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PREFACE

Tuis 15 A HisTory of the country store in the South from 1865
to 1915. It is an account of an institution which played a major
role in the lives of the rural people of the region. The store was
more than a place where merchandise was sold, it was, in fact,
a community clearinghouse. In the records of the stores there
is a vast amount of evidence of the part which they played in
the affairs of churches, schools, lodges, banking, politics and
farming.

Crossroad stores frequently marked the beginnings of towns.
They stood at important points on highways and railroads, and
by a process of accretion villages and towns grew up about
them. Sometimes these were named after the original store-
keepers, or were given names after larger towns in other sec-
tions, or the strange names which only humorous rural minds
could devise. In many instances stores remained isolated with
their hitching grounds worn deep by fifty years of scouring
by wagon wheels, scuffling feet of mules and horses and by
erosion. The old-time buildings have grown mellow with age
and their peculiar smells. Today they are exciting museums of
antiquated goods and merchandising methods, but in a world
of haste and bustle some of them have remained placid islands
of community life. Their stovesides are still forums where do-
mestic affairs and gossip are discussed daily, even where both
merchants and their stock have undergone changes. First base-
ball and prize fighting rivaled politics and religion as topics of
discussion; later it was football and basketball. Every football

team in the region has been made a championship team by
II
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these stovesides on Friday evenings before they went down to
inglorious defeat on the playing fields on Saturday afternoon.
Hitler, Hirohito and Mussolini have been pounded into igno-
minious oblivion. Troops have been landed on the coast of
France a thousand times by the strategist of the porch and
stove, and long before the diplomats have finished with the
peace treaty it will be a settled matter at the crossroads.

A country store does not of necessity have to be in the coun-
try. No southern town serving an agricultural trade is without
its big general stores. Located at the busiest spots on Main
Street or on “The Square,” they still sell nearly everything
needed on a farm. They have remained interested in the busi-
ness of selling dry goods, guano, farm implements and food-
stuff, and of buying chickens, eggs, cotton, hides, furs and
everything else which could be sold for a profit.

Hundreds of thousands of words have been written about the
merchants and their iniquitous part in the unhappy regional
economy. Scarcely a single politician has failed to take notice
of the abuses of the merchants. Thomas E. Watson, Benjamin
Tillman, Bob and Alf Taylor, James Kimball Vardaman, Jeff
Davis, Huey P. Long, Theodore Bilbo, Tom Heflin—all of
them have criticized the credit system and publicly pitied the
lot of the poor Southern farmer. Serious writers like Henry
W. Grady, George Burton Holmes, Charles Otken, Matthew
Brown Hammond, Robert Preston Brooks, Alex Arnett, Ben-
jamin B. Kendrick, E. M. Banks, Rupert B. Vance and Francis
Simpkins have pointed accusing fingers at the merchants.
Thomas Stribling’s trilogy, T4e Forge, The Store and the Un-
finished Cathedral, presents an interesting fictional picture of
the southern storekeeper as he functioned up to the advent of
the New Deal as a cog in southern economy. Herman C.
Nixon writes with intimate understanding of the store and its
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village in his delightful monograph Possum Trot Rural Com-
munity South.

The merchant was the one tangible factor that could be
spotted in the complex one-crop cotton, tobacco and cane sys-
tem of southern agriculture. Many times the general honesty
of bookkeeping, profits, interest rates and credit practices have
been impugned. There were rascals in the business, and there
were many individuals who honestly lacked enough of an un-
derstanding of their part in the whole scheme of southern
economy to avoid criticism. No one who has stood just outside
a latticework sanctum all day Saturday and listened to con-
versations at settling-up time doubts this. But after all there
was as much honesty among the storekeepers as was to be
found in business and farming generally. Many of their rec-
ords are open for inspection, and one looks in vain for accounts
that were willfully computed unfairly. Doubtless some mer-
chants sized up their trade and took from it all that it would
bear, but the preponderance of evidence proves that the mer-
chant was only a part of an inefficient furnishing system rather
than being the system itself.

Certainly the southern country stores were not all sinful
places with their shrewd Shylocks sitting behind the bars of
their “offices” keeping watch over their big leather-backed
ledgers and yawning safes crammed with bales of lien and
mortgage notes. To most southerners they were places where
they came in touch with the world outside, and where the
world outside came in touch with them. They were places
where boys bought Barlow knives, copper-toed shoes and jeans
britches, and as gangling adolescents with dark threats of
beards showing on their chins, their first razors and long trou-
sers. Here girls bought their first dolls, Hoyt’s cologne, fancy
garter buckles, fine calico dresses and their first corsets. Thou-
sands of yards of calico went from the store shelves to the backs
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of their customers who lived, and for those who died there
were coffin handles, shrouds, stiff shirt fronts, self-tied bow ties
and white gloves for the pallbearers. Presents for the girls were
to be had from the little glass showcases, and even wedding
rings and diaper cloth were to be had readily from the stock.
This was a sentimental part of southern life which has created
a genuine nostalgia for every person who ever traded in a coun-
try store. And there were the tools of southern agriculture
which portrayed the one-horse system with more clarity than
can a half dozen monographs on the subject.

It has been my purpose to present an account of the country
store as it affected the everyday life of the rural South. My
interest has not been alone in the methods of the business, but
likewise in its social influences. Much of southern reaction to
postwar economy was centered in the stores. It was human
reaction in its purest form, and I have striven faithfully to
record this fascinating aspect of the New South’s history.

My indebtedness in the preparation of this study is greater
than that of those unfortunate customers whose accounts were
marked with the ominous “red” notation, “Settled by Note.”
Storekeepers all over the South were obliging to me. I do wish
to acknowledge specifically the kindness of Mr. and Mrs. Bruce
Henderson of Miller’s Ferry, Alabama; Mr. Gilbert Govan and
Dr. Culver H. Smith of the University of Chattanooga; Mr.
George Fontaine and Ellwood Brown of the Chattanooga
Medicine Company; Dr. and Mrs. Philip Davidson, Dr. H. C.
Nixon and Dr. E. C. Swint of Vanderbilt University; Miss
Nannie Mae Tilley and Miss Allene Ramage of the Duke Uni-
versity Library; Dr. Karl E. Ashburn of New Orleans 5 Dr.
Edwin Davis and Dr. Fred Cole of Louisiana State University;
Dr. A. B. Moore of the University of Alabama; Dr. Warner
Hall of Tuscaloosa; Mr. George L. Hill of Weir, Kentucky;
John Jennings of Graham, Kentucky; Mr. Dan Bowmar, Mr.
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A. B. Guthrie, Jr., Mr. Alex Bower, Mr. Henry Hornsby and
Miss Christine Brown of Lexington. Mr. Frank Rand of the
International Shoe Company in St. Louis supplied me with
valuable material on the early history of his family, and of the
shoe business.

