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| The Busy Hive

Reaping the Factory’s Harvest

then ask where they came from, who brought them here, who will
buy them, and where they will go next. Follow the seller, follow the
buyer.

Country folk sent grain, lumber, and livestock to Chicago, and re-
ceived in return a nearly endless variety of merchandise. The exotic mate-
rials and manufactured goods they purchased with the produce of their
land and labor came from all over the world, assembled by Chicago
wholesalers for distribution to rural and small-town customers through-
out the city’s hinterland. This westward flow of merchandise comple-
mented the stream of natural resources moving in the opposite direction.
The Iowa farm family who raised corn for cattle purchased from Wyo-
ming and who lived in a farmhouse made of Wisconsin pine clothed
themselves with Mississippi cotton that Massachusetts factory workers
had woven into fabric, worked their fields with a plow manufactured in
Iliinois from steel produced in Pennsylvania, and ended their Sunday
meal by drinking Venezuelan coffee after enjoying an apple pie made on
an Ohio stove from the fruit of a backyard orchard mixed with sugar from
Cuba and cinnamon from Ceylon. These were all store-bought goods
mingling ever more deeply with a homemade world, the endless small
treasures with which the market rewarded those who labored in its ser-
vice. In bringing these goods to rural communities throughout the Great
West, merchants supplied the other side of the exchange relationship that
drew so much western produce to Chicago, sustaining and motivating

I o understand the market, open the boxes: see the objects inside,
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rural and urban production alike. The elaborate hierarchy of central
places, from the largest metropolis down to the smallest town and most

_ remote rural farm, existed largely to sustain this movement of goods and

produce shuttling between city and country.

Chicago contributed to the flow of manufactured goods from a grow-
ing number of its own factories. In the beginning, Chicagoans simply
processed hinterland resources, so the earliest industries included lum-
ber milling, meat-packing, tanning, soapmaking, flour milling, and oth-
ers.! Primary processing of this sort made good economic sense in the
city because raw materials were abundant there, because such industries
did not require complicated capital equipment, and because the large
local labor pool made it easy to accommodate high turnover of unskilled
workers. The demand for manufactured goods grew in tandem with local
population and the extension of the city’s hinterland, so factory workers
became an ever larger share of Chicago’s population. In 1860, they still
constituted only 5 percent of the city’s residents. A decade later, after the
intense economic growth of the Civil War, their numbers had increased
nearly sixfold and their share of the population had doubled, to 10 per-
cent. By 1880, 15 percent of all people in Chicago labored in its factories.
Many of the new industrial workers were themselves part of an extended
rural-urban migration, having come to the city from countrysides as near
as Illinois and as far away as Germany, Ireland, England, and Scan-
dinavia.?

The period between 1860 and 1880 saw in Chicago, as in the rest of
the Great Lakes region, the rise of a diversified secondary-manufacturing
sector that did much more than just process natural resources. Factories
in the region found it hard to compete with northeastern firms that had a
head start in manufacturing high-value goods like textiles, but they could
compete successfully if no eastern firms yet dominated the national mar-
ket for a product. The population of the Ohio and Mississippi river valleys
was now large enough to sustain a significant regional market in machine
tools, hardware, furniture, agricultural implements, and other such prod-
ucts.® In the absence of serious eastern competition, midwestern firms
got started successfully before entry into the national market for these
goods became too difficult. Not all such firms were based in major cities,
since factories often had less need for high-order urban services than did
other businesses. But by 1880 Chicago had the largest industrial work
force—over 75,000 people—west of the Appalachians.4 In that year, its
factories and shops produced nearly a quarter of a billion doltars worth of
goods, including $85 million in meat-packing products, $19 million in
clothing, $10 million in iron and steel, $9 million in foundry and machine
shop products, $8 million in beer and liquor, $6 million in furniture, $6
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million in printed matter, and $3 million in agricultural implements, to
say nothing of many smaller product lines.’

The railroads supported Chicago’s growth as a manufacturing center
in much the same way that they supported every other aspect of the city’s
economy, giving factories the broad regional market that allowed them to
expand and diversify. But Chicago manufacturers (like Chicago lumber
merchants) derived at least one special benefit from a perennial problem
that railroad managers faced in the city. Most agricultural produce moved
from west to east. This meant that thousands of grain cars entered Chi-
cago filled with wheat and corn, but had to go back empty—earning no
return on invested capital—unless the railroads could find something else
to fill them, Like lumber, factory products met that need nicely, and so
Chicago firms often got such favorable rates that they could outcompete
manufacturers elsewhere. “The local manufacturer,” explained one non-
Chicagoan, “. . . must have some very great advantages in location and
materials peculiar to the local place to enable him to compete successfully
against the allied advantages of cheap transportation and combined com-
petition.”8

One sure sign of Chicago’s expanding industrial output was its grow-
ing demand for iron and steel. Railroad cars and rails, agricultural equip-
ment, machine tools, wagons, hardware: all required iron, which people
began to mine in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan during the 1840s and
1850s. The bulk of this Michigan ore initially traveled from the port
towns of Marquette, on Lake Superior, and Escanaba, on Lake Michigan,
to smelters in Cleveland, Ohio. But the distance from Escanaba to Cleve-
land was eight hundred miles; Chicago was five hundred miles closer. For
the same reason that railroads offered favorable rates on shipments filling
cars that might otherwise have traveled west empty, so did ships on Lake
Michigan. Because ships moving west had more trouble filling their holds
than ships moving east, ore going from Michigan to Chicago got better
rates than ore headed in the opposite direction. Once Chicagoans recog-
nized their advantage in obtaining ore via the lake, they began to consider
building smelters of their own as an alternative to purchasing pig iron
from Ohio and Pennsylvania. The only other thing they needed to start
smelting was a cheap source of coal, which by the 1860s was becoming
available by rail in large quantities from mines in southern Illinois. And
50, in 1868, the Chicago Iron Ore Company began manufacturing the
city's first pig iron.” By 1880, ten other firms had joined it, employing
nearly three thousand workers to produce over $10 million worth of iron
and steel.8 Chicago thereby gained yet another set of supply hinterlands,
receiving Illinois coal and Michigan iron ore at smelters that in turn sold
pig iron to factories throughout the city.

THE BUSY HIVE 313

;

Among those factories, probably the most famous was the McCormick
reaper works, which can serve as a case study in the growth of Chicago
industry and the sale of manufactured goods to hinterland customers.
Cyrus McCormick invented his first reaper to mechanize grain harvesting
in his home state of Virginia in 1831.% He realized by the mid-1840s,

~however, that the best market for his invention lay beyond the Appala-

chians, among the prairie farmers who were producing a growing share of
the nation’s wheat output. He therefore decided to move his manufactur-
ing operations west, where he would be nearer to his potential customers,
and so built a factory in Chicago in 1847.1© Why he chose Chicago re-
mains something of a mystery—other western cities in Pennsylvania and
Ohio had much better manufacturing facilities—but whether by luck or
shrewd booster logic, his timing could not have been better. The next
year saw the city acquire its first canal, railroad, telegraph, stockyard, and
grain elevator, and its Board of Trade.!! McCormick successfully manu-
factured 450 reapers in his first year of production; within two years, that
number had tripled. He found enthusiastic customers among the farmers
in Chicago's immediate hinterland, where the flatness of the local terrain
and the size of its checkerboard fields made the machine more attractive
to farmers than it had been in the East. Prairie farmers also saw it as a
solution to the high labor costs they regularly faced during harvest sea-
son.12

Still, farmers’ adoption of the reaper was hardly automatic, for
McCormick’s early designs had serious flaws.!3 Grain too easily jammed
the cutting blades until a divider was added to separate stalks as they
entered the machine. The cutting bar had to undergo several changes
before it became truly efficient and could be used for mowing as well as
reaping. The wheat cut by McCormick's earliest reapers fell onto a plat-
form, and a laborer walking beside had to rake it off by hand. Adding a
chair for this person (and one for the driver as well) increased productiv-
ity, and helped persuade more farmers to buy the machine. Not until all
these changes were perfected in the mid-1850s did acceptance of McCor-
mick’s reaper become more widespread. Future improvements—self-rak-
ers, automatic twine binders, and eventually wire binders—would enlarge
the market still further.

