“It would break my heart to see you
behind a counter!”
Business and Reform at L. S. Ayres &
Company in the Early Twentieth Century

Richard Lindstrom*

Mrs. Durland was worried. Although she recognized the pre-
carious financial situation created by the loss of her husband’s job
as an engineer, she still found it difficult to accept that her youngest
child would have to leave Indiana University and work for a living.
Her daughter, Grace, managed to face the situation more optimisti-
cally. Although disappointed, she returned bravely from Blooming-
ton to her parents’ home in Indianapolis and resolved to find a job.
Deciding that she was suited for a career in sales, Grace announced
to her parents that she would seek a job at Shipley’s, a large down-
town department store. Mrs. Durland found that prospect frighten-
ing and told Grace, “It would break my heart to see you behind a
counter!” Mrs. Durland feared that working at Shipley’s would place
Grace in an undignified and servile position that would force her to
associate with salesgirls of questionable morality.*

Brushing aside her mother’s concerns, Grace secured a job at Ship-
ley’s through the assistance of her friend Irene Kirby, whose family’s
relative poverty had forced her to seek a job in a department store
immediately after high school graduation. Besides showing Grace
the world of the department store, Irene introduced her to the social
world populated by her lover, Tommy Kemp, a wealthy—and mar-
ried—manufacturer. At a party at Kemp’s house Grace met Ward
Sutton, a brilliant and kind engineer. Sutton was married to a fem-
inist author who claimed to disdain conventional marriage and morals.
He quickly fell in love with the honest and beautiful Grace, a situa-
tion that presented her with a conflict between the values she learned
from her parents and her desires for Sutton. Convinced that Sutton’s
wife would “free” him if he fell in love, Grace and Ward began a
romantic relationship. Of course, Mrs. Sutton’s free-love convictions
failed her when it came to her own family, and she refused to divorce
her husband and allow him to marry Grace. Following this devas-
tating turn of events, Grace fled to a new position as the manager of
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a home for unmarried department store clerks that a wealthy friend,
Mrs. Reynolds, had established in Indianapolis. Fortunately for Grace
and Ward Sutton, Sutton’s first wife soon died, leaving the two free
to marry. In a final fortunate turn, Grace’s father revived his own
career and the family’s fortunes through the assistance of Sutton,
who used his expertise as a mechanical engineer to perfect Mr. Dur-
land’s new invention.?

Grace Durland, the heroine of Meredith Nicholson’s 1922 novel
Broken Barriers, represents a common image of young urban work-
ing women in the early twentieth century. Forced into the workplace
by financial necessity, Grace finds both independence and temptation.
If she avoids falling into moral and social ruin, she does so only by
having the good fortune to fall in love with a man possessing the
financial resources and moral sturdiness to marry her. While Nichol-
son’s resolution of Grace’s moral and financial dilemmas might seem
a bit fantastic, Broken Barriers nevertheless reflected the concerns
of many middle-class Americans about the young women working in
the department stores of America’s large cities during this period.
How would young and inexperienced girls like Grace Durland be able
to resist the temptations that their newfound financial and social
independence offered them? What would happen to them if they
became involved with men who were less sincere and scrupulous
than Ward Sutton? Did the growth of retail districts and of depart-
ment stores like the fictional Shipley’s contribute to the social prob-
lems of “fallen” women and dissipated youth?

Since they first began appearing in the 1850s and 1860s, giant
department stores have fascinated writers, historians, and social
critics. Observers from Emile Zola to such contemporary historians
as William Leach and Susan Porter Benson have examined the inter-
action among different social and cultural groups within the “palaces
of consumption” erected by entrepreneurs like Marshall Field in
Chicago, A. T. Stewart in New York, and John Wanamaker in Philadel-
phia. Many scholars have concentrated on the economic history of
these stores and the entrepreneurs who built them or on the com-
plex interaction among stores, customers, and employees that helped
create middle-class cultures of consumption. Other historians have
examined the way that department stores operated as businesses
where goods—in the form of sales—were produced. These scholars have
explored employers’ efforts to minimize the social distance between
middle-class consumers and the working-class “girls” who served
them. They have also untangled the complex gender relationships
that developed between male managers and their female employees
and customers.?

2]bid., 12-402.

3Emile Zola, Ladies’ Delight, trans. April Fitzlyon, (London, 1957). Business
histories of department stores and their owners include Ralph M. Hower, History of
Macy’s of New York, 1858-1919: Chapters in the Evolution of the Department Store
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Indianapolis’s L. S. Ayres and Company, perhaps the model for
Nicholson’s fictional Shipley’s, represented an important component
of the city’s central retail district from its opening in the 1870s until
the closing of the company’s downtown store in 1992. Ayres experi-
enced a business history very similar to those of the more famous
stores of Chicago and New York, and Ayres employed labor policies
quite similar to those used by other large stores. As such, the histo-
ry of Ayres presents an opportunity to examine the interaction among
customers, clerks, and managers in a setting outside the familiar
locales of New York, Boston, and Chicago. Company records provide
- insight into the ways that department store executives in Indianapolis
manipulated ideals of social division to create a store that would
appeal to the middle- and upper-class clientele they cultivated.
Because Ayres employed a number of black men and women, its
records offer a means of exploring the role that race played in the
world of the department store. Most importantly, the activities of
reform organizations like the Indianapolis Young Women’s Chris-
tian Association (YWCA) demonstrate the connections between busi-
ness and reform in early twentieth-century Indianapolis.

From the store’s founding to 1950, L. S. Ayres and Company
developed a variety of employee training and welfare programs.
Through these programs, Ayres executives promoted a particular
understanding of proper race, class, and gender roles in an effort to
eliminate the unease created by the presence of women like Grace Dur-
land in the store’s work force. In their attempt to build a larger store
and sell more material goods, Ayres executives emphasized a famil-
iar, yet hierarchical, relationship between customer and salesperson.
Among the most important goods sold by L. S. Ayres and Company,
therefore, were particular conceptions of class, race, and gender.
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While the various employee training and welfare programs devel-
oped at Ayres certainly were intended to promote discipline, improve
sales technique, and develop a loyal work force, Ayres also used such
programs to make the store into an environment that separated pro-
duction from consumption, enforced social distance between black
and white people, and reinforced a patriarchal gender ideal.

Importantly, these efforts to promote particular social identities
moved beyond the world of work and into the hours employees spent
away from their jobs and beyond the offices of Ayres executives. Orga-
nizations like the Indianapolis YWCA, working with store execu-
tives, offered programs that reinforced training efforts initiated within
the store. That the attempts of Ayres executives to regularize and
define class, gender, and race relations found assistance and paral-
lels in the city’s reform movement reveals important connections
among business, reform, and the creation of social status in Indi-
anapolis during the first part of the twentieth century. In meeting the
concerns of social critics like Meredith Nicholson, Ayres managed to
serve both ideals of social reform and perceptions of business inter-
est. Ayres executives’ attempts to create economic growth by meet-
ing the expectations of their customers reveal the fluid boundaries
between business interest and social reform in the first decades of the
twentieth century.

The growth of L. S. Ayres and Company followed a trajectory sim-
ilar to that of retail dry goods businesses like A. T. Stewart’s in New
York and John Wanamaker’s in Philadelphia, small establishments
that grew into giant urban centers of consumption. During the 1850s
and 1860s these stores began to emphasize advertising, low prices,
easy returns, and wide selections of goods. Retailers discovered that
shopping itself could become an event and moved out of their cramped,
dark quarters and into ornate and elaborate “palaces of consump-
tion” that emphasized elaborate displays and enticing bargains. These
huge stores also offered female shoppers many amenities to entice
them into the store. Marshall Field’s downtown Chicago store, for
example, was valued in 1907 at eight million dollars and covered
thirty-five acres of floor space, had a large staff of greeters, main-
tained a daycare center for the children of shoppers, and offered free
delivery of all purchases. In order to attract customers to his “New
Kind of Store” in Philadelphia, John Wanamaker staged free exhi-
bitions of French painting; he claimed that his store became a “vast
public museu(m] . . . reaching a larger number than many of the
museums owned and controlled by the city or state.”