Especially do I wish to thank the University of Kentucky for
granting me sabbatical leave from my teaching duties. The
Committee on Grants-in-Aid of the Southern Social Science
Research Council gave me material assistance which permitted
me to travel over the South. Dr. John Pomfret, former Dean
of the Graduate School at Vanderbilt, now president of Wil-
liam and Mary College, along with Vanderbilt University, both
graciously extended material aid and made available to me
the facilities of the Vanderbilt Library. Miss Margaret I. King,
Miss Norma Cass and Miss Jacqueline Bull of the University of
Kentucky Library were generous in procuring materials for
my use. Dr. Frank L. McVey, Mrs. Mary Ada Sullivan, Dr.
Maurice Seay, Mrs. Margaret Ratlif and Mr. John Wilson
Townsend, all of Lexington, gave me useful advice. Mr. Allen
Trout of the Louisville Courier-Journal gave me many useful
leads which led to the discovery of interesting material. Miss
Hazel Moores and Mrs. Didlake Barnes of Lexington pro-
cured the records of their Father George Moores of Waco, Ken-
tucky, for me. Mrs. J. T. Atkins of Lexington loaned me the
valuable records of A. A. McGregor of Kingston, Alabama,
which present a fascinating picture of a store coming through
the Civil War and becoming an important factor in the life of
the New South. My brothers Ernest and Ervin Clark were
instrumental in procuring valuable information in Tennessee
and Mississippi. Dr. and Mrs. W. W. Turner of Nashville,
Georgia, were helpful to me during my stay in that section of
the South. Miss Margaret Hook and Miss Jane Warren were
faithful in preparation of the manuscript.
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Mr. Killough Patrick of White Oak, South Carolina, made
available to me the unusually fine set of records of his father’s
store. Likewise Messrs. Robert and Banks Patrick of Wood-
ward, South Carolina, gave me access to the records of their
store.

I am greatly indebted to Dr. Paul O. Ritcher, and Dr.
Charles Snow of Lexington and Mr. Paul Briol of Cincinnati
for their services in making available to me many useful photo-
graphs.

My good friends Colonel J. Winston Coleman, Jr., Dr. Wil-
liam H. Townsend and Mr. Ezra L. Gillis were diligent in
helping procure photographs and tracking down the Kentucky
country stores. Mrs. Rosemary York of the Bobbs-Merrill
Company was diligent in editing and in suggesting additions
to the manuscript.

My wife Elizabeth Turner Clark and my children Bennett
and Elizabeth enjoyed with me the adventure of searching for
country stores throughout the South.

- TroMas D. Crark

Lexington, Kentucky
November 20, 1943.
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CuaPTER ONE

THE COUNTRY STORE

Roeert SomErs, an English traveler in the United States in
1870, stumbled along the muddy streets of Atlanta. Five years
before, the town had been prostrate from Sherman’s raid, but
now this traveler could detect little of its story of destruction.
As he walked down the bustling, partially completed streets,
Somers philosophized that “one receives at every step a lively
impression of the great power residing somewhere in the
United States of filling the most distant and unpromising
places with wares and traffickers of all kinds.” Opening onto
the sidewalks, the store doors overflowed with goods from
everywhere. Piled upon the rough walks were “northern no-
tions” from New York, Baltimore, Cincinnati, Chicago and
Boston. New York oyster saloons were crowded with hurrying
people, and their doorjambs were piled high with empty oyster
shells shipped in from Savannah and Charleston. Drummers
swarmed over the town displaying the very latest in patented
devices, and at nights they were crowded into stuffy hotel
rooms where they carried on their poker playing and eternal
yarn spinning. ‘

In one wholesale house the Englishman halted to inspect the
wares of an imaginative agent of a Yankee manufacturer. Be-
fore he could begin bis inspection of the goods, he was regaled
with a long dissertation on the new safety kerosene lamp. It
was the most perfect device to come from the lampmaker’s

19
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shop. Safety, in fact, was its cardinal virtue. Already drum-
mers had sold much of the rural South on the idea of using
patent lamps, but there had appeared a serious drawback.
Everywhere it was said that the new lamps were dangerous.
Leaning back against hundreds of kitchen walls in homemade
hickory chairs, dramatic bumpkins repeated to their neighbors
hair-raising stories of exploding lamps. Flimsy pine-plank
houses burned to the ground in a twinkling of an eye, all due
to the use of kerosene.

Families were horror-stricken when flame followed a wick
downward into the bowl of their lamps. Old folk accounts are
filled with the heroism of brave persons who rushed up just in
time to grab a flaming missile with a pair of fire tongs and
throw it high into the air to explode like Confederate cannon
fire, and then shed its fiery drops of oil over the ground like
pieces of brimstone on the day of final wrath. This could not
be true of the lamps which Robert Somers inspected. To prove
it the glib salesman lighted three or four of them and non-
chalantly tossed them around the store to burn at will.

While the lamps safely burned away in their respective cor-
ners, the enterprising representative turned his attention to
other wonders. There was a patented washing machine which
was to be as much a factor of emancipation for southern
womanhood as the Emancipation Proclamation had been for
the Negro slave. It was a marvelous machine which “promised
to make its way against all competition.” Then there was a
patented pothook which was to keep women enchained to the
old-fashioned kitchen fireplace, but as a gesture to progress it
had an ingenious cradle attachment for weighing the baby.

That morning the querulous English traveler saw the true
symbols of the New South: Atlanta, a newly patented safe
kerosene lamp, and piles of goods in wholesale houses for the
southern country stores. It was not so much a matter of mys-
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tery that quantities of goods were found on the Atlanta market
as was the fact that these goods were effectively put into chan-
nels where they were sold directly to small customers. Actually
the English visitor had picked the mercantile story up in the
middle. He understood neither its beginning nor its end.

Already the shadow of reconstruction was showing its out-
line. The old system of southern economy was in an advanced
stage of deterioration. Large plantations were being broken
into smaller units, and communities predominantly yeoman
became more important factors in southern civilization.
 Immediately after the war numerous villages and towns
came into existence almost overnight. Crossroads stores popped
up like mushrooms. Small purchasers were far removed from
the source of goods. No longer weré there plantation owners
and factors who moved in supplies in large quantities. The
whole picture of trade was changed.

As large landholdings were broken up into moderate farms,
there was an increasing demand for merchandise in smaller
individual quantities. Southern people found themselves iso-
lated; they had to have stores near by, and “near by” to the
postwar southerner meant the maximum distance which could
be traveled in a brief space of time by a Negro boy on a mule.

Merchants who formerly supplied the southern trade through
middlemen or factors were now concerned about the conven-
ience of the stores to their customers. Drummers in two-horse
buggies struggled over the miry roads of the South in search of
crossroads where prospective customers could begin storekeep-
ing. Their unexpressed motto was “A store within reach of
every cabin in the South.” They were agents of the new indus-
trial age. For them, reconstruction was not alone a matter of
political and social change.

Manufacturing companies and wholesale houses constantly
sought new outlets for their goods. They were anxious to sup-
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ply both stock and capital if bright young men would open
stores in their communities and get the local business. In every
section railroads were being built, and as their lines were ex-
tended they needed both freight and freight agents. Selecting
strategic points along their newly built lines, company repre-
sentatives encouraged the building of warehouses, stores and
railway stations. At Dewey Rose, Georgia, railroad officials en-
couraged young T. J. Hewell to open a store, and when he
demurred that he might go broke, he was asked if he had
money. When he said, “No,” the promotion agent asked,
“How in hell can you go broke when you ain’t got nothing?”
This young Hewell had never pondered. At any rate such a
philosophy evidently put the proposition in a new light, for
soon a long-barreled house was serving a thriving trade as both
freight station and store.

Elsewhere in the South stores were springing up in almost
every location where there were enough people to buy a profit-
able quantity of goods. These crossroads emporiums of cheap
merchandise rapidly became symbolic of the creation of a new
southern economic system from the wreckage of the old. Per-
‘haps no other southern institution more nearly embodied so
much of the intimate story of the New South.

Plantation owners, army sutlers, adventurous ex-soldiers, Al-
satian Jews and enterprising native yeoman sons opened stores.
Sidney Andrews, a northern newspaper reporter, saw northern
men coming south with their stocks of goods and capital to
begin new businesses.