Technical improvements were only part .of the story, however, for
McCormick faced the same marketing problems as any other Chicagoan
trying to sell urban goods to hinterland customers. Although he operated
afactory, he was at least as much a merchant as a manufacturer.!4 Farmers
had no experience with mechanical harvesting, and so had little idea that
they even needed a reaper, let alone how they should use it. This machine
that no one had ever heard of cost well over $100, placing it among the
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most expensive items other than land or buildings that a farm family
could buy. Reapers were so costly that ordinary dealers in agricultura]
implements had trouble keeping even one of them in stock, so McCor-
mick could not count on existing wholesale-retail channels to distribute
his product. He would have to market it himself, At the same time, he had
to grapple with the problem that faced all wholesalers and manufacturers
who sold large, expensive products to customers of modest means: how
to get people to spend more money than they ordinarily possessed.
McCormick’s responses to these many challenges suggest the directions
in which Chicago merchandising evolved over the next half century, an-
ticipating challenges that the city’s meat-packers, lumber wholesalers,
and other merchants would confront in the future. ‘

He solved his educational problem with advertising.'? He ran long ads
in the nation’s leading agricultural periodicais, filled with testimonials
from happy customers whose lives had been changed by the new ma-
chine. He usually illustrated the text with a carefully labeled woodcut so
that farmers could get an idea of how the new invention worked. He
arranged for his reapers to appear at county and state fairs, often in
competitive field trials with products of other manufacturers to add some
excitement for onlookers who might not realize they were viewing a sales-
man’s demonstration. “To sell,” McCormick declared, “I must adver-
tise,” and his advertising campaigns became a tool for educating mem-
bers of a broad rural public about the wondrous new technology spewing
forth from the firm’s Chicago factory.!6

McCormick next faced the task of obtaining orders for these machines
in rural communities. Toward that end, he began in the 1840s and 1850s
to commission agents who would handle reaper sales in small towns
throughout the region. Their names figured prominently in the com-
pany’s advertisements so that potential customers would know whom to
contact about purchasing a reaper in their area. Early each year, McCor-
mick sent his agents a sample reaper from the new line, which they could
move to different communities and display at county fairs or in court-
house squares, often next to the products of competing manufacturers.
(Agents eventually operated “machinery halls”—showrooms—where
farmers could examine equipment before placing their orders.) In return
for handling retail distribution, agents received several benefits: exclu-
sive sales rights to a well-defined area, discounts ranging from 10 to 15
percent of the retail price, and small advance payments to defray advertis-
ing costs.!? Agents learned how to assemble and repair any equipment
they received. They dealt in spare parts, taught farmers how to use the
machines, handled orders, arranged credit, and were responsible for all
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coliections. They were in effect the front guard of a carefully planned
campaign to introduce mechanization to American farming.!8

To solve the perennial problem of how to sell expensive equipment to
cash-poor retail customers, McCormick arranged for agents to make sales
on credit to farmers who placed an order. In 1849, for instance, he of-
fered a reaper for $115 to anyone who could pay cash, or for $120 to
those who put $30 down and paid 6 percent interest.!9 Payment was due
on December 1, just after the peak of the harvest, when farmers had more
cash on hand than at any other time of year. As in all lines of western
commerce, a willingness to extend credit to his customers was essential to
McCormick’s success in the new reaper trade.

There was one final problem. The reaper was a large, heavy piece of
equipment. Even when shipped in pieces, it was still expensive to move.
Shipping it any considerable distance by wagon was prohibitively expen-
sive, so the availability of cheap transportation was essential to develop-
ing a large regional and national market for the reaper. When McCormick
opened his factory, there were still no railroads anywhere near Chicago,
and even in 1850 the city’s sole line reached only a few dozen miles into
the Illinois countryside. McCormick’s earliest sales network therefore
had to rely on water. If one examines a map of the firm’s sales in 1850,
one sees that the heaviest concentrations of reaper purchases were
around Chicago, and in the more densely settled agricultural areas of St.
Louis’s upriver hinterland, in counties lining the Illinois and Mississippi
rivers.2® McCormick shipped his reapers out on the Illinois and Michigan
Canal, and agents arranged for delivery from canal and river towns to
customers’ farms.

As one might expect, the upsurge in the company’s business came
after 1854, when the railroads west of Chicago reached and then crossed
the Mississippi River. The technical and marketing apparatus McCormick
had organized—the improvements on his basic invention, the advertising
campaigns, the agency contracts, the arrangements for sale on credit—
suddenly bore fruit with the extension of Chicago’s rail hinterland. The
McCormick factory’s sales rose to over two thousand for the first time in
1855, and to nearly four thousand just one year later.2! By 1860, sales
showed a striking geographical reorientation.?? No longer were the coun-
ties with heaviest reaper purchases located along the canal or the river.
Instead, they followed the routes of Chicago’s railroads so precisely that
one can almost trace rail lines by connecting counties with maximum
purchases. Demand in these areas of rapid settlement was so intense that
the company’s sales enjoyed nearly uninterrupted growth in the decade
following 1851. Even the serious economic depression after 1857
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brought only one year in which sales fell, and then only by 2 percent—
minuscule when compared with the catastrophic declines that hit other
businesses. By 1860, farmers had apparently decided that the machine
from McCormick’s urban factory had become almost a necessity of rural
life.2?

The Merchant’s World: Prerailroad

McCormick’s success in persuading his customers that modern farm-
ing depended on his invention was typical of the era. The marketing
institutions he developed during the 1850s were widely adopted by mer-
chants and manufacturers in many lines of business, so a new culture of
buying and selling emerged simultaneously with the growth of Chicago
and its hinterland. The city system that arrayed towns and farms in rank
order beneath the young western metropolis came to be matched by an
equally hierarchical set of arrangements for wholesaling and retailing the
products that moved back and forth between city and country. O‘f all the
many revolutions that marked nineteenth-century life, none was more
pervasive than this. By using speed to lower the cost of space, the new
technology of rail transportation made it possible for urban markets to
extend their reach not just geographically and economically but cutturally
as well. Just so did McCormick cast his net of agents across the western
landscape and flood the western mails with advertisements educating
rural citizens about the new laborsaving devices that would make life on
the farm every bit as “modern” as life in a city like Chicago. The lessons
of the urban market were about newness. The merchandise one could buy
was new, the way one bought it was new, the life one could live with it was
new. Buying from the city meant participating in the progress of the age.

t meant becoming modern.

To see how much life had changed, reflect back on what it was like 10
be a merchant in, say, Jowa, before Chicago extended its hinterland as far
as the Mississippi River. Consider, for instance, John McDowell Burrows
of Davenport, who has already turned up several times in these pages.
Burrows came to Iowa from Cincinnati in 1838 to set up shop as a grocer.
His memoirs, written half a century later, supply a vivid portrait of a
frontier merchant’s activities, and offer a baseline against which to mea-
sure the changes emanating from Chicago and other urban markets with
the extension of the railroads.24 Living in a thinly settled district that was
linked to larger urban markets—principally St. Louis and New Orleans—
mainly by water, he faced all the usual problems of a prerail economy. His
miral rustamers usnally had little or no monev. When thev came to his
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store to buy merchandise, they rarely had cash to offer. Instead, they
prought with them the produce of their farms~—sacks of wheat or corn,
frozen hog carcasses, potatoes, onions, eggs, butter, anything that might
be of value—and expected to purchase groceries, dry goods, and hard-
ware in return. If Burrows wanted their trade, he had to be willing to take
what they offered, even if he wasn’t sure “what . . . to do with the pro-
duce.”” Some merchants tried to avoid dealing in such things, but Bur-
rows believed that they came with the territory. “I felt,” he wrote, “that
this country had to be settled up, and to accomplish this, some one must
buy the farmers’ surplus, or it would remain a wilderness.”’25

Because his customers were so cash poor, Burrows found himself
playing two roles that in the modern economy are generally quite distinct.
On the one hand, he regularly purchased a full line of merchandise from
wholesalers in St. Louis, Philadelphia, and elsewhere, to be marked up
and sold at retail to his customers. On the other hand, he also became a
produce merchant, buying a wide range of farm commodities and ship-
ping them downriver to urban markets.26 Burrows handled one group of
products as a seller and another as a buyer. In this way, he acquired the
cash and credit he needed to purchase more merchandise and begin the
cycle again. The concrete consequence of living at the bottom of a poorly
developed central place hierarchy, in other words, was that frontier mer-
chants could rarely afford to specialize. Instead, they had to be general-
ists, often operating on both sides of the market.