With their wide array of services, these stores required large
staffs and consumed a great deal of money in overhead costs. Macy’s,

4+Twyman, History of Marshall Field & Co., 123-33, 159; John Wanamaker
Company, Golden Book of the Wanamaker Stores (Philadelphia, 1911), 249. For his-
tories of the growth and development of department stores, see Leach, Land of Desire;
Benson, Counter Cultures, especially chapter 1; Miller, The Bon Marché.
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which maintained buying offices in Paris, London, Belfast, and Berlin,
had 1,500 employees in 1888. By 1922 this number had grown to
5,000 “regular” employees staffing 118 departments; at Christmas,
Macy’s hired 2,000 more “extras.” Marshall Field employed 300 women
as “sewing girls” during the 1880s. Employers, needing high-volume
sales to offset the costs of maintaining such large staffs, saw that
sufficient profits could be made only by developing an efficient and
persuasive sales force. Beginning in the early twentieth century, and
flourishing in the 1920s, many sales manuals, retailing schools, and
in-store training programs appeared to address this problem. For
example, William Amelius Corboin, a former instructor in sales-
manship at Wanamaker’s, Strawbridge and Clothier’s, and Gimbel
Brothers, in 1906 published Principles of Salesmanship. The book
offered insights into the personal virtues and psychological appeals
that would help increase sales. The Wanamaker stores went so far
as to open a “John Wanamaker Commercial Institute” and an “Amer-
ican University of Trade and Applied Commerce,” schools that promised
to prepare young workers “to fill honorable positions in life and there-
by increase personal earning power.”

L. S. Ayres and Company was founded in 1872. Lyman S. Ayres,
born in Oswego, New York, on September 24, 1824, owned small
stores in Ohio and New York before buying an interest in the “T'rade
Palace,” an Indianapolis dry goods establishment, in 1872. At first Ayres
remained in New York as the company’s eastern buyer. By 1874
Ayres had bought out his partners and moved to Indianapolis, the Trade
Palace—soon renamed L. S. Ayres and Company—under his control.
Following methods of retailing similar to those that had helped other
department stores grow, Ayres steadily expanded his business. In
1874 L. S. Ayres was a small establishment that offered dry goods,
shawls, cloaks, suits, furs, dressmaking, and millinery. By 1883 the
firm employed sixty people in eleven departments. A move in 1905
to a new eight-story building with six elevators, 250 feet of show win-
dows, a soda fountain, a grillroom and tearoom, and a bargain base-
ment made Ayres one of the largest retail establishments in the city.®
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Continued expansion of store facilities and services in the early
twentieth century brought fleets of delivery trucks, affiliation with
the Boston-based Retail Research Association, and an arrangement
with a number of other large stores that offered access to overseas
fashion markets. Ayres continued its expansion until by 1929 the
store occupied one hundred times its original space at the Trade
Palace. By 1931 Ayres had 1,400 employees, a number that increased
to an annual average of 2,600 by 1943. Ayres continued as a prof-
itable corporation into the 1950s, enjoying annual net profits in excess
of $900,000 through the late 1940s and early 1950s. The 1950s brought
expansion away from the downtown store and into suburban malls.
Ayres grew aggressively during the next two decades; it opened sev-
eral branch stores and a series of discount outlets called “Ayr-Ways.”
In 1972 the Ayres corporation was sold to the Associated Dry Goods
Corporation, a chain that controlled various department store groups.

L. S. AYRES BUILDING ON WASHINGTON STREET, 1875

Indiana Historical Society Library, Indianapolis (Neg. no. C7616).
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Since then, Ayres has passed through several owners and sold most
of its Ayr-Way stores to Target Stores. In 1992 the company closed
its downtown Indianapolis store, which had been losing millions of
dollars a year.”

The rapid growth that L. S. Ayres and Company experienced
at the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth
century required a number of adjustments in the store’s labor rela-
tions policies. With a vastly expanded sales force, store executives
had to maintain discipline, ensure proper service to customers, pro-
mote increased sales, and cultivate employee loyalty. In the first
decade of the twentieth century, Ayres issued a set of store rules for
its employees that established such basic guidelines as where and
when to enter the store and at what time lunch breaks would be per-
mitted. These rules also prohibited “reading, eating, chewing gum
or tobacco, cleaning finger nails, or dressing hair . . . outside their
proper places.” The store set out basic rules for customer relations,
rules demanding that employees “wait upon customers pleasantly; never
misrepresent anything . . . [and] answer all questions politely and
truthfully.” Following such principles, the store promised workers,
“will help your rates.” Employees were also required to “instruct,
assist and encourage all new clerks in every possible way.”

As early as the 1910s, the store moved beyond these simple
admonitions to workers and established a formal training depart-
ment. In 1919 that department came under the control of Eunice
Johnson, who had been an Indianapolis teacher before attending the
Prince School of Retailing at Simmons College in Boston. Under her
direction, the training department by the early 1930s conducted a
week-long initial training program for new employees that included
instruction in such subjects as store rules and organization and the
store selling system, as well as a tour of the store’s facilities. The
department promoted continuing education and sales efficiency
through formal classes on such topics as the history and uses of lace
and the prevention of breakage and through storewide sales compe-
titions. One such competition held during the 1920s featured a flyer
made to look like the front page of the Indianapolis Star and filled
with stories on the baseball “teams” managed by store executives
competing for a turkey “victory dinner.” The training department

7“1914,” Ayres Records, box 1, folder 41; “Harrodian Gazette,” 1926, Ayres
Records, box 1, folder 53; L. S. Ayres & Company, We Tell Our Story, 17, Ayrograms,
August, 1931, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 7; “Ayres Statisticklers of 1943,” Ayres
Records, box 2, folder 13; L. 8. Ayres & Company, Ayres (L. S.) and Company Annu-
al Reports, 1946-1950 (Indianapolis, 1950); L. S. Ayres & Company, Ayres (L. S.) and
Company Annual Reports, 1952-1955 (Indianapolis, 1955); “L. S. Ayres and Compa-
ny, Merchandising vision, civic-mindedness, service integrity and quality,” 1981, Ayres
Records, box 5, folder 3. The space formerly occupied by Ayres now contains the Cir-
cle City Center development.

8“Store Rules,” booklet, circa 1900, Ayres Records, box 28, folder 2.
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also promoted loyalty and interest in the store by sponsoring parties
for the workers from different departments.®

The training department used Ayrograms, an employee maga-
zine published during the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, to help these
efforts to increase the sales ability of Ayres employees. Professing a
“belief that the greater the spirit of comradeship the better we shall
work together for our common interest—a greater L. S. Ayres & Com-
pany,” and appearing at least monthly except during the worst years
of the depression, Ayrograms offered employees a mixture of advice
on selling, inside information on the store, articles on the manufac-
ture and history of goods, feature stories on executives and non-sell-
ing employees, and store gossip. The magazine also sponsored
suggestion contests on such subjects as “How Can Customers Be
Encouraged to Do Their Christmas Shopping Early?” and prizes for
those who recommended friends for employment by Ayres. Usually
written in an informal, friendly manner, Ayrograms sought to encour-
age a spirit of cooperation and loyalty that would make employees more
willing to promote their store and its sales.

Ayres used employee welfare and recreational programs to com-
plement in-store training efforts. The first employee welfare pro-
grams actually appeared at Ayres before any sort of elaborate system
of training. Company officials contended that welfare programs began
in 1874, the first year that Lyman S. Ayres actually lived in Indi-
anapolis and controlled the store at the Trade Palace. At Thanks-
giving, according to store legend, L. S. Ayres gave each employee
who was the head of a household a stuffed turkey. As turkey prices,
delivery costs, and store staff grew, this tradition was replaced by
the custom of giving each employee a silver dollar as a reminder of
the company’s generosity. The tradition of the “turkey dollar” final-
ly ended in 1934, when the demands of the depression convinced
employees that a donation of five hundred dollars to the Ayres Samar-
itan Fund was a more useful contribution to employee welfare than
a silver dollar."