The Union Army took men across the South, and many of
the soldiers saw in it a land of opportunity. When the war was
ended they came back to cast their lot with the region which
they had helped to over-run. Already, in many instances, they
had established pleasant relations with the people in the com-
munity and upon their return they were able to make a quick
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start. At Glymp’s store in South Carolina a New Jersey Jew
spotted an opportunity to make a fortune, and hardly had the
surrender occurred before he was back. He bought the old
stand which had been started in 1845 and expanded it into a
big general merchandise store.

At Shuqulak, Mississippi, young E. F. Nunn came home
from the Confederate Army to reorganize a business which he
had left in the hands of his mother. Fortunately, he had used
good business judgment when he sold his slaves and bought
cotton with the money. With the capital from the sale of cot-
ton he bought more cotton, chickens, eggs, hides and everything
else that could possibly be sold to produce merchants in Mobile.
His accounts showed that he was in constant communication
with his former Alabama neighbors, A. P. Bush and Company,
who, until the end of the war, were country merchants them-
selves at Pinckneyville on the east side of the Tombigbee River.
All around young Nunn in Mississippi, country stores were com-
ing into existence. Confederate veterans everywhere turned to
storekeeping as a side line to operating disorganized planta-"
tions. Jewish newcomers in search of opportunity picked out
likely places and imported stocks of merchandise from relatives
and friends in New Orleans, Mobile and Charleston.

Many of the southern stores had their beginnings in humble
peddler’s packs. Alsatian Jewish peddlers bumped over im-
possible roads in one-horse wagons loaded with lines of cheap
goods, or in winter floundered in bottomless mudholes to reach
their customers. Sometimes they came on foot with packs
strapped securely to their weary backs. These peddlers were
postwar counterparts of the shrewd Yankees who had once
swarmed over the land with their numerous gadgets, tin pans,
buckets, clocks and shoes. The Jews were of a similar humor-
ous turn of mind. Also like the Yankee they had their eyes
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fastened on the main chance, but unlike him they were unable
to whistle through their teeth in the face of adversity.

Southern country folk found these peddlers interesting. They
laughed at their strange European accents and the bargain-
driving shrugs of their shoulders. They made them the butts
of crude practical jokes, but always their visits were welcomed
and exciting. Nothing brought a rural family quite the same
thrill as having a peddler open his pack before the fireplace.
Beds were pushed back, chairs squared around, and the peddler
was given a place of honor in the middle of the floor. With a
flourish he undid his stout leather fastenings, and then rolled
back the awning-striped cover of his pack to expose his wares.
With subtlety he placed his bright-colored cloth in the first bag
to be opened, and in one deft movement revealed its colorful
bolts of goods. When his canvas roll was opened there came a
rush of smells. Odors of sachets, cheap perfumes, soaps, leather
goods and spices filled the room. It was like bringing a store
right up to the most isolated country hearth.

Jostling around the countryside, these peddlers dreamed of
the day when at last they could back their wagons under the
shed and turn their horses out to graze. They searched for just
the right spots to open stands, and when they finally located
them, emptied their packs onto store shelves and went into
business in a permanent location.

Already the peddlers knew their trade. They had learned
whom to trust and whom to watch. Old friends who had
traded generously with them in their horse-and-wagon days
were given slight advantages of lower prices and, frequently,
little presents or lagniappes for old time’s sake.

There was, however, an original sin back of the beginning of
many of the country stores. It was one of thievery and de-
bauchery of a most rancorous sort. Some of the crossroads cas-
tles started out ingloriously as deadfalls of ‘the senseless period -
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of reconstruction. Since cash was scarce in the South, and espe-
cially in the rural districts, customers offered produce for ex-
change in lieu of money. This was both a convenient and
tempting practice for the newly freed slaves. Also, it was a
lucrative field for economic exploitation for the “fly-by-night”
carpetbag merchant. Thus it became a simple matter for a
Negro or a scalawag white man to steal a few hundred pounds
of cotton at night during picking time and carry it off to an
illicit “night” store or deadfall for sale. Cotton in open fields
was great temptation when an unscrupulous merchant was
near by. In a North Carolina community in 1868, Leon Steven-
son saw several Negro women waddling across his field in a
most peculiar manner. When he searched their clothing he
found that their petticoats were stuffed with his cotton.

The whole produce business was early tied up with the ne-
farious deadfall practice. Many a southern farmer gave up try-
ing to have poultry and eggs for the reason that they were
stolen and taken off to the stores for sale. Deadfalls operated in
out-of-the-way places and often under cover of darkness. Some
of them were portable or traveling stores fitted into wagons
and canal boats. In the Louisiana sugar belt, barge store boats
eased along the back ways of sugar plantations receiving stolen
goods for which the merchants exchanged wares from their
shelves with great profit to themselves.

Sitting around the stores, cotton farmers watched Negroes
and suspicious white people come and go. A guilty-looking
freedman stumbled in with a bag across his shoulder and shuf-
fled off into the side room of the store. The farmer gave “a
poke at the ribs of the merchant half in fun, half in earnest,”
wrote one witness, “and would like to know whose cotton or
corn. The merchant with downcast eyes and the slightest pos-
sible purple mounting on his face, makes a semi-poke and says,
that ‘there are large crops.’” Stores themselves were victims of
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the deadfall customers, and their windows were universally
barred with strong diagonal iron straps which at least kept
thieves from easy access to the buildings.

For many years the southern people had been forced to do
without consumer’s goods. During four years of war when
stocks were exhausted and could not be replaced, most of them
were unable to buy even the most commonplace and necessary
goods. When the war ended, these customers were again ready
buyers. Most southerners were without money, but as a result
of the lien laws recently passed by the state legislatures, they
were able to purchase astounding amounts of merchandise.
Everywhere there was an anxiety to buy new goods, even if
buying meant going hopelessly into debt; large piles of goods
stacked on the Atlanta, Mobile, New Orleans and Charleston
shelves and sidewalks melted overnight. Where there had been
one store before the war, there were now ten. A flush postwar
market had created thousands of outlets.

Of course the Negro, hampered by both war and slavery, had
felt the pinch even more than the white man. Now the free-
dom of going into a country store and looking over its crowded
shelves was for him nothing short of a trip to heaven. Long
shelves of bright-colored goods and piles of fat meat; the smell
of lard, the rich, heavy overtone of tempting salt herring and
mackerel spiced with the celestial odor of sardines and cheese;
the mouth-watering sight of big boxes of crackers and tanta-
lizing glass jars of long sticks of striped candy were entirely
too much temptation for the impractical man of either race.
Political rights and freedom meant nothing in the face of this
‘maddening intoxication. Quickly Negroes became the stores’
best customers, buying what they wanted rather than what they
needed. It was a joyous heady experience! Here was freedom
of the most tangible sort, and the store was the one place in the
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new order where the Negro knew he would suffer least from
racial discrimination. His money was as good as that of the
white man, and in some few instances he had more of it for
the moment. But like his hangover from cheap water-spiked
whisky, his cash was soon gone and his spending habits threw
him upon the unrelenting mercy of the lien laws. Soon he was
back in slavery, not to a plantation master, but to a conscience-
less counter book.

Young men of the ante-bellum South looked forward to pro-
fessions of law, medicine and the ministry, or to running a
plantation; their sons now found clerking a gentlemen’s trade.
Scarcely had the news of Lee’s surrender cleared the wires be-
fore the editor of the Milledgeville Federal Union was saying
that nine out of every ten young men in the southern towns
were going into the business of clerking.