Their reward for so doing was to attract heavy trade from a wide rural
clientele, so that a store frequently had to stay open very late to handle all
its customers. Burrows described how farmers from several surrounding
counties traveled nearly a full day to be able to buy and sell at Davenport.
“Our store,” he reported,

was well patronized, and we hardly ever closed it until midnight. In the
forencons, the farmers in our county, from the Groves and points within a
circuit of ten or fifteen miles, would come in with their grain, etc., and by
the time they had unloaded and done their trading, another section would
begin to arrive from Clinton and Cedar Counties and the territory still
farther distant—a big day's travel—and would not all get in until near
bedtime. They wanted to unload and do their trading, so as to start home
early next morning, that they might reach home the same day. This made
our business very laborious.2?

Farmers sold their crops to Burrows because they lacked the time,
inclination, and money to market produce themselves. Steamboat service
was infrequent and expensive, and shipping goods by flatboat often
meant building the boat oneself—not cheap either, and a lot of work.
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Always there was the threat that shipments might be lost in a wreck,
bringing financial ruin to anyone unprepared to absorb such’ a catastro.
phe. Although farmers might have valuable crops to sell, getting them to
market was so difficult and expensive that it was often hard to find 3
buyer. And so the residents of Davenport’s hinterland turned to Burrov‘vg,
who made it his special business to find buyers. He and other frontier
merchants had literally to create markets where otherwise t_here would
have been none. Doing so was a tricky proposition that required a lot of
capital and not a little luck, but there was money to be made by those who
could stomach the risks. '

Looking back on his ventures of the 1840s, Burrows emphasized how
much of his time he had devoted solely to finding a market for the goods
he needed to sell. “My great trouble,” he wrote, “was to know where to
place the products. There was no Chicago then, not much of a market in
St. Louis, and I had to make frequent trips to every landmghnorth of
Davenport as far as Fort Snelling,”” where the army post at what is now St.
Paul—three hundred miles north—was one of the few reh.able'purchavsers
of farm produce.?8 Burrows’s earliest customers were primarily soldiers,
fur traders, and steamboat captains, scattered up and down the length of
the Mississippi between St. Louis and St. Paul. Each was in some way t'he
emissary of a distant urban market. Whether produce was lpurchased with
the salaries and food budgets of the War Department, with the expense
accounts of large corporations like the American Fur.ComPany, or v.mh
the tickets of immigrants and travelers spending their savings on river
journeys, each represented an influx of money from remolte cities like
Washington or New York. Capital fiowed from the urban hle’rarch.y. In-
come from such sources was crucial in sustaining a merchant’s business,
and in enabling farm families to participate in a cash economy beyond the
limits of their own subsistence production. ' ‘

One of a merchant’s biggest problems was getting good information

' about supply and demand along the river. Market news moved only a's
: quickly as a steamboat or a person on horseback, so word of someone’s
need for produce might take days or weeks to reach a potent}al s<'alle.1'.
“We have a great demand here for Eggs,” wrote a storekeeper in .Illmms
to a merchant in Iowa, “and hear that there are plenty of them. in your
place, and request you, to send us 5 or 6 Barrels of them immedi-
ately. . . .”” (Remembering the risk in such a shipmem,.he also thought to
add, *'But you must pack them in plenty of oats, for which you may charge
us.”)2® There was good money in such a letter, but only if one could ge't
the eggs to their would-be buyer before anyone elsn.:.. Al}‘too often, a
merchant went to great expense to send goods in the direction of a recent

rumor. only to find the market glutted by the time they arrived. Burrows’s
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jll-fated shipment of potatoes to New Orleans—which brought only eight
cents a bushel instead of the $2.00 he had expected—was hardly a unique
~ occurrence.”® In 1842, a would-be competitor arrived in Davenport and
announced on the basis of recent market news that he would pay double
Burrows’s price to any farmer who would sell him onions. The result was
an enormous heap of the pungent vegetables, so glutting the market that
they eventually had to be abandoned, and were eaten by cows. The in-
vestment was completely wasted—and it spoiled Davenport’s milk be-
sides!® :

But the biggest challenge of being a frontier merchant was undoubt-
edly the winter. The seasonal cycle that froze rivers and closed down the
regional transportation system for almost half the year affected nearly
every aspect of a storekeeper’s business. The problem with winter was
not just that customers had difficulty coming to town, or that merchants
could not reach distant wholesalers to restock goods when they sold
out.3? Much more troublesome was the freezing up of the cash economy.
The only way a frontier area acquired money—whether in the form of
gold, silver, or banknotes—was to send something to the outside world
for which the outside world was willing to pay. Winter prevented this
from happening. Worse, the greatest surge of agricultural products came
to market just as the rivers were becoming dangerous to travel, which
meant that a merchant who bought them would almost certainly have to
store them through the winter. At the very moment when trade was about
to slow nearly to a standstill and prospects for sales were at their worst,
merchants had to pay out a large share of their capital to purchase the
harvest from farmers in their neighborhood. Then, for the rest of the
winter, they sold merchandise on credit to those same farmers, who had
spent all their cash on fall supplies and mortgage payments. Burrows’s
situation as the weather began to warm in 1841 was familiar to all his
fellow merchants. “I found my means,"” he wrote, “all locked up in pro-
duce—corn, flour, pork, bacon, etc.,~and that it would be necessary for
me to realize on a good portion of my stock early, in order to replenish my
store.”?3 Burrows’s phrase captures the problem perfectly: winter locked
up capital.

The seasonal cycling of the economy, along with the slowness of
travel, meant that frontier merchants had to be prepared to handle large
surges of income and expenses. Boom and bust were their normal mode
of operation. Since they made money mainly by turning over their capital
as produce, cash, and merchandise, they needed a large enough means to
absorb the heavy risks of such transactions. The cost of travel in time and
money, and the big expense involved in laying up a stock of merchandise,
meant that they could afford to make oniv ane ar twn laree hivine trine
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each year. Frontier merchants journeyed for well over a month to Phila-
delphia and New York, guessing all the while about what their customers
might be willing to buy in the next year, and then spent as much as they
could afford on supplies. Because they purchased so much merchandise
at once, and because they had to hold such large quantities of farm pro-
duce during the winter, they also had to devote a lot of capital just to
warehousing their stock. Storage facilities were among their most signifi-
cant costs of doing business. During a big harvest, a merchant could easily
overflow his warehouse capacity. As we have seen, Burrows was known to
commandeer basements and sheds all over Davenport just to hold his
purchases until the river thawed.34

Finally, there was the cost of money. Because merchants were the
people who linked frontier areas with the larger cash economy, they
needed access to some form of money in the outside world. This could
take many forms. Best of all was cash itself—real gold and silver—but that
was extremely hard to find in most western communities outside the min-
ing districts. Next best were banknotes—checks drawn on a bank that
promised payment in gold or silver to anyone who submitted them. Since
nineteenth-century America had no national currency guaranteed by the
federal government, these were the best available form of paper money.
Not all banknotes were of equal value, though, since many banks, espe-
cially in the West, issued far more of them than they could ever redeem. 35
Worse still were the all-too-common counterfeit notes. Most banknotes
circulated at a discount from their face value, so a merchant taking them
as payment had to know the proper discount before accepting them. (One
learned such information from regular bulletins called ‘“‘counterfeit de-
tectors,” which published discount rates for all the common notes in
circulation.) Unsurprisingly, the most trustworthy banknotes came from
major metropolitan banks of unimpeachable soundness, but these were
often almost as rare as cash in western locales.?¢ Merchants had to make a
special effort to acquire metropolitan notes, paying out heavily dis-
counted western bills to acquire money that distant suppliers would be
willing to accept. “New York Exchange” was the phrase merchants used
for notes that could circulate anywhere; by the 1860s, they held *“Chicago
Exchange” in equally high regard.%?