Beyond the economically meaningless custom of the “turkey
dollar,” Ayres initiated a number of other programs that promoted
employee welfare in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. Beginning in 1894, Ayres employees were given half-holidays

9 Clipping, 1947, of a story on training director Eunice Johnson, Ayres Records,
box 29, folder 19; Baker, Personnel Programs, 21; sales promotion flyer, undated
[1920s], Ayres Records, box 2, folder 8. Another example of such promotions can be
found in Ayrograms, September 13, 1929, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 5. For exam-
ples of training classes, see Ayrograms, November, 1920, Ayres Records, box 7, fold-
er 2; ibid., March 22, 1929, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 5.

10 Ayrograms, November, 1931, Ayres Records, box 2, folder 1; ibid., November,
1920, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 2; ibid., August 16, 1929, Ayres Records, box 7,
folder 5.

11“1874,” Ayres Records, box 1, folder 3; “1930,” Ayres Records, box 1, folder
57; “turkey dollar” envelope, Ayres Records, box 1, folder 28.
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on summer Saturdays, perhaps because few customers were willing
to spend Indiana summer afternoons in a stuffy department store
but also as a means of allowing employees an opportunity to enjoy Indi-
anapolis’s parks. Formed in 1899, the voluntary Ayres Relief Asso-
ciation offered employees sick benefits of three-fourths their salaries
for up to thirteen weeks in any one year. Though the relief associa-
tion was partially funded by employee contributions, the Ayres com-
pany also contributed to the benefits fund. By 1914 Ayres had also
hired the first “industrial nurse” in Indiana, opened employee lunch
and rest rooms, and operated a store infirmary.

An employee credit union, formed during the 1920s, offered
employees both short-term cash loans and home mortgage financ-
ing. The Ayres Aid Association, chartered in 1924, provided employ-
ees with death benefits until the company’s later purchase of group
life insurance for its employees. Banquets and celebrations became
parts of the sales competitions during the annual anniversary sale,
and Ayres initiated a “Twenty Year Club” that honored long-term
employees with a special ceremony, extra paid vacation time, and
service pins. Employee golf outings, orchestras and choral societies,
women’s exercise classes, and men’s and women’s store clubs added
to the long list of employee activities available during the 1920s.
Such activities continued during the Great Depression, with men’s
bowling and basketball leagues added to the schedule of activities.
Christmas bonuses appeared for the first time during the 1930s. Dur-
ing the 1940s Ayres continued to promote employee recreation and
welfare by sponsoring orchestra concerts, employee hobby shows,
and group hospitalization insurance.*®

12%1894,” Ayres Records, box 1, folder 21; “1899,” Ayres Records, box 1, folder
21; “1915,” Ayres Records, box 1, folder 42. Changes in Indiana law may have prompt-
ed these closings. An 1893 amendment to an earlier law limited the hours that chil-
dren under fourteen could work to eight in any one day. Indiana, Laws (1893), 147-48.
A 1918 report by the Women’s Bureau of the United States Department of Labor stat-
ed that Indiana had no laws limiting the number of hours women over the age of eigh-
teen could work. In addition, Indiana had no restrictions on women’s night work in
non-manufacturing jobs in this year. U.S., Department of Labor, Women’s Bureau,
Labor Laws for Women in Industry in Indiana (Washington, 1918).
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folder 49; ibid., October 31, 1923, clipping in Ayres Records, box 1, folder 50; ibid.,
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November 12, 1933, clipping in Ayres Records, box 2, folder 3; clipping of a newspa-
per story on an employee barbeque, November 11, 1925, Ayres Records, box 1, folder
521; clipping of a newspaper story on an employee dinner, October 2, 1926, Ayres
Records, box 1, folder 53; Ayrograms, August 24, 1928, April 12, 1929, Ayres Records,
box 7, folder 5; ibid., February 1, November, December, 1930, Ayres Records, box 7,
folder 6; ibid., February, 1932, box 7, folder 8; ibid., August, 1948, Ayres Records, box
8, folder 2; program for an Indianapolis Symphony Orchestra concert, January 5,
1945, Ayres Records, box 2, folder 15; program for “Ayres Hobby Show,” January
16-18, 1940, Ayres Records, box 29, folder 18. For studies of welfare capitalism, see
David Brody, “The Rise of Welfare Capitalism,” in Workers in Industrial America:



Business and Reform at L. S. Ayres & Co. 355

While the overall purpose of employee training and welfare pro-
grams at L. S. Ayres may have been to promote increased sales and
profits for the corporation, those policies also promoted labor disci-
pline and loyalty to the store and its leaders. Sometimes efforts to use
training to prevent labor conflict in the store were quite direct. The
cover of the November, 1920, issue of Ayrograms, for example, car-
ried a stark headline: “Work or Quit.” Underneath that headline the
magazine’s editor printed a few lines from writer, editor, and busi-
ness expert Elbert Hubbard: “If you work for a man [who] pays you
wages that supply you your bread and butter, work for him, stand by
him, and stand by the company he represents.”

Company publications often reminded readers of the benefits
available to Ayres workers. A 1920s edition of Ayrograms contained
a list of the “privileges” that employees at Ayres “enjoyed . . . that
are not enjoyed by employees of other department stores.” Among
the benefits listed were the employee lunch room, the “liberal” vaca-
tion plan that allowed for one week’s paid vacation after two years
of employment, store parties, men’s and women’s clubs, relief pro-
grams, and employee merchandise discounts. The 1935 program of
the Ayres “Minstrel Show and Follies” presented employees with a
similar list of privileges enjoyed by Ayres workers. The publication
of such lists was intended to promote employee loyalty and serve as
a preventative against the introduction of unions into the Ayres store.
An undated booklet sent to “all supervisory personnel” listed the ben-
efits Ayres employees enjoyed and warned supervisors that “Unions
are eager to find trouble. It is our job . . . to recognize trouble if it
develops, and to do something about it at once.””

Ayres used promotions to improve the productivity of its work
force. The profits of large-scale department stores like Ayres depend-
ed on high rates of turnover. Like other American department stores,
Ayres attempted to ensure this turnover through advertising. Beyond
the constant sales promotions, spectacular building expansions, and
ever-expanding services and product lines, the executives of Ayres also
tried to sell their store as a place where customers could shop with
the confidence that the clerks and support staff they encountered in

Essays on the Twentieth Century Struggle (New York, 1980), 48-81; Stuart D. Bran-
des, American Welfare Capitalism, 1880-1940 (Chicago, 1976); Daniel Nelson, Man-
agers and Workers: Origins of the New Factory System in the United States, 1880-1920
(Madison, Wisc., 1975); Gerald Zahavi, “Negotiated Loyalty: Welfare Capitalism and
the Shoeworkers of Endicott Johnson, 1920-1940,” Journal of American History, LXX
(December, 1983), 602-21; Lizabeth Cohen, Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers
in Chicago, 1919-1939 (Cambridge, Mass., 1990). For an examination of employee
relations and welfare policies in a department store, see Mary La Dame, The Filene
Store: A Study of Employes’ Relation to Management in a Retail Store (New York,
1930).