Frantically editorial prophets of the New South looked about
for opportunities which would ease the economic strain of
their bankrupt people. While exploiters were grabbing at po-
litical and social advantages, these editors mapped their courses
of future economic pursuits. In Louisville, Cincinnati, Charles-
ton, Baltimore, New York and Chicago, money making be-
came their theme and they often adopted the more conciliatory
doctrine of new business opportunities. The editor of the Bal-
timore Gazerte surveyed the southern field and decided, “What
with carpet bag officials, scalawag judges, and Negro repre-
sentatives, there is but one liberty left South Carolina. That is
the liberty of making money. . ..”

Louisville wholesale distributors, for instance, were quick to
realize that the southern trade was a rich plum. If only they
could hold the “Cincinnati Yankees” off until they thrust their
powerful Louisville and Nashville railroad southward, .pros-
perity would be assured them. During the war the city had
been under the control of the Union Army, but now it was the
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best rebel city outside of Richmond. George Prentice’s Journal
spread the cheering news, that Kentucky had plenty and to
spare. The editor of the Barnwell (South Carolina) Sentinel
published the fact that “Kentucky had an enormous surplus of
corn and meat this season, and she intends to give liberally of
them to her suffering brethren in the South. For this purpose
societies are being organized throughout the state, and before
the close of the year we hope to hear of one in every county.”

Louisville was a bighearted city. Immediately after the close
of the war Atlanta was in ruins and her poor people were walk-
ing the streets in dejection and hunger. Louisville businessmen
sent $2,500 to help out until conditions could be improved.
When prominent Confederate soldiers died, store doors in the
Falls City were closed out of respect. Drummers for Kentucky
houses were selected first because they were good Confederates
and second because they were salesmen.

Poor roads and a lack of railways encouraged new stores.
Back of this, however, was the demand for an agency which
could exchange small quantities of goods for equally small
amounts of diverse rural produce. At the same time cotton
selling and buying was now removed from the larger towns
and cities to crossroad villages. Reconstruction credit legisla-
tion forced upon the country merchant the necessity of buying
produce of every sort. Thus it was that the stores became not
alone sources of supply for merchandise, but likewise com-
munity markets for almost everything that could be sold for a
profit.

There were country stores in the ante-bellum South, but as a
part of the whole economic picture they were of relatively
minor significance. Goods were distributed by cotton factors
and merchants in the towns, and because of their larger volume
of trade they were powerful competitors of the rural store-
keepers. The early southern country stores, except for those



THE COUNTRY STORE 29

which were well located, were frontier trading posts. Like
their post-bellum successors they were found at the crossroads,
at central points in the more populous and older communities,
and along the rivers. There was, however, a fundamental dif-
ference between the ante-bellum and postwar stores. Seldom if
ever did these earlier businesses attract any considerable atten-
tion from the big wholesale houses outside the region. Like-
wise, they were without the advantage of legislative assistance
which was granted the later stores by the reconstruction as-
semblies.

Never did the ante-bellum .country stores become a func-
tional part of southern agriculture and industry. Nor were
they advance factors in the expanding of the rapidly growing
commercial North. After the war the stores which survived
became agents of adjustment for both the rural white yeoman
and the Negro freedman.

Louisville was by no means alone in her anxiety for the
southern trade. From the very beginning of the post-bellum
era in the South there existed the famous commercial conven-
tions. These were schemes for selling merchandise by whole-
sale houses located in large cities on the fringe of the South.
Likewise, they proved to mean weeks of general harmless de-
bauchery for the wholesalers and their merchant guests.

The merchants’ associations in the wholesale cities saw to it
that their members made good impressions, upon the rural vis-
itors. If merchants went home and told their fellows in Missis-
sippi, Alabama, Georgia and the Carolinas that the Belknap
house in Louisville was hospitable to them, then this firm got
a good share of future southern business.

In some instances telegraph facilities were made available
with the hope that merchants would wire home that they were
having an exciting trip, and that these cheery messages would
tempt other tradesmen to the city.
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For the storckeeper these conventions served two purposes.
If he were just beginning business, he could select his stock
and form personal acquaintances which would be advanta-
geous in the future. If he were well established, then he was
able to sce many new items before he bought them. Especially
was this true of hardware. Hardware drummers were unable to
carry samples around with them, and at best their unillustrated
catalogue method of selling was a poor makeshift. If a mer-
chant could actually see new types of plow stocks, mechanical
planters, rakes, harrows, or improved harness, wagons and bug-
gies, he was much more apt to buy. The unimaginative country
merchant was able to pick up many useful pointers on mer-
chandising which would later yield him profits.

For a week a crossroads merchant could enjoy freely Louis-
ville, Cincinnati, Richmond, Baltimore, Mobile or Charleston.
In some instances he was given free use of streetcars, hotels, res-
taurants and theaters. Liquor flowed as freely as there was a
desire for it. This was a season when a country merchant got
away from home and enjoyed life at its fullest.

In the matter of entertaining the boys from the crossroads,
Louisville and Cincinnati made themselves almost ridiculous.
For the first twenty-five years after the war it was a fight to
see which place was to get a lion’s share of the rich southern
trade. The Kentucky city enjoyed the strategic position of
being astride the two main southern arteries of transportation.
So definite was this stranglehold on both the railroad and the
river that it led eventually to the construction, safely beyond
the influence of Louisville, of a major competing railway line
south. The cumbersome old-style invoice books are filled with
records of this rivalry, and as better transportation facilities
were developed, the flow of goods from the Ohio River towns
was greater.

Southern newspapers after the war carried frequent commer-
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cial notices from these cities, and the cat and dog fight be-
trween them resulted in much good-natured fun at their ex-
pense. Occasionally an editor filled in at the end of a short
column with a jocular reference to the two cities. “A Cincin-
nati girl eloped with a Louisville murderer,” said an Alabama
editor. “She was bound to do better than marry a Cincinnati
man anyway.”

In 1872 Louisville merchants advertised in the country
papers an excursion throughout the South. They used Ken-
tucky’s famous Mammoth Cave as a major attraction. Mer-
chants from Eufaula, Columbus, Macon, Savannah, Augusta,
West Point, Opelika, Selma, Marion, Mobile, New Orleans and
Meridian were told that they could get special railway rates
and it went without saying that their entertainment expenses
would be kept to a minimum by the Louisville Merchants’
Association.

In Baltimore merchants and manufacturers issued an elab-
orate cloth-bound directory and stamped on its cover the pa-
tronizing legend, “With compliments to the trade of North
Carolina,” or the trade of some other southern state. A folder
from Lynchburg appealed to the small merchants in all of the
southern states east of the Mississippi. If visitors purchased a
thousand dollars’ worth of goods they were given free round-
trip railway tickets. Frequently noncompeting wholesale
houses co-operated in bringing country merchants to visit them
where they could sell stock directly from their shelves.

For the crossroads merchant himself, there were few inci-
dents in life so exciting as an annual buying journey. It gave
him a personal sense of importance and it paid dividends in
the good advertising it brought his stock in the community.