But there was a simpler way to solve the problem of frontier money
shortages: credit. If one could form an alliance with a merchant in some
nonfrontier location, preferably a metropolitan center, it became possi-
ble to draw a check on that merchant’s bank account without having to
use regular banknotes at all. One could buy and sell entirely on account.
Burrows’s whole operation got its start and was sustained in just this way.
When he first maved tn Davennort. his canital consisted of a large stock of
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groceries and dry goods that he had on loan from his cousin John, one of
Cincinnati’s largest wholesale grocers.?® Burrows eventually went on to
establish a regular working relationship with the wholesale firm of Hen-
ning and Woodruff in St. Louis. It in turn was linked to John O. Woodruff
and Company in New Orleans and to James E. Woodruff and Company of
New York. Family networks of this kind were endemic to early American
wholesaling, because the success of long-distance trade depended so
heavily on being able to trust one's partners and associates even when
they were far away. Merchants could often trust their own kin more read-
ily than anyone else, but long-standing business relationships also be-
came a basis for trust, enabling a hinterland merchant like Burrows to
draw on large stores of urban capital from the Woodruffs whenever he
needed to buy or sell goods in metropolitan markets. In return, Burrows
agreed to trade primarily with the wholesalers who underwrote his busi-
ness. On at least one occasion, the only thing standing between him and
bankruptcy was the willingness of the Woodruffs to extend liberal credit
when all other sources of income had failed him.39

Without credit, frontier economies would quickly have collapsed.
Communities typically had so little cash that even local banks could run
out of money, as happened when Davenport’s banker told Burrows that
the merchant’s heavy produce buying had nearly broken the bank. “We
are cleaned out,” he announced. “We could not pay for your checks
another day to save our lives.” Burrows’s solution was to start issuing
notes on his own behalf, with a promise to redeem them for currency the
next April or for merchandise in the store whenever the customer
pleased.*® Such was the heavily leveraged world of frontier exchange.
Everyone owed money to everyone else, and for much of the year the only
way to sell anything at all was to do so “on time.” It was little wonder that
frontier interest rates were so high. Urban banks and wholesalers lent
their credit to small-town merchants, and they in turn lent merchandise to
their rural customers. The farmers, Burrows reported, “used all the
money they could get hold of, to break, fence, and stock their farms,
spending as little as they could with the merchant, and what trading they
did was generally on a year's credit.”41

It was a risky world, with bankruptcy or foreclosure lurking around
every corner. The letter that a worried farmer sent another Iowa mer-
chant during the hard times of 1858 captures the underlying anxiety of
the economy perfectly:

Dear sir

i suppose that you are in grate need of your money i have been trying my
very best to get it for you i have some eight five doilars dne me now i have
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been trying all day to day and did not get one five center i have my wheat
on hands yet, i am going to set for something as soon as posable and pay
up if I can dont put me to any cost you shant loos any thing by me i will pay
all as fast as I can times are very hard but you know that. . . .42

Letters in the opposite direction—from creditors trying to extract pay-
ment from tardy debtors—were rarely so sympathetic, but the problems
they described were no less real or serious. “We dislike to crowd you very
much,” wrote a St. Joseph wholesaler to a hardware dealer in Lincoln,
Nebraska, “but our obligations the next week are particularly heavy and
we shall need every available cent. We shall have to ask you to help us out
to the amount of 300.00,743
This, then, was the world of money, credit, and merchandise—of capi-
tal—that existed in the upriver hinterland of St. Louis during the 1830s,
1840s, and 1850s. In it, one sees concretely what it was like to live and
trade within the nascent urban hierarchy of the prerailroad Mississippi
Valley. In a landscape of scattered settlements, markets were few and far
between. They sprang up wherever a merchant succeeded in linking a
producer of farm crops with a seller of manufactured goods—and disap-
peared just as quickly. They were completely unreliable. Buyer and seller
often failed to find each other. One never knew how prices might change
from day to day, because there was no quick way of knowing the condition
of markets in other parts of the country. Cash was always in short supply,
especially during the winter months when everything—river, farms,
stores, trade—froze beneath the blanket of cold. Those who could sur-
vive under these circumstances—farmers and merchants alike—needed
lots of credit from anyone willing to lend it to them. Merchants had to buy
their stock months in advance, hoping that they could anticipate their
customers’ needs because eastern visits to suppliers happened so rarely.
! Once purchased, goods had to be held in warehouses [or months at
;; a time, locking up capital and preventing it from earning any interest
during the long winter wait. For their part, farmers paid heavily for the
inefficiency of the system that brought their goods to market, and
{ lived on credit from harvest to harvest as they tried to scrape together the
I funds to pay off a mortgage. It was not an easy place for anyone to earna
!

living.

The Merchant’s World: Postrailroad

Such was frontier lowa—and at one time or another every other part
af the Creat West—as it existed in 1854 when the Chicago and Rock
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Island Railroad finally pushed its way to the Illinois side of the Mississippi

opposite Davenport. The immediate implications of the rails pointing
back toward the eastern horizon should by now be so familiar that they
barely need repeating. The railroad meant speed. It meant regular, pre-
dictable schedules. It meant year-round movement, even in winter. It
meant escaping the river. It meant the East, and not the South. It meant
Chicago, and not St. Louis. It meant the future.

Most people welcomed the new technology almost as a savior, but for
some it was an ill wind. Not just the merchants of St. Louis worried about
what it might do to their business. Even Chicago retailers had initially
been nervous that “the Railroad would ruin Chicago, because it would
destroy all the team and retail trade of the city and transfer it to the
country.” Some storekeepers had even circulated a petition calling for
limits on railroad expansion. 4 Laughable as this idea might seem in ret-
rospect, it was not without foundation. Chicago’s retail trade did suffer in
the immediate wake of the railroads as area farmers stopped having to
make the same long trips that Burrows’s customers made to reach Daven-
port.* The railroad did eventually destroy the horse team trade. Indeed,
the coming of the Chicago and Rock Island was not good news for John
Burrows, for it meant the end of the way of doing business on which he
had built his life and fortune. To understand what finally happened to
Burrows, one must look at the railroad yet again, this time through the
eyes of those who had lived in the frontier world that preceded its com-
mg.

By lowering the cost of travel—reducing the time spent moving
through space—the railroad brought country and city closer together. It
elaborated the urban hierarchy by proliferating towns and villages be-
neath the emerging metropolis of Chicago, but also brought the layers of
that hierarchy closer together. It had once taken Burrows several days to
make the round-trip between Davenport and St. Louis. Now he could
reach Chicago in a little over eight hours.#6 Moreover, he could find in
that city most of the same goods that had once required a journey of many
weeks for a Mississippi River merchant to purchase on the East Coast. No
longer did buying trips have to be an annual affair. No longer did one
have to purchase all one’s stock in a single expedition that tied up most of
one’s capital for the rest of the year. Merchants did not have to buy such
large quantities when they could travel frequently to the wholesaling cen-
ter that supplied them. On the railroad, they could travel to the city once
or Fwice a month, refilling their store shelves whenever goods sold out.
This afforded the great advantage of cycling capital more quickly: instead
of tying up $10,000 in merchandise for six months or a year, one could
turn over $1,000 ten times in the same period and perhaps earn just as
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much profit. One could carry smaller quantities of a larger variety of
goods, knowing that one could replenish any popular item simply by
placing an order to Chicago.*? ‘

The same was true on the other side of the business for produce
merchants who purchased crops from farmers. The availability of rail
transport, and the existence of a reliable cash market in Chicago, meant
that merchants did not have to invest nearly so much money in the ware-
house facilities they had formerly needed to hold the harvest until spring.
Railroad cars could serve as warehouses of a sort, and the enormous grain
elevators and packing plants in Chicago also removed some storage bur-
dens from smaller towns. Crucially, this allowed people of much more
limited means to contemplate becoming merchants. Advantages that had
once accrued mainly to retailers in metropolitan wholesaling centers like
Chicago now became available lower down the urban hierarchy. As one
Jowan reported, Chicago gave the frontier merchant “a market that can
be relied upon, easily reached, and from which rapid returns are made to
the seller, thus enabling him to do a large amount of business on a small
capital,”"48

With the railroad—and the access it gave to Chicago—one needed
neither as much wealth nor as much credit to be as successful as Burrows
had been in frontier Davenport. For Burrows, this was a disaster. Long
accustomed to dominating the Davenport market, he suddenly found
himself confronted with intense new competition from small dealers with
much less money. The warehouse facilities that a few years before had
enabled him to handle large quantities of agricultural produce now be-
came a serious disadvantage, tying up his money while competitors with-
out such investments could devote all their capital to buying and selling
goods. “The opening of the Chicago & Rock Island Railroad,” Burrows
recalled, “rather bewildered me.” With its arrival, produce merchants
suddenly became “as thick as potato-bugs.” Dealers with only a few hun-
dred dollars to their names—without a shop, office, or warehouse—could
do business right at the railroad station, filling a car with wheat, barley, or
oats in the morning and shipping it off by midafierncon. In pork scason,
there was no longer any need to hire butchers or chilled warehouse space.
Instead, a dealer could “place a scale on the sidewalk in some convenient
place, weigh his hogs as he bought them, pile them up on the sidewalk,
and, in the afternoon, load them up and ship them.”#?

