powerful tradition that claimed people themselves should determine the fate of their culture, the shape of their politics, and the conditions of their labor. Others simply feared the impact of capitalist culture on spiritual and creative life. And the very newness of this culture disturbed and alienated many men and women who lived through its creation and who felt, toward the end of their lives, like strangers in their own country. But despite this opposition and dissent, the culture did take hold and came to dominate and to reshape the American experience.
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THE DAWN OF
A COMMERCIAL EMPIRE

“They have emerged,” wrote economist Edward Mead, husband of Emily Fogg Mead, of the new business corporations, in 1910, “like the trees in the primeval forest, wide and deep in the desires and necessities of mankind.”1 From meat-packing firms like Armour and Swift to giant U.S. Steel, corporations overshadowed the economy and took the collective American breath away. They belonged to a large array of economic groups and firms that altogether populated the new primeval forest with a host of trees, from such mass consumption companies as Sears, Roebuck, Wool-worth’s, and the hotel chain of Ellsworth Statler to such department stores as Marshall Field’s of Chicago, Siegel-Cooper’s of New York, and John Wanamaker’s of Philadelphia, each run by aggressive merchants who invented the sometimes dreamlike, sometimes nightmarish world of modern merchandising.

By the turn of the century, the retail dry goods houses of the past—even Alexander Turney Stewart’s white Marble Palace in downtown Manhattan—had been surpassed by the huge department stores that appeared virtually everywhere in America. Led by men who took risks and occasionally ended up bankrupt or even in prison, the mass retail businesses plunged into an extraordinary whorl of competitiveness. The department stores in particular, symbolic of the very essence of the consumer revolution, rose to dominance through a multitude of means. They sold a vast range of goods under single roofs and controlled masses of capital (their own and other people’s), thus attempting to eliminate their small-scale competition. When this failed, they crushed their enemies in the retail wars of the 1890s, using, among other means, the arm of the state.

Growth was fast and furious, and often too dangerous or intense for many men accustomed to old-fashioned forms of quiet marketing and selling. By the late 1890s so many goods, in fact, were flowing out of factories and into stores that businessmen feared overproduction, glut, panic, and depression. A crisis in distribution struck the new economy, menacing the gains achieved in production. And out of the turmoil (the threat of which, however, would never disappear), businessmen would turn to new kinds of merchandising. Out of the turmoil would come a steady stream of enticements—display and decoration, advertising, fashion, style, service, and so forth—to break up the logjam of goods and to awaken Americans, as Emily Fogg Mead wrote, to “the ability to want and choose.”

“The Master Institutions of Civilized Life”

At the center of the creation of the new economy and culture was a revolution in the production of industrial and agricultural goods and the advent of the profit-driven corporation. This revolution begot the brokers and was the principal cause behind the creation of America’s new institutional circuitry. In just six years, between 1899 and 1905, American food output grew by nearly 40 percent. The quantity of cheap artificial jewelry doubled between 1890 and 1900, as did the amount of men’s and women’s ready-wear clothing. Production of glassware and lamps jumped from 84,000 tons in 1890 to 250,563 tons in 1914, and Americans were walking on more rugs by the end of the nineteenth century—so it was claimed—than were all other people in the world combined.2 A multitude of goods were produced to satisfy needs that no one knew they had. Now “we have pickle and olive forks,” Emily Fogg Mead wrote, “strawberry and ice cream forks, oyster and fish forks; we have also berry spoons, sugar spoons, soup spoons, salt spoons, mustard spoons in ever-increasing variety.”3 In 1890 a total of 32,000 pianos were marketed; by 1904 it was 374,000. There was an equally voluminous output of cheap sheet music. Today, only one or two American piano firms survive (most successfully, Steinway), but in 1900 there were perhaps hundreds of “name” pianos—among them Chickering, Baldwin, Kranich and Bach, Mason and Hamlin, Emerson, Vose, Kimball, and Brewster, most flooding the middle-class market with relatively cheap instruments.4