The larger cities came to depend upon the tiny outlets in the
back country of the South. Their famous conventions were
flirtatious gestures by which wholesale merchants wished to
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capitalize on these modest channels of trade. Thus it was that
buried in bends of the rivers, hidden behind mountains,
perched on rises of ground beside bayous, and strung along
thousands of miles of virtually impassable roads grew hundreds
of villages and towns, each one originally no more than a
single store building. They were places such as Shoe Heel,
Emmalena, White Oak, Sawdust Valley, Dewey Rose, Talno,
Ball Ground, Cerro Gordo, Merrilton, Tyrus, Piney Woods,
Yocna, Chorique and Who'd-a-Thought-It known only to the
natives, the drummers, Dun and Bradstreet, country politicians
and postal inspectors. But to the big-city wholesalers their in-
fluence as centers of trade was vital. They knew where these
stores were and how good or how bad the credit of their
owners was. They knew also of the millions of dollars’ worth
of goods which collectively they sold each year.

The stores of the southern countryside quickly became the
heartbeat and pulse of a good portion of American business.
In their own communities they were centers of every sort of
neighborhood activity. Everything of importance that ever
happened either occurred at the store or was reported there
immediately. If a man got shot he somehow arranged to have
the shooting take place at the store, or if he wished to give an
enemy a first-class flailing, he usually found him on the store
porch along with a highly appreciative audience. When he
wished to “cuss” the government or to complain at the Lord
because of the perfidy of politics and weather conditions, there
was no place like the hitching ground around the store. No
other place, not even excepting a country church ground, the
polls or a saloon, ever offered quite the same golden oppor-
tunity to get drunk. When a man’s wife was about to give
birth to a baby he bought from the country store twill or birds-
eye for diapers, flannel for gowns, bottles, black rubber nip-
ples, scraps of unbleached domestic for “sugar teats,” and plain
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goods for long dresses and caps. When his aged mother died
he rushed a messenger off to the store with a note to buy her
a shroud and metal fixtures for her homemade coffin. ‘

As one old-timer boasted, his store was “where we put clothes
on anything that had a back to wear them between the cradle
and the grave, crowded their feet into something to keep them
off the ground, and rammed food down everything that had a
gullet to swallow it.”



Cuarrer Two

BEHIND BATTERED FACES

PUTTING ON A FRONT became an important matter after the war.
If 2 man had a small quantity of paint, he smeared it on the
face of his house to give it the appearance, from the big road
at least, of being painted. Even Negroes daubed a bit of white-
wash on their cabin fronts and were satisfied with this single
gesture at beautification. It was ever a matter in the South of
keeping up a good appearance. So it was with the stores—a
shabby little building sometimes had a face that would do
credit to a store in Montgomery or Jackson. Somewhere some
designer decreed that most store buildings should have square
fronts. It was the mark of the trade from Chesapeake Bay to
the Gulf, and from Roanoke Island to Little Rock, just as a
swinging boot pointed out a cobbler’s shop and a tricolored
spiral pole a barber shop.

Jutting out into the apexes of crossroads, perched on. river
bluffs, or standing at respectful distances from old established
church houses were the stores, solid, honestly built structures
which reared proud, emblematic faces to cover the matter-of-
fact meeting of their shingles and rafters. Although the square
face was a badge of the trade, the universal porch which clung
to the fronts of the buildings was a more practical necessity. It
was the place of general preliminary community conferences
in winter, and scene of prolonged meetings in summer. There
was no other place quite so well fitted for putting a heavy sack

‘ 34
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of goods on the back of a mule, easing a basket of eggs down
from a horse, and it was a fine place from which rheumatics
and ladies could mount and dismount their horses. Before the
porch was the eroded bare hitching ground and the road where
wagons crowded in on Saturdays to get weekly supplies.

Rambling back of the impressive square fronts were two-
story buildings. Usually the structures were segmentary organs
of progress and ambition. Their first units were built in hope
of business, and two and three additions were, in time, made
to cover up lack of foresight. Along one side feed or shed
rooms leaned agaimst the main buildings like architectural
quotation marks. They served as whispering rooms for mer-
chants and customers, and conveniently hid from view an
occasional crooking of the elbow with a congenial drummer
who brought along a little Bourbon to give a special bit of
dash to his attractive line of goods. Women customers were
always excluded because here off-color stories were told in their
full ribald flavor.

A wide double door, flanked by heavily barred windows,
broke the monotonous faces of the buildings. By day the doors
were swung open, the heavy window shutters pulled aside and
hooked to the corners of the houses. At night strong diagonal
iron bars were pulled into place and securely bolted from the
inside. More scarred than the veterans who hobbled home
from Appomattox were the store doors and jambs. Every
drummer pulled down competitive signs and tacked up his
own; sheriffs, bailiffs, auctioneers and United States Marshals
nailed their notices to these informal bulletin boards. Between
Garrett Snuff signs and auction notices were the invitational
funeral handbills, once a part of southern burial customs. An-
nouncements of all-day speakings, fiddling contests, singings
and camp meetings found their way to the store doors with
seasonal regularity. Some store fronts were virtually covered
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with nails and tack heads. High-pressure American advertis-
ing pecked steadfastly at the very sinews of the buildings and
like the rings on the body of an aged oak, the layers of nails
and tacks divulged the life span of the store.

Some ingenious Yankee must have brought plans for a store
south with him even before the war broke out. Even the big,
awkward front-door keys bore evidence of being the standard-
ized handiwork of some snowbound Connecticut locksmith
who never quite mastered his calling. With the same combina-
tion of southern indifference and Yankee stubbornness these
keys shoved back the rusty tumblers of crude front-door locks
on the bayous in Louisiana, along the Tennessee River and in
the mountains of Virginia.

Above the inevitable porches were the bold white or red
signet faces painted by medicine and milling companies which
proudly displayed the name of the house. Occasionally an
extra-officious metal sign dangled in the breeze to add further
dignity to the fact that the building contained a United States
Post Office.

There were other telltale elements of the age of postwar
standardization. Almost precisely in the middle of the roof
lines, stove flues jabbed their blunt and soot-stained noses up-
ward. They were there ostensibly to draw off smoke from the
stoves, but actually they performed the more important func-
tion of establishing the approximate geometrical center of the
building. Many factors decreed that huge potbellied stoves
should be in the middle of the long rambling buildings. They
‘were located at the place where the greatest number of people

could gather around them, and, too, there was a vain hope that
they would heat both ends of the building with some degree of
impartiality. Open spaces around the stoves, on the porches
and on the bare ground underneath the near-by shade trees
were communal ground, where all neighborhood problems
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were aired and discussed. Here were the places where every
religious doctrine was given the third degree, the weather was
abused and political parties taken to pieces. These were the
neutral grounds where notional customers made up their minds
to purchase goods or completed their idle “looking around.”

During the four decades following the war, the square facets
came to be as significant as steeples on churches and clocks on
courthouses. In fact, the stores became a part of the trinity of
best-known public buildings in the southern country. At La-
vonia, Elbert County, Georgia, Colonel McAllister built a
storehouse thirty feet wide and eighty feet long, with provi-
sions to extend the building as he pleased. Hardly had he laid
the foundation for his store before a competitor was construct-
ing an exact counterpart across the road. Lavonia was growing
before it was born. When Colonel McAllister began his store it
was nothing but a mudhole; now it was becoming a town, and
idle dreamers began to take pride in the fact that they had a
Masonic lodge in the making. They procured promises of a
post office and were on the lookout for a doctor, a justice of the
peace, and possibly a couple of lawyers. They were the seeds,
they hoped, for planting a prosperous new Georgia town.