The result was a striking reduction in the capital costs of doing busi-
ness, for dealers under the new system “were al no expense of rent or
labor.”5® Burrows tried to respond in a variety of ways. He invested in
new flour mills. He opened a sawmill. He tried to start a reaper factory.
Perhaps most suggestively, he decided that “it would be necessary, in
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order to retain our trade, to follow the railroad,” and so opened branch
stores in other Jowa towns as a way of trying to become a wholesaler
himself. Nothing worked. The new structural conditions created by the
railroad and by Chicago’s metropolitan market were simply too alien to
his familiar way of doing business. The panic of 1857 put his investments
under increasing pressure, and when his local bank finally went under in
1859, so did Burrows. After two of his mills burned down, he had no
money left to rebuild them and was forced to abandon business alto-
gether. The man who had once been among the most powerful and in-
fluential merchants in Davenport found himself a victim of the new eco-
nomic regime. Looking back on the last quarter century of his life from
the vantage point of a lonely and bitter old age, he concluded by saying,
“And so I turned my attention to farming and gardening, which I found a
hard way to earn a living; but I persevered until a year ago, when my
health broke down, and since then I have been shelved.”5!

Burrows’s personal tragedy, like the misfortunes of other bankrupt
merchants, should not obscure the larger, more impersonal changes that
were reshaping the regional economy as a whole. The hierarchy of towns
and villages that was emerging in Chicago’s hinterland was matched by an
increasingly elaborate trading network that tied wholesalers in the me-
tropolis with small-scale retail dealers of the sort that had helped drive
Burrows out of business.52 As Chicago became the chief wholesaling cen-
ter of the midcontinent, its merchants placed themselves between eastern
cities and western customers. As early as 1845, some Chicago firms were
offering to act as intermediaries who could supply eastern goods to west-
ern merchants wishing to avoid an annual buying trip to New York.?® By
the 1850s, Chicagoans were pointing out that country merchants could
avoid many of the risks associated with eastern buying trips by traveling
only so far as their city, using the railroad to visit frequently, examine
goods in person, and order only what customers were buying.%¢ By mak-
ing small, frequent purchases in Chicago instead of large, infrequent pur-
chases in the East, retailers could increase their profits. In 1877, the sec-
retary of the Chicago Board of Trade could report, ““About ten years ago
western merchants from all important towns and cities at the West, visited
the East at least semi-annually, for the purpose of replenishing their
stocks. Now such visits are rare, as full stocks and as favorable terms are
presented here, and the business of the merchants at the smaller towns at
the West has been gradually transferred from the eastern cities to Chi-
cago."'55

These changes produced a geographical reorientation so subtle that a
casual observer might easily have missed it, for it was recorded mainly in
the goods that sat on shopkeepers’ shelves, and in the destinations be-



328 NATURE'S METROPOLIS

tween which merchants traveled as they went about their business. Tq
discover it today, one has to examine the few account books that haye
survived from merchants in Chicago’s nineteenth-century hinterland,
Though hardly the most enthralling of documents, they trace in their own
dry way the large changes taking place in western commerce and retail-
ing. '

Charles Brewster, for ifistance, was a dry goods merchant and banker
in Fort Madison, Iowa, who began his career in much the same way as
John Burrows, running a general store and bartering for farm produce.
As late as 1859, most of the invoices in his files came from wholesalers in
St. Louis, New Orleans, Pittsburgh, Boston, New York City, and espe-
cially Philadelphia.?¢ During the Civil War, Brewster began to make many
small transactions with wholesalers in Chicago, even though he con-
tinued to rely on Philadelphia for a large share of his supplies. Then, in
the years following the war, he dramatically reduced his reliance on east-
ern wholesalers. Only a few orders to Philadelphia show up in his records
between 1865 and 1871, and none at all to New York. In their place are
numerous orders to large Chicago firms like John V. Farwell and Com-
pany; Field, Leiter and Company; and others. Brewster also began to rely
on Chicago for most of his out-of-town banking.57 His correspondence
reveals that he adapted himself more effectively than Burrows to the op-
portunities offered by the railroads. He made numerous buying trips,
placed frequent small orders responding to shifts in customer demand,
and showed an intimate knowledge of how to use urban markets to best
advantage.%® Buying trips carried him and his associates mainly to Chi-
cago and St. Louis, where they kept track of the goods they could buy
most advantageously in each city. After one such trip in 1864, his buyer
reported of St. Louis, “‘I have scoured this market pretty well & am satis-
fied that my Chicago purchases were prudent & advantageous, except on
soap I could have bought here 1/2 lower. ., 759 '

Chicago wholesalers tried to encourage retailers like Brewster by
making it as easy as possible to place orders. Potter Palmer, who became
one of the city’s greatest merchants, began in the late 1850s to place
large, foot-long advertisements in Chicago newspapers with out-of-town
readerships, describing the elegant fashions that his buyers had pur-
chased in New York and other eastern cities. He promised customer satis-
faction by offering a money-back guarantee to anyone unhappy with a
shipment. This eliminated much of the risk associated with buying goods
at a distance. But Palmer and other Chicago wholesalers went further
still, offering goods ““on approval” to retailers who wished to examine
samples without having to visit Chicago at all. By paying only a modest
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one-way express charge, Palmer said, storekeepers gained “an OPPOR-
TUNITY, AT A TRIFLING EXPENSE, Of seeing a choice selection from
the largest stock of Goods west of New York.”’6¢ These new marketing
arrangements encouraged small-town retailers to develop a personal re-
Jationship with the firm, relying on it for regular purchases.®! George
Kepner, a storekeeper in Davenport, Iowa, clearly felt flattered when
Marshall Field, one of Potter Palmer’s partners, came courting his busi-
ness. Kepner reported to his partners that Field had promised him that
“anything we want by order shall come right.”52 Personal contacts of this
sort went a long way toward motivating hinterland merchants to look to
Chicago for their needs instead of New York or Philadelphia.6?

Like Chicago lumber dealers, Chicago wholesale merchants became
famous—some said notorious—for their use of “drummers,” or traveling
salesmen.®® Drummers scoured the western landscape, using every con-
ceivable hard-sell technique in their efforts to gain orders for themselves
and their firms. One could recognize them instantly in any railroad sta-
tion: “the number of shrewd, business like men,” wrote one observer, “to
be seen with grip sack or sample cases in hand, evidently belonging to the
genus ‘travelling salesman,’ is almost incredible. . . . They penetrate the
country in every direction, from seaboard to seaboard, and from the lakes
to the gulf.” Chicago firms relied heavily on drummers to compete for
business throughout the city’s hinterland, hoping “‘to secure business to
themselves and to the city by bonds which may be soft as silk, yet powerful
as steel.”"84 So successful were Chicago’s wholesalers in dominating west-
ern markets, said one early historian, that “‘eastern drummers gradually
found their occupation going, and at last withdrew from the field, satis-
fied that they could not hope to compete with the enterprising spirit of
Chicago men,”’8%

Drummers were effective in attracting trade, but aroused strong criti-
cisms from many directions. Hinterland merchants often complained that
drummers undercut their trade by selling goods too cheaply to competi-
tors or—far worse—directly to retail customers. Even wholesalers felt
nervous that drummers, whose commissions depended more on the
number of orders they placed than on the price they received, could
compete so fiercely and drive prices so low that profits might disappear
altogether. Compelled to use drummers by their competition with each
other, wholesalers nonetheless grumbled that “the system of competing
through traveling salesmen has been carried to a ruinous point.” The
Milwaukee Journal of Commerce voiced a feeling common among Chica-
goans and non-Chicagoans alike that ““the best kind of drummer” might
be an advertisement in a newspaper or magazine because:
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It travels in all directions at once.

It visits your customers every week. . . .

It doesn't get drunk.

It doesn’t play faro.

It doesn’t lie—very much.

It doesn’t bring in any supplementary fancy bill of “expenses.”

It requires no ““commissions.”

It doesn’t swell around on the credit and name of your house. . .,

It doesn’t add so much to your store expenses as to reduce to zero
the margin you would like to offer good customers.

It doesn’t cost you many thousands of dollars a year—at the most,
only a very few hundreds.6

Chicago wholesalers and manufacturers spent enormous sums on such
advertising—the hundreds of newspapers and magazines pouring out
from the city depended on their doing so—but they continued to be
among the nation’s largest employers of traveling salesmen as well.