14 Ayrograms, November, 1920, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 1.

15 Jbid.; program for the “1935 Minstrel Show and Follies,” Ayres Records, box
29, folder 17; L. S. Ayres & Company, “This We Believe,” undated booklet, Ayres
Records, box 28, folder 4.
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the store were treated fairly. Department stores like Ayres built their
reputations as much through their employees as through the goods
they provided. Store owners felt that they needed to promote good
will in the community in order to attract and keep customers. Rec-
ognizing the fears of potential customers for the moral state of the
people who served them, Ayres was careful in its advertising to
emphasize its many programs to promote the health and welfare of
employees. A 1927 Ayres advertisement demonstrated the public
image that the store sought to establish; it described a store where
“One rarely meets a surly or discourteous person in the store’s forces.
They all like the store, think it’s the best place to be, and show their
spirit in their work.”®

The store’s leaders sometimes learned quite directly the value
of their employment policies in promoting public good will. In 1913
the store sent its customers brochures detailing the reasons for clos-
ing Ayres on Saturday afternoons in the summertime. One impressed
customer, Mary N. Walcott, responded by writing, “This notice makes
me happy. It will be a pleasure to shop in the shorter hours know-
ing the clerks are having some respite from their long days. I hope
you may double your profits.” Similarly, Sidelights, the store’s early
twentieth-century catalog, told customers of the education depart-
ment, reading room, hospital, and other benefits that the store pro-
vided for its workers and promised that “These and other opportunities
will enable the employees of L. S. Ayres and company to equip them-
selves successfully to win in the battles of life.”"’

Advertising in the 1920s also pointed out the enlightened per-
sonnel policies of L. S. Ayres. A 1923 advertisement emphasized that
a change in the opening hours of the store came after a vote of employ-
ees, while a January, 1925, Indianapolis News article told of the
“Credit Society” that Ayres employees were soon to have. Ayres rec-
ognized the importance of these employee welfare programs to its
public image even in the midst of the Great Depression. A 1931 adver-
tisement reprinted in Ayrograms urged customers, “Let’s Not Go
Back.” In its promise to keep the tradition of closing on summer Sat-
urdays, Ayres told its customers, “We think we give better service to
you when our store force is happy and contented . . . So we don’t
intend to go back to the horse-car age for our Depression remedies.”
Later in the decade, during a period of labor unrest in the city, Ayres
produced a radio show on WIRE, an Indianapolis radio station. The
show highlighted the career of Robert Reilly, who had worked in the
store for more than fifty years. Reilly told of his loyalty to the store
and promised that “I would do it again and . . . if I did it again,

6L, S. Ayres & Company advertisement, Retail Review, V (December 12, 1927),
clipping in Ayres Records, box 1, folder 54.

17Mary N. Walcott to L. S. Ayres & Company (note written on a copy of a notice
of early summer closings), July 2, 1913, Ayres Records, box 1, folder 40; Sidelights,
January, 1918, Ayres Records, box 1, folder 45.
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I would want to start with L. S. Ayres & Co.” A short history issued
by the company on the occasion of its seventy-fifth anniversary in
1947 continued this tradition of using employee welfare programs
to promote public good will. Lyman S. Ayres, grandson of the founder,
promised readers that Ayres would continue to use these policies to
promote a cheerful and contented work force, the store always mov-
ing in “the direction of bringing to those who work at Ayres’ a fuller
life and a measure of security.”®

L. S. Ayres, then, used employee training and welfare programs
not just to improve the sales technique and morale of its sales force
but also as an element of store advertising that promoted the store
as a place where employees were content and justly treated. Through
such advertising, Ayres hoped to convince its customers that they
did not have to worry that they were shopping in a place where work-
ers were discontented and might succumb to the temptations involved
in living and working in a growing city. The focus of such advertis-
ing shifted over time. It emphasized employer paternalism in an era
of welfare capitalism, while later it stressed worker loyalty during days
when labor unrest threatened the city. Employee welfare programs,
however, consistently helped Ayres remind its customers that in the
store’s world, at least, all was peaceful and just.

The efforts to make the store a comfortable environment for
shoppers extended beyond advertising. During the 1920s Ayres print-
ed a “mission statement” that expressed the most important goals
of the employee training and service programs developed in that
decade. “The Ayres Ideal,” according to that statement, was “To cre-
ate a store personality based upon sincerity, friendship, and cour-
tesy, the foundation stones of real service.” The idea that a store
could have a personality presented an imperative to employers: in
order to attract the “right” sorts of customers, they needed to pre-
sent their stores in a manner that met the expectations of those
patrons, not just in terms of the goods available for purchase but also
in terms of the appearance and manners of the employees who sold
those goods. Modern retailing required that store owners create in their
establishments an environment of social comfort for shoppers. While
training and welfare programs at Ayres promoted more efficient sales
techniques and inculcated a sense of loyalty to the store, a closer look
at those programs reveals that store owners worked to create particular
identities for their employees that met customers’ expectations of
proper race, class, and gender roles.”

18 Indianapolis News, November 8, 1923, clipping of an L. S. Ayres & Compa-
ny advertisement in Ayres Records, box 1, folder 50; ibid., January 24, 1925; “Let’s Not
Go Back,” advertisement reprinted in Ayrograms, July, 1931, Ayres Records, box 2,
folder 2; script for a program broadcast on radio station WIRE-AM, Indianapolis,
December 20, 1937, Ayres Records, box 5, folder 7; L. S. Ayres & Company, We Tell
Our Story, 35.

19 Store directory, Ayres Records, box 1, folder 56. This formulation appears
on the masthead of nearly every issue of Ayrograms. For an excellent discussion of
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Ayres’s definition of service stressed the ability of clerks to help
shoppers discover their needs and wants. The reporter who covered
the opening of Ayres’s new downtown store in 1905 was struck by
the “ease with which the clerks attended to [customers’] wants. Every
article was in its place and every clerk knew every article and every
place.” The reporter who covered another Ayres expansion in 1915 con-
tended that the store had “perfected the element of service,” which
he defined as enabling the customer to “get what she wants, pre-
cisely as she wants it, exactly when she wants it.” By the 1920s, the
definition of service for clerks had expanded far beyond the notion that
they should merely know where goods were located and bring them
to shoppers when they were requested. Sidelights advertisements in
1925 for Ayres’s shopping service told customers that “our expert
shoppers make every effort to determine your exact needs and desires
and strive intelligently to assure you complete and immediate sat-
isfaction.” A clerk now had to have such a complete knowledge of
customers’ tastes that they offered appropriate goods and services
almost before they were requested.®

This ideal of service presented a dilemma for Ayres executives.
On one hand, their clerks needed to demonstrate a knowledge of the
social world that shoppers occupied in order to assure customers that
those who served them understood the latest styles and fashions. On
the other hand, clerks had to maintain the sort of social distance that
customers expected from those who sold them goods. Clerks needed
to show that they understood the style and language of the world of
fashion without implying that their knowledge and taste exceeded that
of their customers. The problem for Ayres management thus became
one of training their clerks to occupy what executives considered
their proper social status. Store training in the language of style and
fashion became central to this process of inculcating status.

Training for status often focused on the language that clerks
used with customers. From the advice and education aimed at store
clerks during the 1920s in Ayrograms, it is apparent that the train-
ing department of Ayres felt that employees needed education in
such fundamentals as English pronunciation and grammar. For
example, Ayrograms urged employees to participate in a class held
by the “Better English Institute of America.” The August 30, 1929,
issue of Ayrograms reminded employees of the correct pronunciation
of “similar” (not “simular”) and used that word as an object lesson
for other words. The store magazine also offered phonetic aides for
the pronunciation of the names of French designers and fashionable

executives’ efforts to create ideal relationships within their stores, see Sarah Smith
Malino, “Faces Across the Counter: A Social History of Female Department Store
Employees, 1870-1920” (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1982).