Above most of the long rambling store buildings were Ma-
sonic lodges which shared their halls with Grangers, Wood-
men of the World, and Junior Orders of Mechanics. They
were convenient meeting places. Frequently a merchant en-
tered into a peculiar arrangement whereby he would build the
lower section of the store, the fraternities the upper, and they
jointly financed the roof. So common was the arrangement
of joint store and lodge halls that almost all the older houses
had the Masonic emblem of the Square and Compass embrac-
ing the “big G” bolted securely to their gable ends.

Generally rooms overhead were rich assets for the storekeep-
ers. They proved good trade-getters, and lucky was the
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merchant who had one. Sometimes, however, the overhead
room involved him in impossible situations. Thespians found
these rooms ideal places in which to cavort over improvised
stages in melodramatic tragedies and comic blackface min-
strels. Patrons of Husbandry and Grangers used the lodge hall
to lambaste the merchant below for his impoverishing trade
practices. Often these irate agrarian organizations adopted
resolutions creating trading contracts which forced storekeepers
to cut their profits and meet many of the cotton farmers’ terms
of credits.

But having a church overhead was even more complicating.
On occasion, a congregation used these rooms until a church
building could be constructed. Colonel Childs, in Elbert
County, Georgia, magnanimously offered his overhead room
to such an orphan congregation in the hope that it would
yield tangible returns in business. ‘The Colonel, however, acted
too hastily. A church house was a sacred place of worship—
and a place of worship, believed this particular minister, should
be dedicated. This was a new and unhappy angle for the ac-
commodating merchant. In the first place, Colonel Childs
asked how could he feel natural doing general-store business
in a dedicated place of worship? Then too, he was selling
liquor, and certainly it would not look right to be selling and
drinking whisky in a church. He had to withdraw his offer.

When trade expanded, upstairs rooms proved ideal places for
keeping the newly introduced ready-made clothing. Men’s
clothing was lined up on one side and ladies’ wear on the
other. Occasionally a country milliner moved her sewing ma-
chine and bundles of gay colored feathers and straw braid into
these rooms and created top-heavy hats which would hardly
pass down the staircase. Gradually other types of merchandise
migrated up the steps. When cheap furniture and factory-made
coffins came on the market in large quantities they were stored
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out of sight in the big rooms; also some types of hardware
were moved upstairs.

The external appearance of the average store was as super-
ficial as the hull on a black walnut. It was the inside of the
house that counted. Here again was standardization broken
only by the degree of general confusion in the arrangement of
stock. Near the door on the right hand, in the place of honor,
was the United States Post Office with its official oak partition
or its homemade bars and its dozen or so locked boxes. In the
middle of the oak panel which hovered protectingly over the
postmaster and his paper-rattling and string-breaking activities
was the stamp and delivery window where customers ap-
proached the postal department of their government in a spirit
of cautious supplication. Customers were kept well beyond the
internal workings of this holy of holies largely because store-
keepers themselves had a healthy respect for the postal laws.

Beyond the post office, to the right, a long, heavy, homemade
sectional counter extended all the way to the door of the side
room. The local carpenters were prodigal in the use of rich
heart-pine paneling and molding and they built counters to
last for centuries. On the back sides were bins which either
tilted in and out or were mounted on runners to be pulled back
and forth as drawers. They were built to hold flour, rice,
sugar, coffee, salt, garden seeds and dried peas.

Rows of heavy drawers with stout knobs and finger pulls
were used to hold all sorts of small or loose merchandise. In
the early days brogan shoes, the principal item of men’s foot-
wear, came from the factory tied in pairs and without individ-
ual boxes. These were placed in drawers instead of on shelves.
No attention was given to packaging because in most cases -
shoes were considered the coarsest sort of merchandise, and it
made little difference if they were scratched and bruised in
handling. Even today many of the old counter drawers are res-
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ervoirs of historical American footwear. Occasionally a pair of
brogan shoes has been left in stock, or there are pairs of the
famous red-top boots with copper toe plates, or the heavy, stiff,
child’s “low cut” shoes to tell the sentimental story of child-
hood footwear for the years after the war.

Across the aisle in the approximate front half of the store,
the improved glass showcase in time crowded out the sturdy
wooden counter. These were filled with heterogeneous mix-
tures of fancy merchandise such as ribbons, buttons, needles,
pens, collar buttons, knitting needles, hatpins, bow and self-
tied four-in-hand ties, hairpins, corset stays, hair rats, pencils,
garters, slate pencils, hooks and eyes, bottles of perfume, rings,
earbobs, necklaces, dollar watches, chains, scissors and thimbles.

Aside from their heterogeneous stock of merchandise and
their curious old buildings, the merchants were curators along
with the country editors of informal museum collections.
Large rattlesnakes, water moccasins and hornets’ nests were
hung up on the porches for brief displays, or they were stuffed
and placed on more permanent display on the inside. Deer-
borns, eagles, feathers, owl’s claws, queer-shaped eggs, extraor-
dinary pieces of whittling or wire bending, Indian arrowheads
and stone axes, Civil War relics, and newspapers, queer coins,
strange root growths and weird knots from trees, first cotton
blooms and every other article of wonderment were left for
the public to see. At Danielsville, Georgia, Doc Ferguson ex-
hibited in 1878 a strange rooster which had two horns and no
spurs.

In some other communities, storekeepers were either cus-
todians of or they knew the whereabouts of those wonderful in-
struments of folk-medicine madstones. When a mad dog went
on the rampage and bit someone, a messenger was sent in mad
flight to fetch the stone and its owner to draw off the rabies
infection.



A TYPICAL COUNTRY STORE
The square [ront, and the incvitable conference and feed room.
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There were showcases filled with an array of shirtwaists,
paper collars, shirt fronts, bustles, false breasts, corsets, stocking
holders, cloth, ladies’ hats, shoes, trousers, suspenders, derby
hats, stockings and socks. Then there were the glass top-
counters which were filled with bottles of herb tonics, dry
herb mixtures, cans of pomade, fancy toilet and shaving soap,
talcum powder, black rubber nursing nipples, fruit-jar rings,
shoestrings, shoe polish, fishhooks, lead bars, balls of gum
opium, camphor, asafetida and bottles of morphine. In a cor-
ner of these cases, well hidden from both the critical and the
curious, were plain little cardboard boxes which contained the
iniquitous devices of contraception which were called for in
-private conference behind the closed doors of the feed rooms,
and which were smuggled to customers in the most adroit
manner.

The back half of the store was devoted to heavy barreled
goods and hardware. There were kept the barrels of whisky,
molasses, lard, salt, coffee, rice, sugar, vinegar, kerosene and
engine oil. One grave offender in this mixed assortment of
liquid merchandise was the kerosene barrel. The oil companies
spent many thousands of dollars trying to perfect a barrel and
pump which would prevent this highly absorbent product
from ruining other goods. They failed, as many a country-
store customer could have told you. Kerosene oil was forever
getting into the sugar or the lard or the meat box, and some-
times it reached the liquor barrel. It had a sneaking way of
creeping along the floor and contaminating everything it
touched. Even the most casual merchant had to exercise special
.caution to keep kerosene away from its incompatible neigh-
bors if he hoped to stay in business.

“Keep the cover on the barrel” was the golden text of store-
keeping. One never knew when the strangest of foreign sub-
stances would get into the rice, peas, sugar, lard and coffee.
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Rats and mice had a way of getting into bulk groceries, but
most dreaded of all offenders was the docile store cat. The cat,
of course, was a necessary fixture in every store, and, wisely,
one standard requirement in the construction of every store-
house was an adequate “cathole” through which the feline
guardsman could pass and repass without constant personal
attention. Inevitably, however, careless persons placed obsta-
cles in front of this passage and left the cat locked in the store.
Thus many a barrel of loose groceries was ruined, and unholy
wrath was brought down on the heads of clerks for their care-
lessness.