Whatever the marketing strategy that captured their attention, retail-
ers typically came to rely on a few wholesalers for the bulk of their pur-
chases, going elsewhere only when goods were unavailable or when
prices from another firm were irresistibly lower. For instance, Francis E.
Newton, a hardware dealer in Lincoln, Nebraska, relied on the Chicago
firm of Rathbone, Sard and Company for the bulk of his stove purchases
in the late 1870s. Although he ordered supplies from firms all over the
country, from New York to Pittsburgh to Kansas City, this single Chicago
firm was clearly his dominant trading partner.” In the mid-1880s, the
Hayden Hardware Store in Sun Prairie, Wisconsin, bought approxi-
mately two-thirds of its supplies from just two firms, one in Chicago and
one in Milwaukee, placing orders with them on an almost weekly basis.68
Even when retailers did not depend so much on one or two firms, they
still tended to concentrate on a single wholesale market. Darwin Clark,
who owned a furniture store in Madison, Wisconsin, bought nearly a
fourth of his stock in 1870 from two Chicago suppliers. When he visited
these firms in the city, he found it easy to shop other wholesalers as well,
and so wound up placing fully half his orders in Chicago. The city’s
wholesale firms in effect reinforced each other even as they competed,
since a customer’s ability to peruse many stores for the best goods and
prices made the market in general that much more attractive 69

As one would expect from the bankruptcy maps of regional debt and
credit flows, each individual product had its own unique wholesaling ge-
ography. Retail hardware dealers, for instance, handled a particularly
heavy line of products. Because they had to worry about high transporta-
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. tion cosis, they were more likely than other storekeepers to purchase a

large share of their. goods from a wholesaler in their immediate vicinity. A
Wisconsin hardware store might buy the bulk of its line from Chicago or
Milwaukee, while a Kansas store placed orders with a wholesaler in Kan-
sas City or another nearby town.”® Dry goods dealers, on the other hand,
whose stocks of fabric and clothing were light relative to their value,
could afford to buy from much farther afield because transportation costs
were much lower.

This in turn meant that wholesalers of cheap, heavy goods, and also
perishable ones, appeared sooner in growing frontier cities—nearer to
their retail customers—than did wholesalers of more expensive, light-
weight products. It also meant that a wholesaler in Chicago could expect
hinterland customers to place their orders differently, depending on their
distance from the city and the availability of alternative wholesalers in
their immediate locale. Charles B. Sawyer, a wholesale boot and shoe
dealer in Chicago just before the Great Fire of 1871, sold to retailers from
Lake Superior all the way west to Kansas. His biggest customers, unsur-
prisingly, were storekeepers in the counties of northern Illinois immedi-
ately west of Chicago. Because they lived so close to the city, and could
visit Sawyer’s warehouse often, these retailers placed many small orders
at frequent intervals. Retailers who lived farther away, on the other hand,
could not travel to Chicago as often, and so placed larger orders at less
frequent intervals.?!

One can best see the results of this wholesaling geography in the
behavior of retailers like grocers who kept a wide variety of goods in their
stores, many of them perishable. No single wholesaler—whether nearby
or far away—could meet all their needs. The example of Henry Veith,
who ran a grocery in Lincoln, Nebraska, starting in the 1870s, suggests
how complicated a retailer’s trading relationships could be. To supply his
store, Veith bought from dozens of different firms. He relied on other
Lincoln merchants for meats which could easily spoil, as well as for lum-
ber and hardware items which were particularly bulky and heavy. Flour
came from a couple of nearby gristmills. Two local wholesalers were his
most important trading partners, supplying him on a weekly or monthly
basis with goods which they in turn ordered from Chicago and more
eastern cities. Veith himself dealt directly with Chicago merchants when-
ever he needed to buy products that were not readily available in Lincoln.
He bought certain special kinds of meats from firms in the city, especially
fish and oysters. Coffee, tea, and spices came from Chicago firms that
specialized in those products, as did nuts, sugar, yeast, and tobacco. The
general pattern of these orders was clear: staples and local agricultural
produce came from nearby, while specialty goods came from Chicago.”?
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But the more important phenomenon these wholesalers and retailers
illustrate is that in the postrailroad world one could buy in a small hinger.
land town many of the products offered in the regional metropolis of
Chicago. Chicago remained a high-order market, with a wealth of goods
and services that no other city west of the Appalachians could match, by
the growth of its rail-based distribution network made urban goods and
services more readily available to people lower down the central place
hierarchy. Henry Veith’s ability regularly to place orders with dozens of
firms hundreds of miles away—and to stock fish and oysters in his Ne-
braska grocery—suggests how different his world had become from that
of John Burrows in Iowa two decades before.

City and country were growing closer together. The diminishing dis-
tance separating them was measured not just in the similar products one
could buy in their stores but in the information that passed between
them. Crucial to the success of all the new linkages among factories,
wholesalers, retailers, and final customers was the ability of each to com-
municate with the others, At the same time that railroads were revolution-
izing transportation in the West, other new technologies and institutions
were revolutionizing communication. The same telegraph that facilitated
grain futures trading at the Chicago Board of Trade also enabled western
storekeepers to communicate almost instantly with their suppliers. If they
were willing to pay for the service, they could walk to the railroad station
and send a telegram via Western Union, restocking their shelves almost.
as soon as an item sold out.”® Most of the information that sped along
telegraph wires was commercial in nature: orders, instructions about pay-
ments, schedules for meetings, reports of shipments, and news about
price changes.”* The ability to convey price information by telegraph
allowed wholesalers in different parts of the country to respond to each
other’s competition almost instantly. “You seem to think it queer,” wrote
one Jowa storekeeper to a colleague in Philadelphia, “that goods should
come down in Chicago as soon as they do in New York. They get the news

{ by Telegraph in there [sic] large house 2 or 3 times a day as to the markets
%and of course go up & down with the market. . . . New Y[ork] & Chicago
tare very closely connected in the dry good trade.”75

Hinterland merchants gained most of their knowledge about Chi-
cago’s markets by more traditional means, like the buying trips they all
took at frequent intervals. Except when their need to telegraph was ur-
gent, retailers placed orders with Chicago wholesalers either in person or
through the regular mail. Mail service accelerated in the years following
the Civil War as the post office learned how to take better advantage of
railroad technology. In the late 1860s, the Chicago postmaster tried an
experiment in which postal employees sorted letters while still in transit
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on railroad cars, reducing delays once they reached their destination. The
system was SO much more efficient than its predecessor that metrt?pohtan

ost‘ offices in other parts of the country adopted it as well.”® Rail-based
mail shipments were critical in delivering Chicago newspapers to t-he sur-
rounding countryside, and in making the Tribune and later. the Daily Nms
the leading regional newspapers west of the city. Their articles ke_pt hmf—
erland readers informed about national and regional news, while tl'lelr
advertisements kept merchants posted about the state of metropolitan
markets.””

Just how important metropolitan newspapers and mails had become
to hinterland residents was suggested in 1884, when the post office con-
tracted with the Chicago, Burlington and Quincy to establish a new fast
mail service between Chicago and Council Bluffs, Jowa, on the Missouri
River. Under the terms of its contract, the Burlington agreed to run a
special train, the “Fast Mail,” six days a week at an average spe.ed (:)f 315
miles per hour. Trains pulled out of Chicago at 3:00 A.M.—in time to
catch the earliest print runs of the morning newspapers—and reached
Council Bluffs fifteen hours and fifty minutes later.?8 Among the most
important benefits of this service was that readers could receive their
Chicago papers a full workday earlier than before. Responses along the
line were euphoric. A correspondent in Monmouth, Illinois, 180 miles
from Chicago, reported that the Tribune had arrived at 7:00 A.M. “‘Hereto-
fore the Chicago dailies were not received until 7 p.m. Now we can see
them almost as soon as the citizens of Chicago.””® From Des Moines came
the word that the Tribune had arrived eighteen hours earlier than before.
“It is almost an annihilation of distance,” wrote an enthusiastic reader.
“There is already a strong demand among the business public to have it
delivered to their counting-rooms. This has not heretofore been the prac-
tice, but it is a result certain to follow.” Newsdealers in every station
reported that papers sold out within an hour of their arrival, and many
doubled or quadrupled their orders for the next morning. The fast mail
was so obvious a success that the Milwaukee and St. Paul Railroad hurried
to add a similar service the next day. And so the reach of Chicago’s infor-
mational hinterland expanded as the time taken to deliver newspapers
and mail contracted.8¢

Catalogs on Kitchen Tables

Railroads, urban manufacturing, wholesaling, improved postal ser-
vice, advertising, and the many other new linkages between city and coun-
try all came together in 1872. In that year, Aaron Montgomery Ward
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founded a new marketing institution that in many ways represented the
logical culmination of the merchandising techniques that Chicagoans like
Cyrus McCormick and Potter Palmer had been exploring since the miq.
dle of the century. Having begun his adult life as a day laborer in a barre].
stave factory and a brickyard, Ward took a job in a Michigan general store
at the age of nineteen, Discovering that he had a knack for marketing, he
moved to Chicago three years later, in 1865, and became an employee of
the city’s greatest dry goods establishment, Field, Palmer and Leiter. He
stayed with them for two years, and then went to work as a traveling
salesman for a dry goods wholesaler in St. Louis. His time on the road
introduced him to rural customers throughout the Mississippi Valley, and
convinced him that it ought to be possible to extend the advantages of
metropolitan markets—high volume, wide selections of goods, efficient
handling, and low prices—directly to retail customers in rural areas. The
logical place to attempt such an experiment was Chicago, to which Ward
returned in 1870. He was nearly ready to go into business in 1871 when
most of his savings were destroyed in the Great Fire. Ward was un-
daunted. In the spring of 1872, he and his brother-in-law George R.
Thorne launched what would become the first general mail order com-
pany in American history.#!