All this production was the result of the addition of new tools and “continuous-process” machines, and of the discovery of new energy sources such as coal, steam, gas, oil, and—crucially—electricity. The machines and energy speeded up and increased output to mass-production levels, allowed businessmen to build factories and offices in any direction anywhere in the country, and created the potential for what Fogg Mead called a “never-ending scale of expansion.”5 Major railroad trunk lines, as we know them today, were completed by 1895, and telephones and telegraph connected voices across great distances, increasing the rapid movement of goods and money.6 Reserves of labor to operate the machines also grew, consisting of a vast army of immigrants and of native unemployed workers from the countryside and small towns. So, too, business had at its disposal, for the first time ever, huge amounts of capital for investment, capital pooled by new commercial and state banks and, above all, by the new insurance companies.7

In the vanguard were the large business corporations or combinations, which superseded the typical mid-nineteenth-century firm in economic importance. The earlier firm was small-scale and low volume and strove for success through product differentiation or by manufacturing a single unique product in a secure, relatively noncompetitive niche. The newer corporations cared little for differentiation, everything about high volume, full capacity production, and domination of mass markets. They came on the scene (especially after 1895) in response to a rapid fall in prices, high labor costs, and market volatility—all caused by intense competition. Corporations sought to end this competition by getting “control over prices, labor, and middlemen”—but above all, as Edward Mead insisted, “control over prices.” “The essence of competition,” he wrote, “is the sacrifice of prices to the buyer, and the essential principle of combination is the control of supply by the seller.” Corporations wanted to be free, with intervention from no one, to “charge what the traffic will bear” and to “get from the buyer all that the buyer can be induced to pay.”8

Unlike entrepreneurial firms, which were (and are) owned and conducted by individuals or partners, corporations were legal entities designed to provide limited liability and to ensure continuity of ownership beyond the lifetime of the original owners. They were social organizations marked by administrative hierarchies, managing machines, tools, and labor. But they were above all economic institutions, created to generate capital through private and public stock ownership and, through consolidation and often mergers, to seize market control in behalf of making profits. “The modern industrial corporation,” wrote Harvard economics professor Arthur Hadley in 1907, admiringly, “was developed as a means of meeting the need for capital by large industries,” capital “far beyond the power of any one man or any small group of partners to furnish.”9

Modern business corporations were profit-driven machines. By 1900, many of them, in alliances with promoters and investment bankers who helped form the consolidations and mergers, were remaking the economy into a system preoccupied with “making profits” rather than with “making goods.” The investment bankers especially—as Thorstein Vehlen was perhaps the first to note—were directing economic life along a largely pecuniary path; these men, who were little concerned about the intrinsic value or utility of goods, supplied corporations with credit to expand, merge, and control markets, often sitting on their boards of directors and even managing the businesses themselves. They brought into play a new form of capital—“business capital,” as Veblen called it. By 1895 “investment for gain” had begun to “supersede commitment to industry and workmanship,” a shift in outlook Veblen described as “one of the most significant mutations in man’s history.”10

Corporations carried out on a grand scale what Robert Heilbroner has argued is the essence of the capitalist process—“the continuous transformation of capital-as-money into capital-as-commodities, followed by a re-transformation of capital-as-commodities into capital-as-money.” (Edward Mead again: “Great corporate beings grow continuously” and are “constantly adding to [their] equipment in order to increase [their] profits”).11 It was this potentially convulsive process that gave to the American economy and society its dynamic, innovative, thrusting-forward character—more goods this year than last, more next year than this, profit on profit. It led, inexorably, to the amassing of more and more capital in the hands of the owners of productive resources and capital, and conferred on those owners the power to decide who should be or should not be employed and the character of the work itself. The process endowed them with the power to direct the activities of society and to control access to wealth, goods, and happiness.12 In the words of Vehlen, the corporation had by 1900 “come not only to dominate the economic structure but to be the master institution of civilized life.”13