Clumsy racks kept whisky and molasses barrels off the floor
at jug height so they could easily be emptied into the passing
parade of receptacles which came to their spouts. More than
convenience, however, necessitated keeping the whisky barrel
above the floor. If barrels were not high enough, or were too
near the wall, there was a reasonably good chance that they
would be emptied at night by use of a brace and bit and a short
length of pipe. Sometimes these casks were set on iron plates
to protect them. North Carolina thieves once bored a series of
holes diagonally across the floor of a building in search of a
barrel of liquor. In south Georgia a thief fastened a spigot to a
barrel underneath the floor and for a time enjoyed an abundant
supply of free liquor.

There were prohibitionists among the merchants, but even
the most pious were tempted by the easy profits and they or-
dered whisky by the barrel. Invoice books contain frequent
orders. From Kentucky came the early brands—Wildcat Fam-
ily Whisky, Old Taylor, Old Pepper, Lexington Club House,
Harrison County and Bonnie Brothers’ Bourbon—and from
Maryland came the old southern favorite, Maryland Club. The
records of the personal accounts show that many a pious toper
bought whisky in the name of his wife, or on the flimsy excuse
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that he was having a special affair and needed a little liquor to
help things along. Perhaps none ever thought up a more elab-
orate and hypocritical manner of ordering liquor than did
George Washington Spinks of Alabama who asked J. C.
Brown to send him “a pint of good whisky for my wife and a
small bottle of good paregoric. Tell Strudrick that the bottle of
paregoric that I got from him turned out to be whisky certain
as I have made toddies for my wife.”

As a matter of ritual each fall, the farmer brought his cotton
to the merchant’s gin, sold it at the store and paid his year’s
account if he had enough money. The merchant in turn rallied
the farmers around the barrel and gave them powerful drinks
of the raw stuff by the tin dipperful. This was expected by the
cotton farmers as a part of their business, and if they got a little
rowdy each fall no one thought anything of it. Cotton wagons
bumping long miles over Georgia, Mississippi and South Caro-
lina hill roads carried brown-stone liquor jugs buried in seed
cotton, “to get a little liquor,” said the drivers, “for the old
ladies.” Late in the afternoon of the fall months many a gaunt
pair of cotton mules made their way home with their masters
sprawled drunk as lords on the spring seats. They had paid
their debts and they were coming home free and drunk to
prove it.

At Society Hill, Virginia, J. M. Waddell and Company did a
general merchandise business, but their 1|iquor trade was of
such magnitude that they advertised North Carolina corn
whisky on their letterhead. In 1882 Mr. Waddell wrote the
distillers in North. Carolina that he expected a big fall business
and that he wanted a good supply of corn whisky to serve the
trade. Always the reformers were upbraiding the country-store
liquor trade by citing the fact that cuttings and rows of all sorts
occurred around the stores because they sold liquor. There
were many who embarrassed the merchants in the early seven-
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ties by saying that the reason the Negroes were drunkards was
the fact that they sold them liquor.

Beyond the liquor and molasses barrels off in one corner was
a long, greasy counter which sat directly in front of one of the
grocery shelves. Lined up in solid phalanx on the counter top
were bottles of pepper sauce, catsup and vinegar. There were
the inevitable boxes of salt, and red and black pepper. Piles of
cracked bowls and assortments of tarnished knives, forks and
tablespoons were permanent fixtures. At one end stood the
lords of the counter, the mechanical cheese cutters equipped
with broad knives. One stroke of the handle moved the golden
yellow disc of cream around a “nickel’s worth.” Selling cheese
at the lunch counter was never a matter of fractions of pounds,
but rather the “clicking” of the levers. Flanking the cheese
cutters were the twenty-four-pound boxes of crackers from
which clerks dipped crackers on the irregular price basis of
“one handful, one nickel.”

Eating dinner from a country-store counter was an experi-
ence which brought joy of variety and spiciness which rural
southerners could get nowhere else. Southern fried chicken
and hot biscuits were commonplace when compared with the
fare of the counter. It was here that more than half of the
South’s population was introduced for the first time to “bought”
prepared foods. The oyster fishermen of the southern Gulf and
Atlantic coastal waters, the Norwegian and Maine canners, and
Gustavius Swift and Armours and Cudahy of the Middle West
earned handsome profits from their cove oysters, sardines and
link sausages. No statistician has ever seen fit to investigate the
importance of this outlet in the fishing and packing industries,
but certainly its influence was considerable,

On Saturdays hungry cotton and tobacco farmers consumed
literally thousands of cases of oysters, sardines, salmon and link
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sausages. Most popular of all, however, was the sardine packed
in cottonseed oil, seasoned with pepper sauce and eaten with
salty crackers. So popular was this combination that it was
recognized as a popular characteristic of the entire country-
store trade.

The cove oyster was a powerful competitor of the sardine.
At many places along the southern coast line canneries packed.
oysters during the fall and winter seasons and distributed them
to their big inland market through the wholesale houses. This
product was a bit fancier than the sardine and it appealed to a
little more delicate taste than did any other of the canned sea
foods, but nevertheless it had its enthusiastic partisans. A can
of cove oysters served in one of the store’s cracked bowls with a
handful of crackers, a bottle of pepper sauce and a nickel’s
worth of cheese was a Christmas dinner in July for a customer
who was fagged out on “steady” rations.

Both walls of the store were lined with shelves. On the dry-
goods side were bolts of cloth and oil cloth. Across the way
there was an assortment of schoolbooks, pencil tablets, canned
goods, medicine, hardware, spices, castor oil, turpentine, pills,
chewing tobacco, snuff, cigars, vanilla extract, laundry soap,
baking powder, soda and epsom salts.

Along the top of the counter were the J. and P. Coats cabi-
nets. Every store had an assortment of these small walnut,
maple and cherry cases filled with thread and trinkets. There
were the smaller ones with two, three and five sliding drawers,
and then there were the larger golden-oak ones built like desks
which merchants used as top-of-the-counter catchalls.

These thread cases had back of them a long story of Scotch-
American enterprise. J. and P. Coats started business in Paisley,
Scotland, in 1826, and in 1870 a branch of the company was
operating in America in connection with the Conant Thread
Company. This latter organization had its beginnings along
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salty crackers. So popular was this combination that it was
recognized as a popular characteristic of the entire country-
store trade.

The cove oyster was a powerful competitor of the sardine.
At many places along the southern coast line canneries packed-
oysters during the fall and winter seasons and distributed them
to their big inland market through the wholesale houses. This
product was a bit fancier than the sardine and it appealed to a
little more delicate taste than did any other of the canned sea
foods, but nevertheless it had its enthusiastic partisans. A can
of cove oysters served in one of the store’s cracked bowls with a
handful of crackers, a bottle of pepper sauce and a nickel’s
worth of cheese was a Christmas dinner in July for a customer
who was fagged out on “steady” rations.

Both walls of the store were lined with shelves. On the dry-
goods side were bolts of cloth and oil cloth. Across the way
there was an assortment of schoolbooks, pencil tablets, canned
goods, medicine, hardware, spices, castor oil, turpentine, pills,
chewing tobacco, snuff, cigars, vanilla extract, laundry soap,
baking powder, soda and epsom salts.