20 [ndianapolis Sun, October 5, 1905; Indianapolis Star, July 26, 1915; Side-
lights, May, 1925, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 1. See also Benson, Counter Cultures.
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Paris streets like the Champs Elysées. If such training tended to
bring clerks socially closer to their customers, Ayrograms reminded
clerks to keep their distance. One issue pointed out that customers
were not impressed to hear clerks say, “I wear that kind myself.”*
Store management also concerned itself deeply with the groom-
ing and appearance of selling floor employees. The April 26, 1926,
edition of Ayrograms urged “Every woman in the store who wishes
to make the best of her looks” to contact the manager of the newly
opened beauty store. Explanations of the year’s fashions in the employ-
ee magazine frequently addressed readers as if they were consider-
ing purchasing such clothing. While Ayres published formal dress
codes in the 1920s, by 1929 dress regulations were relaxed, Ayres
executives claiming that they preferred to leave such decisions to the
“good taste and judgment of our people.” These eased restrictions led
to some inappropriate dress, and the store warned women that “the
store expects [you] to know what is smart and what is in good taste
and dress accordingly.” In 1931 Ayres established a committee that
determined standards for employee dress. Ayres executives, it seems,
were torn between their desire to promote at least the appearance of
employee decision making and the need to ensure that employees
dressed in a manner acceptable to customers. When women work-
ers proved incapable or unwilling to dress in an approved way, man-
agers stepped in to ensure that dress again became appropriate.?
Ayres also used its employee discount policy as an economic
incentive to dress as the store directed. By the 1940s, the employee
discount stood at 16.67 percent in all departments except service,
where no reductions were available. Employees who purchased cloth-
ing approved for store wear received 25 percent off the ticketed price.”
Employee discounts had long been a source of friction between man-
agement and employees. If Ayres executives used this welfare poli-
cy to promote loyalty and establish standards of conduct among
employees, Ayres workers found the reduced prices available to them
to be useful for other ends. Some women combined their 25 percent
store discount with sale prices to purchase goods at a price less than
wholesale level, a practice prohibited by a 1942 store directive. In
the 1920s the store complained the many of the “extras” hired dur-
ing holiday and other sales periods made use of the employee dis-
count, an act not allowed under store regulations. Other women used

21 Ayrograms, May 10, August 30, October 11, 1929, Ayres Records, box 7, fold-
er 5; ibid., August, 1922, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 2.

22 Ayrograms, April 26, 1926, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 5; ibid., August 10,
1928, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 4; ibid., February 28, 1930, Ayres Records, box 7,
folder 6; ibid., March, 1931, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 7; ibid., November, 1931,
Ayres Records, box 2, folder 1; Albert N. Collins to All Saleswomen, Policy Bulletin #136A,
May 5, 1925, Ayres Records, box 24, folder 8; Policy Bulletin #291A, October 24, 1929,
Ayres Records, box 24, folder 3.

28 Ayrograms, May 1, 1946, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 9.
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their discount to supplement their income; a store directive from
September 2, 1942, reminded workers that they could not use their
discount “for another person who actually pays for the item, direct-
ly or indirectly.”*

The directives of store managers to saleswomen to dress in a
“conservative” and “businesslike” manner and to use “proper” English
reveal the ways that Ayres executives used training and welfare in
their attempt to inculcate certain social identities among their employ-
ees. Store owners sought to create a distinct group of saleswomen
who could dress, talk, and act in a manner that appealed to their
customers. Ayres cultivated the types of customers who could take
advantage of its Paris shopping service and expected the latest fash-
ions from that city. In the eyes of their employers, the training that
could create employees conversant in this language of taste and fash-
ion separated clerks from their co-workers. The very fact that exec-
utives felt a need to train their employees in matters as apparently
simple as speech and dress points both to employers’ perceptions of
workers’ levels of education and sophistication and to the standards
by which employers separated one social group from another. Ayres
executives hoped through training and education to eliminate at least
some of the social distance between their customers and their sell-
ing employees. That they used language and dress as major mark-
ers of that status reveals the important role that such social goods
played in determining social status in the early twentieth century.?

The concern for placing clerks in a social context that customers
found comfortable extended to clerks’ relationships with those employ-
ees who worked in non-selling departments such as the alteration
and fur workshops, building maintenance, and furniture repair. The
records of Ayres’s Twenty Year Club offer evidence that distinctions
existed between those who worked in selling and non-selling depart-
ments. The October 17, 1946, edition of Ayrograms offered a list of
“Who’s Who in the Twenty Year Club,” profiled those employees who
had worked in the store more than thirty years, and listed club mem-
bers by department. All those who had been in the store more than
forty years were white men who held executive positions. Among the
thirty-one with thirty or more years of service were twenty women,
only four of whom worked in sales. Most of the other women worked
either in secretarial roles or as needle workers in alterations or the
fur workroom. Most of the men who were long-term employees worked
as sales executives or managers; only one held a job as a delivery

24Policy Bulletin #73A, February 23, 1942, Ayres Records, box 25, folder 1; Pol-
icy Bulletin #47B, undated [1920s?], Ayres Records, box 24, folder 1; “Employees Dis-
count Privilege,” memo to executives, merchandise managers, department heads, and
section managers, September 2, 1947, Ayres Records, box 28, folder 7.

25 For an examination of the importance of dress and manners to the emerging
middle class in the nineteenth century, see John F. Kasson, Rudeness & Civility:
Manners in Nineteenth-Century America (New York, 1990).
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Indiana Historical Society Library, Indianapolis (Neg. no. C7620).

driver. The listing of Twenty Year Club members reveals that certain
departments, such as porters, the fur workroom, receiving and mark-
ing, warehouse and delivery, and the tea room and kitchens had large
numbers of club members. Few departments in the merchandise divi-
sion, with the exception of infants’ and children’s apparel and the
millinery section of the French Room had more than one Twenty
Year Club member, a distribution that may reflect the higher wages
paid by these departments and the sense that moving to such depart-
ments represented a promotion.”*

If Twenty Year Club members were older than the average store
worker, in 1946 at least, a salesperson was more likely to be younger
and less experienced than either non-selling workers or executives.
The relatively low representation of the sales force in the Twenty
Year Club also points toward a higher turnover in selling than in

26 Ayrograms, October 17, 1946, Ayres Records, box 29, folder 8.



364 Indiana Magazine of History

THE TWENTY YEAR CLUB PARTY, 1949

Indiana Historical Society Library, Indianapolis (Neg. no. C7612).

the non-selling branches. In some departments when employees
arrived at Ayres, they stayed, while in others jobs at Ayres served most-
ly as temporary expedients. The large number of “extras” hired dur-
ing sale and holiday seasons also contributed to the large turnover
in many parts of the store. Such evidence hints that hiring practices,
training programs, and the attitudes of employees themselves at
L. S. Ayres contributed to the development of two fairly distinct
groups of workers in the store: selling and non-selling employees.
In 1914 the Bureau of Labor Statistics published a survey of
wages and working conditions for women in Indianapolis depart-
ment stores and garment factories. The survey examined such demo-
graphic characteristics as age, conjugal condition, and living arrangements
among workers in these two industries. Average weekly wages and
work hours were calculated, as was the average number of workers
per toilet. Most importantly, the survey broke down these categories
in the department store by selling and non-selling staff. The survey
reveals only slight differences in the pay received by selling and non-
selling employees in department stores. While salespersons in some
departments received wages considerably higher than the average
worker in alterations or the millinery room, workers in other depart-
ments received far less. While workers in the workrooms were on
average a year or two older than saleswomen, members of both groups
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were in their twenties, usually single, and often lived with their par-
ents, just as did women who worked in garment factories.”