Not all businesses adopted the corporate form—not the building and garment industries, for instance, both of which consisted of many individually operated firms that eluded incorporation (often to be free to rely on subcontracting and to employ the cheapest labor).14 But corporations became preponderant in both the producer and consumer sectors of the economy. In record-breaking time, as business historian Alfred Chandler has shown, they took over the production and distribution of goods in the United States, displacing in importance small employer-owned businesses. Giant producer-goods firms were built, from E. I. Dupont, maker of explosives, to U. S. Steel and Standard Oil. Close behind or at the same time were the big consumer-goods corporations: soap companies like Procter & Gamble; tobacco conglomerates like R. J. Reynolds and P. Lorillard; and meat businesses like Gustavus Swift, Inc., with its “full line” of lamb, pork, beef, and poultry, its numerous branch meat packing houses, and its branch marketing outlets spanning the country by 1890.15

Americans also witnessed a great surge forward after 1895 in the expansion of the service industry. The hotel and restaurant business was virtually nonexistent throughout most of the nineteenth century, mostly small-scale, confined to a few cities. After the Civil War, the new railroads changed all this, building or helping to build plush hotels and restaurants in cities coast to coast that catered to traveling wholesale buyers and sellers, politicians, traveling actors and circus troupes, swelling numbers of tourists, and con artists of all stripes. The greatest growth came after 1900, marked by the arrival of the first “skyscraper hotel” and of the first chains of large hotels, multistory monoliths run like factories and staffed by thousands of workers toiling from dawn to dusk.16

Merchandising underwent a similar burst in development, including dry goods houses, chain stores, mail order and specialty houses, and, most spectacularly, department stores. Although many of these businesses, as Chandler has argued, remained independently owned and operated (as many are today), merchandising as a whole experienced the same impulse toward expansion, concentration, and even incorporation that overtook the rest of the economy.17

From Marble Palaces to Masses of Goods and Capital

Before 1880 businesses like department stores did not exist; what did exist were neighborhood dealers, small dry goods firms, and large wholesalers that fanned out through distributing outlets into cities, towns, and villages. In the next twenty years, however, cities throughout the country would be filled with large retail establishments—multifloored, multiwindowed buildings of great concentrated selling power. In England, Japan, France, and Northern Europe, department stores had also gained a foothold but only in capital cities (none existed in Rome or Madrid, however).18 The great French stores for “popular trade” that also influenced American merchandising—Galeries Lafayette, Les Printemps, and Bon Marché—appeared only in Paris (a city, in any case, known principally for its luxurious specialty shops).19 In Japan, just one large store commanded interest—Mitsukoshi of Tokyo.20 English retailing, although highly evolved in terms of both small and large consumer cooperatives and multiple specialized shops, had major middle-class department stores—for instance, Whiteley’s, Harrod’s, and Selfridges—only in London. Significantly, Selfridges, the very first commercial building in England built on a steel frame and from reinforced concrete, was founded by an American, H. Gordon Selfridge.21 There were department stores in Germany but these sold largely cheap goods to a “lower class” clientele (only Berlin’s Wertheim, which catered to foreigners, boasted a middle-class character).22

American department store merchandising was different in its scope, size, and prolific middle classness. Substantial middle-class stores were constructed in many cities and even in small towns at such a rate as to outpace anything comparable going on elsewhere in the world. “You find stores of this category not only in New York, in Chicago, and in Philadelphia,” observed one startled Swiss merchant during a visit to the United States in 1915, “but also well-known stores of enormous dimension in many other cities throughout the United States.”23

Department stores overshadowed the scene through the sheer rapidity and size of their expansion, which started in earnest, if chaotically, in the early 1890s as merchants began to tack new wings onto older stores, often creating “shreds and patches without unity or dignity,” as one architect complained.24 They, along with retailing chains and mail-order businesses of all kinds, dominated merchandising after 1895. And they did so because they contributed to the creation of a new powerful universe of consumer enticements. The mass market merchants succeeded as well because they sold a world of new goods under one roof, concentrated ownership and controlled large capital sums (like other corporations), crushed or absorbed their competitors, and demonstrated great individual skill.