Montgomery Ward and Company came into being at a time when
residents of rural areas were organizing against the many new institutions
they saw dominating their lives. Believing that railroad companies, grain
elevator operators, and corrupt merchants were stealing the profits from
their hard-earned harvests, farmers organized themselves into the first
large-scale agrarian protest movement of the post—Civil War era, the Pa-
trons of Husbandry (otherwise known as the Grange). In addition to seek-
ing new state laws to regulate the charges of railroads and grain elevators,
they attacked the entire wholesale-retail distribution system. Among their
most hated villains was ““the middle man,” most visibly embodied in the
produce merchant who seemed to pay farmers the lowest possible prices
for grain, and the storekeeper who seemed to charge them the highest
possible prices for goods they bought at retail. A typical protest song
nicely captures their mood:

It is an ancient farmerman, And he is one of three,

He said unto the middleman, “We have no need of thee.”

This man here makes his cloth so strong, And sells it unto me;
He buys my wheat and thus we save The slice that went to thee.

Your eyes too dim are growing, sir, “Get spectacles,” said he;
“That you may see some higher grade Of wheat than number three.”
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The cunning middleman laughed out, Ha, ha, you think "twill be?
Upon your back I'll stand and fill My pockets from the tree.

Then turned that ancient farmerman The middleman about,
And with some words of kind advice, He gently kicked him out.
And he was right; and so we say To such in ev'ry three,

To ev'ry meddling middleman We have no need of thee.8?

Embracing the physiocratic notion that all value in the economy sprang
from workers of the soil, and believing that transportation companies and
store owners added no value to the products they carried and sold, the
Grangers sought to form cooperatives that would sell at wholesale direct
to the final customer, thus avoiding the “middle man’s profit.”

Although not himself a Granger, Aaron Ward knew an opportunity
when he saw one. His own idea for direct-mail marketing was close to
what the Patrons hoped to accomplish with their buying cooperatives.
Offering to sell to Grange members (and anyone else) at the same prices
retail storekeepers paid for their wares, he quickly received the official
seal of approval from Grange organizations around the country. For the
next several years, he advertised his firm as “THE ORIGINAL WHOLE-
SALE GRANGE SUPPLY HOUSE,” declaring that it sold to “Patrons of
Husbandry, Farmers and Mechanics at Wholesale Prices.’”’8® His initial
device for reaching these customers was deceptively simple: a single
eight-by-twelve-inch sheet of paper listing a variety of products at prices
far below what most rural inhabitants were accustomed to paying in their
local stores. So astonishing were Ward’s prices that the Chicago Tribune
ran an article warning its readers about what seemed an obvious fraud.
“Don't Patronize ‘Montgomery Ward & Co.,” ” it cautioned. “They are
Dead-Beats. Another attempt at swindling has come to light.” No firm
that advertised such low prices, that offered its goods only by mail, and
that did not even maintain a storefront address could possibly be legiti-
mate. Ward’s prices, said the Tribune, were “Utopian,” and the only peo-
ple who might be taken in by them were “credulous fools, who place
boundless faith in anything which is set up in type and printed.” More
intelligent customers would know a fraud when they saw one .3

But Ward was no swindler, and a month later the Tribune took the
unusual step of retracting its earlier story, saying that it had been “grossly
unjust, and not warranted by the real facts. The firm of Montgomery,
Ward & Co. is a bona fide firm, composed of respectable persons, and
doing a perfectly legitimate business in a perfectly legitimate manner.”8?
How did Ward manage to offer such low prices? The Tribune explained to
its readers that Ward purchased all his merchandise with cash, and sold to
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his customers on the same basis, s0 none of his prices had to be inflateq to
cover interest on borrowed money. Like other wholesalers, he bought i
large volume, getting the lowest possible prices for his purchases. By
selling direct to the final customer, he could offer prices that included g
retailer’s markup. He avoided the costs of operating a store and had ng
sales force, thereby avoiding a retailer’s rents and salaries. And the real
proof that Ward was running a legitimate business, said the Tribune, was
his guarantee. Customers who received their orders at the express office
were entitled to open the package and examine its contents before paying
their bill. If they were dissatisfied for any reason, they could simply refuse
payment. “It is difficult,” said the Tribune, “‘to see how any person can be
swindled or imposed upon by business thus transacted. 86 Although very
different from the old personal and familial trading networks on which
John Burrows had relied, Ward’s money-back guarantee was a new insti-
tutionalized basis for long-distance transactions, in which cash payments
and direct inspection took the place of personal acquaintances and credit,

The success of Ward’s scheme can best be traced in the pages of his
catalogs.®” The early single-page price lists contained only 163 items, and
were sent out to forty Grange members as a trial balloon. The response
was so enthusiastic that at the beginning of 1874 Ward issued an 8-page
booklet measuring three by five inches. By year’s end, it had grown to 72
pages and had begun to include woodcut illustrations ‘of select products
like the famous Grange Hat. Henceforth, the firm’s growth was nothing
short of phenomenal. By the end of the 1880s, Ward’s catalog measured
eight by eleven inches, contained 540 pages, and offered over 24,000
items to its readers. They responded by doing more than a million dollars
worth of business with it, requiring a work force of nearly three hundred
clerks to respond to the 750,000 letters that arrived in the mail that year
alone. Business continued to grow throughout the 1890s, despite the
emergence of Sears, Roebuck and Company—another Chicago firm—as
an aggressive competitor in Ward’s mail order territory. By the dawn of
the new century, the Montgomery Ward catalog contained 1,200 pages
and 17,000 iltustrations, offering no fewer than 70,000 separate items for
sale. Two thousand clerks now handled the orders of two million custom-
ers. The firm’s yearly postal money order business was greater than that
of entire cities like Cincinnati, New Orleans, or San Francisco. The in-
coming mail each day brought between 15,000 and 35,000 letters, while a
daily average of 13,000 packages moved in the opposite direction. There
had never been anything like it before. By 1900, Montgomery Ward and
Sears, Roebuck were the two greatest merchandising organizations in the
world.

In 1898, Montgomery Ward and Company moved its onerations inta
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an immense new building on Michigan Avenue, crowned by what was
then the highest tower in the city. Two years later, customers found in
their mail a Ward's catalog that used a picture of this building for its cover
illustration. It is one of the most striking images in Chicago’s history.
Company artists had peeled away the outer fagade of the structure to
reveal its inner anatomy and suggest its extraordinary complexity. Each
of the building’s twenty stories handled a different economic function,
much like the pages of the catalog itself. Most were little more than ware-
houses. The nineteenth floor was devoted to sewing machines and musi-
cal instruments, the ninth to ready-made clothing, the fourth to hardware
and stoves, the third to guns and athletic goods. The eighth flcor proba-
bly captured the firm’s ambitions best, housing what company copywrit-
ers modestly called “Dry Goods, a complete line of everything.”88

Down below, the first and second floors were the nerve center of the
business, There, an army of clerks, mostly women, did nothing but open
letters and direct them to the appropriate department elsewhere in the
building. The cashier’s department handled the firm’s immense flow of
money, the correspondence department answered the flood of letters,
while shipping and receiving took charge of moving merchandise in and
out of the building. Tucked away in the basement were the dynamos that
sent electricity to the 200 arc lamps and 7,500 incandescent bulbs that lit
these many floors and offices. All the key managerial divisions were within
a floor or two of the ground, with only one telling exception: advertising.
The employees who designed the company’s catalogs and planned its
advertising campaigns had their office on the highest working floor of the
tower. There, they could look out their windows to the curving shore of
Lake Michigan, to the gridiron streets stretching out toward the western
horizon, and glimpse the hither edge of the empire that their words and
images had built.