In the twenty-eight retail establishments surveyed, 665 men
were employed in selling capacities and 1,820 women, 1,720 of whom
were older than sixteen. Only 31 men worked in alterations in these
stores, while 372 women, including three who were younger than
sixteen, served in that capacity. The survey also broke down occu-
pations by the average age of workers: cash girls, bundle wrappers,
inspectors, and stock girls formed the youngest group of workers,
with an average age of 15.3 years. Saleswomen averaged 26.7 years,
while alteration and millinery hands averaged 28.8 years. Office
workers were a younger group (21.9 years) than both saleswomen
and alteration hands. Of 331 women department store workers sur-
veyed, 83.7 percent were single, 7.6 percent married, 4.2 percent wid-
owed, and 4.5 percent divorced or separated. Most of these women (256)
lived with their parents, although 22 lived with other relatives, 32
lived in boarding houses, and 21 “kept house.” Employers reported
that saleswomen with commissions averaged $9.77 per week in pay.
The women themselves claimed an average of $8.95 per week with
commissions. This information also reveals a wide range in wages
by departments, from coats, suits, and skirts, where saleswomen
averaged $12.84 per week, to notions, where workers averaged $5.67
per week. The highest-earning departments also had the highest
average age of workers, with coats, suits, and skirts averaging 32.8
years. Workers in notions were only 22.2 years old on the average.
Those working in alterations and the millinery workroom averaged
$9.99 per week, with alteration department workers averaging $9.77
per week. The lowest-paid workers in the store were cash girls, mes-
sengers, bundle wrappers, packers, inspectors, and stock girls, who
averaged only $3.85 per week. Buyers were the best paid; they aver-
aged $25.87. By contrast, women working in the garment industry
reported an average pay of $7.42 per week, with employers’ records
contending that they earned $8.01.%

Such information reveals that workers in non-selling and sell-
ing jobs often enjoyed similar material circumstances. Saleswomen
and alterations workers reportedly received identical weekly wages.
The training and welfare programs employed at Ayres, however,
insured that selling and non-selling workers occupied different social
positions. First, employees who did not deal directly with customers
were often absent from store literature. “Non-selling” employees who
worked in management did receive considerable attention in employ-
ee publications, but employees whose jobs required physical labor or

27 Marie Louise Obenauer and Frances W. Valentino, Hours, Earnings, and
Conditions of Labor of Women in Indiana Mercantile Establishments and Garment
Factories (Washington, D.C., 1914).

281bid., 8, 10-11, 33-34, 41, 44, 45-46.
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manual skill existed in the Ayres literature mostly as interesting fix-
tures of the store about whom clerks could learn in order to improve
their selling. Store literature of the 1920s told readers of the “airy”
workshop and “large, well-lit workroom” where those employed in
drapery making at Ayres plied their trade. In the same year, an issue
of Ayrograms that was intended to prepare workers for a summer
inventory reported that the non-selling staff, “who are supposed to
be rather dumb about merchandise,” were allowed to participate in
the process as recorders of stock information. During the 1930s non-
selling workers were finally addressed directly when employee pub-
lications urged them to participate in the selling activities of the
store through their efforts to “make the customer happy.” Only after
World War II did Ayres begin to offer classes in work skills for non-
selling employees.”

Store literature thus attempted to create a clear distinction
between two types of workers at Ayres, the men and women who sold
goods and the men and women who made sure that those goods
reached their proper destinations. While these two groups of work-
ers probably received a very similar weekly pay envelope, they nev-
ertheless differed considerably in terms of average age and length
of service at the store. Clerks tended to be younger and newer employ-
ees. While such distinctions surely resulted in part from the choices
about work and social life made by the men and women who worked
in the store, programs that taught salespeople to speak, dress, and
behave in a manner that employers felt distinguished clerks from
people of similar social origins (like their “non-selling” co-workers) sure-
ly helped to determine the social profile of the store. Working to meet
customer’s expectations, Ayres tried to create social distinctions
among its employees based on age, gender, language, and dress.

Ayres executives did more than simply attempt to inculcate
proper modes of speaking and dressing among their employees in
their efforts to make the store a socially comfortable place for the
affluent shoppers who patronized it. Ayres training and welfare pro-
grams also manipulated expectations of gender identity in order to
present the world of the store as an ideal one. These training and
welfare programs promoted roles for women and men in the workplace
that stressed traditional, domestic identities for women and patri-
archal identities for the male leaders of the store. Male employees who
occupied a less exalted position possessed a more ambivalent iden-
tity than store leaders. If some women chafed under the constraints
of the understandings of femininity promoted by the store, others
found in these “old” notions of female identity a means of creating a
new, business-oriented female professionalism.

2 Ayrograms, June 1, July 7, 1928, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 4; ibid., Septem-
ber, 1931, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 7; Ayrograms, May, September, 1932, Ayres Records,
box 7, folder 8; ibid., September, 1947, Ayres Records, box 8, folder 1.
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Depictions of the ideal female employee that appeared in employ-
ee publications stressed women workers’ politeness, beauty, and abil-
ity to care for fellow employees. Ayrograms described assistant coat
buyer Mary Ives, who left the store upon her marriage in 1928, as “one
of the most beautiful girls in the store, but also one of the most pop-
ular, because of her unfailing courtesy to everyone with whom she came
in contact.” Upon the 1948 death of salesperson Helene Levin, Ayro-
grams praised her for being “sincerely interested in people.” Above
all, Ayres stressed that women married and that married women
stopped working. Employee publications highlighted the role of women
as wives by printing engagement announcements, even if the women
involved at times were reticent about their altered circumstances.
The January 3, 1930, edition of Ayrograms, for example, announced
that “Frances Zaring, of the stationery department, is wearing a new
diamond which she got for Christmas. We have not been able to dis-
cover who the lucky man is.” Ayrograms also printed birth announce-
ments from former employees and letters from ex-workers who had
enjoyed their jobs but were “now very happy” as housewives and
mothers.*

In its advertising, Ayres attempted to connect the work that its
employees did in the store to more traditional roles for women. Adver-
tisements seemed to assure customers that even as women employ-
ees assumed new roles they maintained their feminine identities.
During World War I, clerks were allowed to knit socks for soldiers on
the front when they were not waiting on customers. An advertise-
ment compared the activity of these “young women,” whose “busi-
ness it is to wait upon you, to serve you as patrons in every possible
way,” to the activities of their pioneer grandmothers—and the grand-
mothers of their customers—who knitted the clothes for the entire
family.®

Women were often defined in relation to the men who worked
at Ayres. For the most part, employee publications depicted men
either as executives or as non-selling, service employees. Not sur-
prisingly, executive men appeared as strong providers ready to aid
and care for their employees. On the death of Lyman S. Ayres, the
Indianapolis News quoted a memorial from his employees, who “felt,
instinctively, that any trouble, real or imagined, if carried to Mr.
Ayres, would be speedily and satisfactorily adjusted.” Male employ-
ees of a more humble sort could be praised for such “manly” virtues
as power and strength but were expected to “attend quietly to busi-
ness” and comply cheerfully with the requests of their supervisors.
One worker, “Dick,” came in for praise for being “powerful physical-

30 Ayrograms, February 24, 1928, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 4; ibid., January
3, 1930, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 6; ibid., November, 1948, Ayres Records, box 8,
folder 2; ibid., December, 1949, Ayres Records, box 2, folder 19.

311, S. Ayres advertisement, 1917, Ayres Records, box 1, folder 44.
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“BoOTH GIRLS” AT THE TOILET GOODS FAIR, JUNE, 1928

Indiana Historical Society Library, Indianapolis (Neg. no. C7618).

ly and a stickler for his rights, but no scrapper; [he was] genial and
obliging.” Men (and women) who worked in sales often assumed a
similarly ambivalent position. Most departments were identified as
male or female, regardless of the people who sold in those depart-
ments. Of course, the “gendered” definitions of these departments
did not always match up with the realities of the store. In May, 1924,
for example, the store gave a party for the “salesmen” in the wash-
ing machine department who had recently completed a Maytag sell-
ing contest. The workers in that department were indeed men, except
for the winner of the contest, Mrs. Marie Douglas.*

Thus, the rigid sex separation that existed in the gender ideol-
ogy promoted by Ayres did not exist in store practice. Store recre-
ation and welfare policies served in part to reimpose this separation
in the lives of store workers. Recreation at Ayres featured many
events open to men only, such as golf tournaments and bowling

32Indianapolis News, May 8, 1896, clipping in Ayres Records, box 5, folder 10;
Ayres Log Book, March—April, 1918, Ayres Records, box 1, folder 25; Ayrograms, Jan-
uary, 1922, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 2; ibid., May, 1924, Ayres Records, box 7,
folder 3.
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leagues. Ayres featured two employee organizations in the 1920s, a
men’s club called the El-Es-A and the Ayres Association of Women.
Beginning in the 1920s, women were often urged to attend games
and cheer for the men who played on store basketball and softball
teams, but were not allowed to (or did not) form their own competi-
tive athletic organization, a bowling team, until 1949. Earlier depic-
tions of men’s teams had featured pictures of male bowlers in action
and game scores. The Ayrograms story on the women’s bowling team,
however, offered a posed picture of the women of the team, who
“Imade] an outstanding looking team in their neat maroon colored
bowling dresses.”