Of the few big early merchants, only the Scotch-Irish immigrant Alexander Turney Stewart, who possessed the nation’s biggest stores in New York in the 1860s and 1870s, could have come close to what we think of as a modern mass retailer. Stewart was certainly a phenomenon, said to be the man who brought the one-price system to America, so successful by the late 1860s that President Ulysses S. Grant tried, to no avail, to appoint him secretary of the treasury. He made most of his money in the lucrative business expansion in New York City during and after the Civil War. His five-story cast-iron retail dry goods store, the Marble Palace, commanded the full block at Astor Place and Broadway in downtown Manhattan. Majestic on its white Corinthian columns and illuminated by gaslight and hundreds of windows, the store stood until a fire destroyed it in the 1950s. It was the largest building in New York City in the 1860s.25 On the fourth floor, where manufacturing took place, stooping women and children labored at sewing machines in row upon row. Downstairs, ladies shopped, inspecting the high fashion and fancy dry goods on display—the Belfast laces, the silk gowns, the $1,000 camel-hair shawls.26

Stewart was one of the country’s first great subjects of fantasy and myth about what wealth could give Americans, a man pursued and dreamed of by thousands who thought him “famed for his world renowned generosity… and great abundance,” as one of his many doting correspondents wrote.27 His very regal existence, strange in a land of republicans, gave birth to absurd ideas of benevolence and invited extraordinary appeals. One Brooklyn woman wrote to offer him her body: “I must have money and to get it am willing to sell myself. I come to you because you are a Gentleman and I feel safe in trusting you. I am conversant with what the world terms refined society. I am thirty years of age and good figure—will you make the purchase?” A man from Ohio begged Stewart to “send me fifty thousand dollars. I want to buy land and start a nursery. Send it at once for time is money.” An eighteen-year-old boy from Florida pleaded “for a Velocipede. I have been trying to save money enough to buy one for some time but would not do so. I would not ask you sir if I thought for one moment you would not give it to me.” “I would like to have you send me $3,” wrote another boy, a fourteen-year-old from Belleville, New York, “you being the Wealthiest man I know.28

Stewart was condemned by some as a “social vampire” and his “whole system of business” reviled “an oppression.”29 But even after he died in 1876 and was buried in a casket of satin and gold, Stewart’s hold over fantasy was lasting. Gail Hamilton, popular columnist and editor of Harper’s Bazaar, wrote that he had freed Americans, at last, from the guilt of having wealth and desiring money. “We all want money and luxury,” she said. “We only decry it when we cannot get it.” Stewart told us that “we ought to enjoy wealth” and to “cease our idle carping against money.”30

Yet, for all of this, Stewart did mostly a wholesale business (in the 1870s and 1880s, the only large merchandising was wholesale), and his retail store sold only fancy dry goods. “The only great store in existence” before 1876, John Wanamaker wrote a friend in 1908, “was the A. T. Stewart store, which was limited to dry goods.”31 By the midnineties, new unified mass retail institutions were being built, the first erected—according to many accounts—by the audacious Henry Siegel of New York City. Siegel started out as an independent merchant in Chicago, collaborated with Dutch-born Frank Cooper in 1887 to create the first Siegel-Cooper store, and then, flushed with success, marched off to New York. With help from the investment banking house of Goldman, Sachs, which issued bonds for him in the sum of $2 million, he bought up enormous chunks of Manhattan real estate. He opened the new Siegel-Cooper’s in 1896 at Eighteenth Street and Sixth Avenue. It was a steel-framed stone building, six stories high, topped by a giant greenhouse, a roof-garden restaurant, and a two-hundred-foot tower—the first self-contained store “covered by a single roof in the world,” according to Siegel’s architects, Delemos and Cordes.32

By the early part of the new century, John Wanamaker wrote, “500-watt tungsten lamp” stores had overtaken the “candles” of the past, rising twelve to twenty-five stories and together covering millions of acres of selling space.33 Many of the most famous firms began to assume their familiar shapes in these years: Marshall Field’s in 1902 and 1912, and Carson, Pirie, Scott in 1903, both in Chicago; Macy’s in 1902 in Manhattan; Filene’s in Boston in 1912; and the white Famous-Barr department store in St. Louis in 1913, a magnificent structure that still overlooks the city’s downtown retail district. In 1913, the “old conglomerate bunch of buildings” that had made up the Lazarus store in Cincinnati was torn down and replaced by a full-block integrated department store.34