The title that the advertising department chose for this particular cat-
alog cover was richly suggestive: “A Busy Bee-Hive.” Surely there were
few more powerful symbols of modern urban life than this vast buzzing
tower of human enterprise, like nothing so much as a swarm of anony-
mous insects performing their intricate labors according to the dictates of
a mysterious collective intelligence. Carrying nearly every consumer
product manufactured in the United States, Ward and Sears seemed the
ultimate expressions of an advanced civilization. Organized to employ:
the most minute division of labor, the most elaborate managerial hierar-
chies, the most advanced manufacturing technologies, and the most ef-
ficient distribution systems, they bespoke in every particular the progress
of the age. One might possibly look at a grain elevator or a lumberyard or
a meat-packing plant and think of the farms, forests, and pastures upon
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which their prosperity rested. But one looked at the Montgomery Warg
building and thought people. The busy hive was a perfect emblem of the
city itself, a creation so complicated, so artificial, so remarkable that one
could only marvel at the human ingenuity that had built it.

And yet the deeper meaning of Chicago’s great mail order establish.
ments did not reside in their huge warehouses or office buildings, which
were after all but larger versions of the wholesale firms that had been
operating in the city since the middle of the century. If one wants 1o
understand the busy hive, one has to follow the bees to their honey. The
real monuments to Montgomery Ward and Sears, Roebuck were the cata-
logs they sent by the hundreds of thousands to eager rural customers
across the United States. The pages of those much-thumbed volumes
contained an encyclopedic description of modern life in the products and
inventions whose purchase would carry their owners onto a higher plane
of material well-being and social progress. Chicago Honey Cured Hams.
Ladies Fine Shirt Waists. American Chatelaine Watches. Giant Acme
Gasoline Stoves. Princess Tonic Hair Restorers. Yukon Gents’ Bicycles.
Beckwith Thermo Ozone Batteries. Highest Grade Columbus Carriages,
Acme Grocers’ Refrigerators. New Model Stereoscopic Cameras. And so
on and on and on.

The list seemed endless, and as such conveyed an important message
to the farm families who devoted long hours of leisure to learning the
lessons of these textbooks. Mail order catalogs brought city and country
together by affording their readers at least a fantasy glimpse of what
civilized life was like. No matter how remote the community in which one
lived, no matter how limited the retail stores in one’s neighboring village,
one could open the catalog and take a stroll down State Street, the rich-
est, most glamorous retail market anywhere west of Broadway. ‘“The
Montgomery Ward catalog,” wrote a Nebraska farmwoman, *. . . was a
real link between us and civilization.”8? Henceforth, it needn’t really mat-
ter whether one lived in city or country, for the good life could be pur-
chased by mail wherever one made one’s home. The advent of the post
office’s rural free delivery in 1896 was an immediate consequence of the
public demand that Ward and Sears had helped create, and it pointed the
way to the roads, telephones, electrical networks, and chain.stores that
would transform the rural landscape of America in the twentieth century.

But if the mail order catalog brought State Street to Iowa, and urban
cultural values to rural landscapes and communities across the interior of
the continent, it was also the conduit for transmitting rural wealth,
dreams, and desires back to the metropolis. Just as the grain elevator used
railroad cars to gather wheat, the busy hive used catalogs to gather cash
and transmute it into whatever money could buy. The significance of
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Montgomery Ward and Sears, Roebuck, like that of the grain elevator,
did not reside in physical buildings but in the relationships that linked
those buildings to a larger world. This was the ultimate message hidden
peneath a thousand different disguises in the emerging central place hier-
archy of the Great West, in the financial hinterlands recorded by Chi-
cago’s bankruptcy courts, in the decline of St. Louis relative to Chicago,
in the shipments of reapers from Cyrus McCormick’s factory, in the new
wholesale-retail relationships that had driven John Burrows out of busi-
ness and that allowed Montgomery Ward to reach out from his great
Chicago tower to sell wares to customers everywhere, This was the mean-
ing of those boxes and barrels standing on the sidewalks of Omaha. All
were about buying and selling, about city and country confronting one
another to discover their common ground in the marketplace. All were
about capital, which was itself not a thing but a relationship. The geogra-
phy of capital was about connecting people to make new markets and
remake old landscapes.

The mail order catalog was only the purest expression of this much
broader cultural tendency. Even more than an ordinary piece of cartogra-
phy, it offered its readers a map of capital, of second nature. In its pages,
these relationships all came together, so one can read in its advertise-
ments the ties between metropolis and hinterland, the flow of debt and
credit, the assembly of labor and natural resources into manufactured
goods, the movement of commodities and information, and the structure
of the distribution system as a whole. And yet the most remarkable thing
about the catalog, like capital itself, is how thoroughly it ebscures these
relationships. On its pages, each product stands alone, just one more
item among the tens of thousands that a customer might wish to consider.
There was no need to wonder where such things came from—how they
had been created, by whom, from what materials, with what conse-
quences for the place in which they had been made—for the answer to
that question stopped at the busy hive. All these many products came
from Ward, or Sears, just as McCormick’s reapers came from his factory.

Iowa farmers perusing the grocery section of the Sears catalog might
not forget that Aunt Jemima’s Pancake Flour or Queen Mary Scotch Oat-
meal had originally come from farms like their own, but customers in
Chicago may not have remembered so easily. The workers in Philip Ar-
mour’s Chicago packinghouse might know all too well what kind of labor
and what sorts of materials went into preserved meats, but the customers
who bought Sears, Roebuck Summer Sausage had a foggier idea. Once a
product had been processed, packaged, advertised, sold, and shipped
within the long chain of wholesale-retail relationships, its identity became
more and more a creature of the market. The natural roots from which it
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had sprung and the human history that had created it faded as it passeq
from hand to hand. Wherever one bought it, that was where it came from,
Just as one could eat an Armour ham without remembering the act of
killing that brought it to one’s table, one could buy from a Montgomery
Ward catalog without reflecting upon the web of economic and ecological
connections that stretched out in all directions from oneself and the busy
hive.

The paradox of nineteenth-century Chicago was that the same market
that brought city and country ever closer together, giving them a com.-
mon culture and fostering ever more intimate communmnication between
them, also concealed the very linkages it was creating. The geography of
capital produced a landscape of obscured connections. The more con-
centrated the city’s markets became, and the more extensive its hinter-
land, the easier it was to forget the ultimate origins of the things it bought
and sold. The ecological place of production grew ever more remote
from the economic point of consumption, making it harder and harder to
keep track of the true costs and consequences of any particular product.
Even as Chicago’s markets reshaped the landscape of the Great West, one
did not “naturally” place the city in that larger context. One thought
instead of the busy hive, the huge building selling commodities to an
entire nation from the heart of the city’s downtown. Visualizing Chicago’s
markets from the opposite direction was much harder because the images
were so much more diffuse: millions of families around the country with
dog-eared Ward and Sears catalogs sitting at their kitchen tables, innu-
merable dinner table conversations about possible purchases, countless
gadgets in kitchens and farmyards and bathrooms and barns for making
life a little easier in so many different ways. Hive and catalog were differ-
ent sides of the same coin, and yet it was second nature not to see them
upon their common landscape, as links in a long chain stretching from
metropolis to hinterland and finally to nature itself.

8

White City
Pilgrimage

The Great Fair

he wonder that was Chicago reached its climax in the final decade of
the nineteenth century. In 1893, the city played host to the most
famous fair ever held on American soil, the World’s Columbian
Exposition. Having gained that honor from Congress in an open compe-
tition with New York, Washington, and St. Louis, Chicagoans proceeded
to organize a national celebration of the four hundredth anniversary of
Columbus’s journey to America. Knowing that the eyes of the world
would be upon them, they sought to create a fair worthy of that event. In
it, they would demonstrate the progress of American civilization and the
special role Chicago had played therein. In effect, they would suggest that
their own city was itself the fulfillment of a destiny that Columbus had
long ago set in motion.!

Like everything else about the city, Chicago’s World’s Fair was to be
bigger and grander than any before it. Its planners indulged the local
affection for hyperbole even before they had completed a single building,
promoting it with their usual statistical enthusiasm. The grounds of the
exposition, not far short of two square miles in area, would be more than
three times larger than the most recent such fair, in Paris four years ear-
lier.2 Paris’s Eiffel Tower would be rivaled by Chicago’s newly invented
Ferris Wheel. The Manufactures building would be the largest such struc-
ture on earth, covering twice the area of the Great Pyramid. The build-
ings would be lit with 7,000 arc and 120,000 incandescent lamps, which
would be among the most striking technologies on display, demonstrat-
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