The realities of the store and its work force often did not match
the ideals promoted by Ayres executives. Many women continued to
work after marrying, and many women chose never to marry at all.
Miss Pauline Gauss, a former Ayres petticoat buyer who took a sim-

33 Ayrograms, October, 1949, Ayres Records, box 8, folder 3.
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Indiana Historical Society Library, Indianapolis (Neg. no. C7614).
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ilar position at Himmelhoch’s in Detroit, wrote to Ayrograms in May
of 1923, wondering when “married women who work all day and do
housework at night find time to be nice to their husbands.” An Ayres
advertisement, probably from the 1950s, that highlighted the bene-
fits of closing the store on Mondays hinted that some women sepa-
rated their professional and feminine identities. It suggested that
women found work and their understanding of marriage and moth-
erhood incompatible. One woman wrote that the Ayres policy of clos-
ing on Mondays made her a “better business woman five days, and
a better home-maker and family person the whole year.” Another
simply wrote, “For a day I'm a lady.”

Some women, like Flora Krauch, managed to manipulate this
idea of women’s roles to create well-paying jobs for themselves with-
in the Ayres organization. Unmarried, Flora Krauch came to Ayres
in 1909 from Chicago to take over the infants department. Krauch
used a variety of methods to build up her department, including a
series of newspaper columns on such subjects as “How to Bathe the
Baby” and “How to Dress the Baby Without Buttons or Pins.” These
stories quoted scientific experts on childrearing and emphasized
Krauch’s own professional experience in clothing for infants. When
she left the store, Krauch began editing a journal entitled Bigger
Business, which promised to inform readers of the methods that
allowed her to build, in “seven short years, a department in which she
has under her direction forty clerks.”*

Krauch’s success as a merchandiser, while undoubtedly a result
of her skills in promotion, display, and buying, owed a great deal to
her ability to use and manipulate the notion of women’s roles pro-
moted by L. S. Ayres. The department that she headed, infants and
children, embodied a role for women recognized by the store and soci-
ety as an important and natural one for women. While unmarried,
Krauch could use her identity as a woman to legitimate the advice
that she gave women on raising their children. Women achieved suc-
cess as buyers and managers in other departments of the store as
well, but Krauch’s case clearly illustrates the ways that the role of
women workers in the store promoted by Ayres training and adver-
tising could aid the advancement of women whose personal lives did
not fit that ideal.”

34¢]bid., May, 1923, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 3.

35“An Employee Report,” brochure, Ayres Records, box 2, folder 16.

36 L. S. Ayres & Company advertisement, March 25, 1909 (advertisement dis-
cusses Flora Krauch’s arrival at Ayres), Ayres Records, box 1, folder 36; “1909,” Ayres
Records, box 1, folder 36; Flora Krauch, columns, 1911-1913, Ayres Records, box 1,
folder 6; Flora Krauch, “Your Baby: A Series of Heart to Heart Talks to Mother,”
1912, Ayres Records, box 1, folder 39; clipping from Bigger Business, Ayres Records,
box 1, folder 41.

37Many women’s historians have examined the way that women manipulated
the ideal of the nurturing, domestic woman in order to gain access to the public world
and political debates in the early twentieth century. Excellent examples of such work
can be found in Seth Koven and Sonya Michel, eds., Mothers of a New World: Mater-
nalist Politics and the Origins of the Welfare States (New York, 1993).
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The realities of race relations also entered into the social order
that managers hoped to maintain in the store. As with women, Ayres
attempted to place its African-American employees in socially accept-
able spaces and to define roles for those workers that allowed them
to fit comfortably into the expectations of shoppers. Black workers formed
an important part of the Indianapolis work force during the early
twentieth century. African Americans began settling in Indianapo-
lis after the Civil War, the migrants finding conditions in the city an
improvement over those in the South. By 1900 Indianapolis had the
seventh-largest African-American community among northern cities.
These blacks settled in distinct neighborhoods on the north side of Indi-
anapolis. In the north side’s Fifth Ward, for example, blacks made up
one-third of the population in 1910 and two-thirds by 1930. By 1918,
after the Great Migration from the South that occurred as a result
of the wartime expansion of job opportunities, the city’s black popu-
lation had reached 35,000. Before the war, black men and women
had been employed mostly in low-paying and low-status service jobs.
While black men gained some access to manufacturing jobs during
the war, the majority of black workers remained employed in these
lower-paying positions.*

African Americans worked in just these types of jobs at Ayres.
They played an important role in the store from at least the begin-
ning of the twentieth century; the first black workers were inducted
into the Ayres Twenty Year Club in 1928. From pictures in employ-
ee magazines, most of them published in the 1940s, it appears that
blacks worked at Ayres in non-selling, service jobs. All of the store
porters, who worked mostly as janitors, were black men. The store’s
elevator operators were all black women. Food preparation was per-
formed exclusively by black men and women, although the supervi-
sors of the employee lunch rooms and public cafeterias were usually
white women. Until 1948, employee activities were also rigidly sep-
arated by race. When the Twenty Year Club initiated its first black
members in 1928, the store held a separate party to welcome them.
The porters had their own service club, bowling team, and glee club.
When elevator operator Anna Paige celebrated twenty years in the
store in 1946, her fellow workers recognized that achievement at a
special banquet at the Flanner House, a segregated local settlement
house. While the Ayres carolers were integrated by two black men in
1948 and the employee basketball team experienced the same change
in 1949, a 1948 publication on expanded employee lunchroom ser-
vices assured white readers that the all-black cooking staff had their
own dining room and “[did] not eat where food is being prepared.”®

38 Ruth Hutchinson Crocker, Social Work and Social Order: The Settlement
Movement in Two Industrial Cities, 1889-1930 (Urbana, I11., 1992), 76-83.

39 Ayrograms, October, 1931, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 4; ibid., January 24,
1942, Ayres Records, box 2, folder 12; ibid., March, August, 1946, Ayres Records, box
7, folder 9; ibid., January, 1948, Ayres Records, box 8, folder 2; ibid., December, 1949,
Ayres Records, box 2, folder 19; “Let’s Meet at Ayres,” May, 1948, Ayres Records, box
8, folder 2.
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ELEVATOR OPERATORS, JUNE, 1928

Indiana Historical Society Library, Indianapolis (Neg. no. C7622).

That Anna Paige’s Twenty Year Club induction was held at
Flanner House is significant. Flanner House had been founded by
white reformers in 1898 on land donated by Frank Flanner, a mor-
tician and leader in the Charity Organization Society. In 1902 Flan-
ner House came under the control of black reformers, but by 1912
financial necessities had forced the “Flanner Guild” to turn to mid-
dle-class white reformers for financial assistance. Historian Ruth
Crocker finds that by 1917 the house was firmly under the leadership
of these white reformers. From its earliest days Flanner House spon-
sored programs that concentrated on improving the condition of black
workers, programs that helped them acquire skills to compete in the
job market. When the Great Migration brought increased social ten-
sions to Indianapolis, the white leadership sought to use the social
welfare programs of the settlement house to help “control and con-
tain” these problems and avoid conflict over such legal issues as seg-
regation. During the 1920s, Flanner House programs concentrated
on improving the living and working conditions of Indianapolis blacks,
especially the increasing number of black women who worked in
domestic service. This emphasis on social welfare and gradual improve-
ment in working conditions, Crocker contends, meant that the con-
servative whites and their black allies who controlled Flanner House
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in the 1920s were interested in “adjustment rather than empower-
ment.” In the late 1940s Flanner House in many ways continued to
promote this kind of alliance between whites and blacks. During
these years the settlement house encouraged gardening and canning
in the black community and helped to build low-income housing for
those displaced by Indianapolis’s slum clearing plans. Among the
white community leaders who offered a visiting group of Texans a
tour of the house’s facilities was Theodore B. Griffith, president of
L. S. Ayres. In the 1950s, W. Rolland Allen, an L. S. Ayres director,
also served on the board of directors of Flanner House.*

Thus, Ayres was at least to a degree involved in the world of
conservative racial reform. Images that store publications produced
about African-American workers reflected this involvement. While few
descriptions of the attitudes of black workers exist, black male work-
ers received occasional praise for being “cheerful, courteous, and
loyal,” and women kitchen workers were praised as a “quiet group who
always has everything in readiness.”*

It appears that the boundaries between black and white work-
ers were much more rigid than those between white male and female
workers. It also seems that black jobs at L. S. Ayres were much more
rigidly gendered than white ones; no black men worked as elevator
operators, just as no black women were porters. Perhaps this more
rigid distinction grew out of the exclusion of blacks from the sales
force: it was in this field that gendered job identities were the most
fluid. Such clear distinctions hardly seem surprising in a society that
systematically segregated whites and blacks both socially and eco-
nomically. Nor is the limited postwar integration of Ayres’s social
life surprising when considered within the context of national events.
That black workers remained confined to the lowest-paying and least
prestigious jobs in the store offers a powerful representation of the
limits of integration.