More than other businesses, department stores revealed the totality of what the American economy was producing and importing. In the 1880s, most stores had only fifteen small departments, but by 1910, many offered upward to 125. Siegel-Cooper’s sold in the late 1890s not only staples, yard goods, notions, ready-made clothing, machine-made furnishings, and hundreds of name-brand pianos but also photographic equipment in the largest photographic gallery anywhere, and monkeys, dogs, cats, birds, lion and panther cubs, and tropical fish in its huge pet department. In 1910 Macy’s was conducting the largest domestic rug business in the country, at Thirty-fourth Street and Seventh Avenue in Manhattan, and Wanamaker’s in Philadelphia had the “finest bookstore in the United States,” soon to be surpassed by Marshall Field’s of Chicago, which would exceed in volume and sales any other such business “in the world.”35

Stores from Bloomingdale’s and Siegel-Cooper’s in New York to The Fair in Chicago sold huge quantities of preserved and refrigerated meats, canned foods, fresh vegetables, cheeses, breads, candies, numerous coffees and teas, and gourmet specialties.36 Macy’s, the first large retail store to merchandise kosher foods, according to the store’s food buyer, William Titon, by 1914 was selling “all the rare tropical fruits and vegetables, irrespective of season.”37 Its food department had dietetic foods (granola, wheat bran, wheat flakes, peanut butter, whole wheat foods, yogurt, and so forth); 265 different kinds of wine, claret, and champagne; also an assortment of beers, gins, brandies, rums, whiskies, and liquors of “all descriptions,” and, under Macy’s own label, Red Star Brand cocktails (pre-mixed manhattans and martinis).38 The “grocery” business in department stores paid well, but some merchants refused to engage in it: “Our firm has declined the grocery business,” wrote John Wanamaker to an inquiring customer in 1899, “because it could not be done profitably without wines and liquors, the use of which we are opposed to on principle.”39

Besides selling goods in great array, the mass retailers secured the capital to enlarge their facilities continually as well as to buy and sell more and more goods. Many merchants, for instance, tried to integrate all the elements of the economic process, from raw materials and manufacturing to distribution and marketing, as well as wholesale and retail merchandising. To be sure, by 1900—and certainly by the 1920s—this kind of integration was rapidly disappearing, as mass retailers dropped their manufacturing units and wholesale divisions to concentrate exclusively on retailing, leaving the other functions to be carried out more efficiently by others. But before this time, merchants like A. T. Stewart—even in the 1870s—exercised such control (with factories abroad and even in his own store). So did Marshall Field’s until the early 1930s, with its far-flung system of mills, factories, and branch wholesale offices (thirty, even in 1932); John Wanamaker to some degree (in candies, pillows, cosmetics, ice cream, and toothpaste); and Macy’s, with a textile factory in Ireland, a fine china plant in France, and a glassware outlet in Bohemia.40 Bloomingdale’s was not only making its own underwear in 1909 but its own pianos as well, in a four-story building at Sixty-third Street in Manhattan, employing “hundreds of expert piano builders.” Mandels on State Street in Chicago manufactured a “better class of mattresses and box springs and overstuffed furniture.”41

Many merchants took the first steps toward the creation of national chains, part of a pattern of consolidation already under way in manufacturing. In 1906 Wall Street investment bankers financed the expansion of Sears, Roebuck and Company, the mail-order house first incorporated in 1892 and serving the still enormous farmer-country market; the banks offered millions of dollars’ worth of Sears stock on the public securities market to get the company the capital needed to expand. “For the first time,” a historian of the company writes, “Sears, Roebuck had a solid financial footing,” with “plenty of working capital to support its rapid increase in sales volume.”42 This was a trend with notable implications for the shaping of this country’s economy and culture. Historian Allan Nevins has written that “down to 1906, very little of the public money market was open to entrepreneurs in the mass-merchandising field.”43 But the investment bankers, seeing handsome financial rewards before
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