What seems most important about the roles prescribed for black
workers at Ayres, though, was their relationship to the identity that
managers and executives tried to create for the store. Black work-
ers formed a definite and visible part of the store’s identity. Provid-
ing direct services to customers in the subservient roles of doormen
and elevator operators, they assumed very “proper” roles at Ayres.
During the 1920s, customers and white employees alike might have
used such positions as evidence that Ayres understood and practiced
the “correct” racial relations. Ayres could also enhance its image as
a progressive, yet cautious, store during the late 1940s by promoting
a limited degree of integration within its employee recreation activ-

40 Crocker, Social Work and Social Order, 68-93; Indianapolis News, June 4,
1951, November 26, 1952, clippings in scrapbook #0OM513, Flanner House Records,
1946-1954 (Indiana Historical Society).

41 Ayrograms, September, 1930, Ayres Records, box 7, folder 6; “Let’'s Meet at
Ayres.”
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ities while retaining more traditional African-American economic
roles. In that way, Ayres’s training and employment policies demon-
strate the connections between social reform and business interest
in Indianapolis during the first decades of the twentieth century.

Flanner House was not the only institution of social reform that
assisted the efforts of Ayres management to improve the material
circumstances and moral well-being of their workers. The Indianapolis
YWCA, like Meredith Nicholson, expressed concern about the moral
lives of young women in the department stores. In 1914 the YWCA
began offering “girls . . . good, wholesome recreation under the super-
vision of good teachers and trainers,” an opportunity happily endorsed
by the El-Es-A Log Book of April, 1914. These YWCA programs helped
define the role of female workers in Indianapolis. They stressed both
the need for training in successful business methods and education
in a social, cultural, moral, and religious context that fit traditional
understandings of the role of women.*

The YWCA’s concern with department store workers was part
of its larger interest in the lives of young working women in Indi-
anapolis. Education programs for these women in such subjects as busi-
ness English and arithmetic, first aid, millinery, and dressmaking became
part of the YWCA'’s efforts. Classes in other subjects equipped a
woman to “work and sing; finding from art, music and literature
resources within herself for real pleasure.” The YWCA also operat-
ed a rooming house in Indianapolis for young working women; in
January, 1918, it was occupied in part by two clerks, six stenographers,
five office workers, two bookkeepers, and two telephone operators.
Some programs sponsored by this organization concentrated specif-
ically on department store workers, such as the clubs organized at
various Indianapolis department stores. These clubs offered classes
in cooking, first aid, physical education, Bible dramatics, fancy work,
and English. Reports of these activities to the YWCA board empha-
sized that stores and the association worked together on these pro-
grams. Olga Steeg, Ayres’s education director in 1914, participated
by lecturing and promoting a sales course. While it does not seem
that Ayres workers were as active in these programs as those at some
other stores, notably William H. Block, an Ayres employee lived in
the YWCA residence as late as 1929.

22 El-Es-A Log Book, April, 1914, Ayres Records, box 29, folder 11.

43Report to Board of YWCA by Mrs. Hutchins, chairman of Education Depart-
ment, 1913-1914, Indianapolis Young Women'’s Christian Association Records,
1896-1986, box 7, folder 10 (Indiana Historical Society) (Indianapolis Young Women’s
Christian Association Records, 1896-1986, hereafter cited as YWCA Records); report
of YWCA residence, January, 1918, YWCA Records, box 7, folder 15; department store
report, October, 1914, YWCA Records, box 7, folder 11; Lianne [A.?] Rush to Mrs.
Harry Miller, April 3, 1918, YWCA Records, box 7, folder 5; annual report, 19141915,
YWCA Records, box 7, folder 12; General Secretary’s report, October, 1914, YWCA
Records, box 7, folder 11; Residence Committee minutes, February 13, 1929, YWCA
Records, box 7, folder 12.
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The YWCA programs addressed two concerns that reformers
had for young working women. Like the stores’ internal efforts, YWCA
programs focused on improving the selling skills of store clerks. As
part of this effort, programs brought higher education to workers.
One Ayres employee who participated in a domestic science class
became so inspired that she signed up for summer school class and
eventually became a high school domestic science teacher. In addi-
tion to these concrete business and training issues, classes for store
clerks addressed the social and cultural lives of workers. The YWCA
organized art appreciation classes and provided supervision for coed-
ucational outings, like a skating party held for Block’s workers.* The
department store division also held prayer circles and Bible classes,
often in the stores themselves. Internal YWCA reports told many
stories of young single women who were sorely tempted to adopt
immoral ways during their lonely days and nights in the city. These
potential Sister Carries found their salvation in the training and
social activities available to them through the YWCA’s programs.
Finally, YWCA programs promoted a spirit of charity among depart-
ment store workers by encouraging philanthropy among the members
of store clubs. The club at Block’s, in fact, gave $2.50 to the family of
an injured co-worker, an act that “put them in the spirit of doing for
others.” Like the efforts at Ayres, then, improvement programs at
the YWCA combined business education, moral betterment, and
social adjustment in an attempt to train department store workers
to occupy an acceptable status in Indianapolis society.*

In establishing a place of shelter and instruction for single
female workers in the city, the Indianapolis YWCA both acknowl-
edged the problem created by “broken barriers” and offered a solu-
tion. That the solutions the YWCA offered closely mirrored the
business and social training available at Ayres reveals the close rela-
tionship between early twentieth-century social reform and business
practice in Indianapolis.

Ayres executives had a much more difficult time solving the
problems of the social unease created by the presence of young women
working in their downtown department store than Meredith Nichol-
son did in finding a means for Grace Durland to overcome her moral
dilemmas. If Nicholson could simply introduce a plot turn in the form
of a wealthy suitor and a convenient illness for that suitor’s wife,
Ayres executives were forced to confront the demands of modern
retailing through other means. Concerned with the social and economic

44 Report of the Girls’ Department, March, 1918, YWCA Records, box 7, folder
15; Education Department annual report, 1914-1915, YWCA Records, box 7, folder 11;
report of YWCA meetings at Herron Art Institute, winter, 19161917, YWCA Records,
box 7, folder 14.

45 General Secretary’s report, February, 1915, YWCA Records, box 7, folder 12;
report for stores, January, 1918, YWCA Records, box 7, folder 15; department store
report, December, 1914, YWCA Records, box 7, folder 11.
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consequences that might result from a store that allowed “immoral-
ity” and “improper” social relations to exist among its employees,
Ayres used training and welfare programs in an attempt to ensure
that employees assumed their “proper” social distance from shop-
pers, that gender relationships met the expectations of customers,
and that African-American workers occupied positions that seemed
natural and comfortable to white patrons. That such efforts extend-
ed to segregated settlement houses and moral reform associations
like the Indianapolis YWCA reveals that reform in the twentieth
century had many roots and causes and that among them were the
interests of business leaders.