Along the top of the counter were the J. and P. Coats cabi-
nets. Every store had an assortment of these small walnut,
maple and cherry cases filled with thread and trinkets. There
were the smaller ones with two, three and five sliding drawers,
and then there were the larger golden-oak ones built like desks
which merchants used as top-of-the-counter catchalls.

These thread cases had back of them a long story of Scotch-
American enterprise. J. and P. Coats started business in Paisley,
Scotland, in 1826, and in 1870 a branch of the company was
operating in America in connection with the Conant Thread
Company. This latter organization had its beginnings along
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with that of the New South itself. Hezekiah Conant and a
group of associates started in the thread business in Pawtucket,
Rhode Island, in 1868, with a capital stock of $30,000, but the
thread business in America promised to be a prosperous one,
and Conant persuaded the Scotch company to come to Amer-
ica. The first J. and P. Coats thread was wound in the Paw-
tucket plant in April, 1870, and the American demand for it
brought about the construction of three additional plants
within four years.

Actually the black and gold label bearing the legend 7. anp
P. COATS BEST SIX CORD was introduced first in America in 1840,
but it did not become a universally familiar product until the
American factories were built. The ingenious Scotch thread
winders had an eye for the country trade and they printed from
the beginning a six-inch ruler on their boxes which became an
important household tool.

The thread business in postwar America was a prosperous
one, and advertising men for the highly competitive companies
had to devise clever methods for keeping their goods before the
public. By a lucky circumstance, the J. and P. Coats Company
hit upon the idea of utilizing the by-products of their spool
factory to make cases which could be placed on counters in
stores. Their names were placed in bold letters on the fronts of
the drawers, first on brass strips and later behind glass panels.
In 1877 a special box factory was erected in Pawtucket to turn
out thousands of boxes for country-store counters. Merchants
bought thread and received the box free. These thread cases
became as standard in the southern stores as did the lunch
counters and Arm and Hammer baking soda.

But “Best Six Cord Thread” was not to enjoy its popular
market unchallenged. Other thread winders sensed the rich
possibilities and entered the fight by giving away paper dolls,
jingle books, calendars, thimbles, songbooks and fancy minia-
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ture boxes. The eighties were sentimental years, years when
making scrapbooks was a joyous female pastinte, and the
thread manufacturers were quick to take commercial advan-
tage of this spirit of sentimentality by giving away serialized
pictures and cards. A formalized domestic scene or a bit of
Poor Richard moralizing came with so many spools of thread
and, with true Yankee foresight, a considerable capital outlay
on the part of the customer was necessary to acquire the whole
series. These devices of advertising became big business within
themselves and soon the companies were spending millions of
dollars annually to promote their lines. Women made nearly
all of the clothes worn by the family, and every purchase of
cloth included several spools of thread. So common, in fact,
was the thread trade that many lazy bookkeepers made the
simple entry “1 spool $.05.”

Dividing the front aisle into two passageways were rows of
tables on which were displayed pants, overalls, jumpers, socks,
stockings, dishes, caps, hats, pitchers, bowls and shoes. Back of
these were the racks loaded with cheap ready-made clothing.

A generous circular space was left about the stove, for this
was customers’ ground. Kegs of nails and horseshoes, rickety
chairs, soft-pine boxes and knife-scarred benches were pulled
up to within easy spitting distance of the bulging stove. This
was the scene of gabbling, whittling, yarn spinning, chewing,
dipping and sly nipping at the bottle. From the very beginning
merchants resigned themselves to the inevitable fact that their
stoves were going to be spat upon. Customers looked upon this
practice as their inalienable right, and no power short of death
could deny it to them. Most merchants made only one attempt
to curb this traditional right and that was by putting spacious
sandboxes around the bases of the stoves.

When spring arrived and the weather once again permitted
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the philosophers to move outside, the average stove in a coun-
try store gave the appearance of having been at sea among the
barnacles for several years. Likewise, every break in the coun-
ters was fair territory and came in for a constant bombardment
from less fastidious customers. There was no place in country
stores for “nice” men as merchants. Before they could have
finished their first week they would have given up in disgust
and gone back to Alsace, Connecticut, or to life on a farm.

Counterpart to the constant chewing and dipping was the
beloved pastime of whittling. The country store was the only
place in the South where a man could find a piece of soft north-
ern box pine on which to use his razor-sharp barlow knife.
Whittling was an exact and delicate art. Some exponents of
the knife whittled for a purpose; they cut out forms and faces
and them whittled them away to begin all over again. Then
there were those who stuck to making long smooth surfaces, or
of making angles and ovals. The sensation of keen knife blade
gliding smoothly along a piece of pine board was a satisfying
one. The less artistic whittled for no other purpose than that
of making long thin shavings and of keeping their hands busy.
They were the ones who idly cut holes in the nail kegs or ren-
dered in twain bench slats. Then too, whittling was a fine de-
coy. One never had to look his associates in the eye and give
away the purpose, or complete lack of purpose in his conversa-
tion.

Down the center aisle past the public circle were racks loaded
with meal and flour in bags, salt, and feed. Piled up behind
these were odd lots of hardware. No space was wasted; plows,
wagon spokes, buggy shafts, coils of rope, plowshares, axes,
wedges, sledge hammers, rolls of bagging and ties were on
open display where not too much effort was required to point
them out to customers. Shopping for many goods became a
matter of craning the neck around the whole store. Hanging
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from the ceiling were many crude but necessary utensils and
tools of the everyday life in the rural South. There were the
well buckets of Samuel Woodworth’s sentimental song, stocky
wooden kegs heavily bound in brass and “swung” with sturdy
iron bails, which was a vital part of the long era of the “dug”
well. Securing a water supply in the country was a major phys-
ical undertaking. Surely the poetic Woodworth never had to
draw enough water from a dug well with one of these heavy,
three-gallon, keglike buckets to quench the thirst of a lot full
of livestock, or to supply a large family. Their inevitable loose
staves spouted water all over the drawee, their rough, wet
chains had an unhappy way of getting themselves covered with
sand, and the rickety, rusty pulleys were always suspended
from flimsy crossbars. Nothing tested the fortitude of a south-
erner just home from the spiritually revitalizing influences of
a camp meeting so much as drawing water barehanded for a
herd of thirsty cows. It was by the side of the back country
wells that much of southern womanhood lost both beauty and
health. There was none of the Old Testament romance con-
nected with these shallow sources of water below the Mason
and Dixon line.

The red-cedar stave water buckets also to be seen swinging
from store ceilings completed a vicious cycle of unprogressive-
ness. Every self-respecting houschold had a water shelf on the
back porch which was crowned with a cedar bucket, a gray
enameled wash pan and a gourd or tin dipper. Water from a
cedar bucket, thought the countrymen, always tasted better and
was healthier. Tin and enamel buckets poisoned drinking
water that was allowed to remain standing in them, so wooden
pails were universally used. There was a fine point in the
mores of the back-porch shelves: Careless, sloven persons put
the dipper back in the bucket after they had finished drinking,
but the well-bred put it down beside the bucket or hung it on
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a nail driven in a near-by post. This was not primarily a point
of sanitation, but rather a principle of rural chivalry. A large
portion of these back-porch fountains was made in Fayette-
ville, North Carolina, by the Fayetteville Wood Ware Com-
pany, and they were as necessary in the stock of country stores
as were J. and P. Coats thread and hoops of cheese.

Related to the buckets only because of a common position
on the store ceilings was that other emblem of polite southern
home life, the chamber pot. These earthen and enamel recep-
tacles alternated between discreet places in the sun just inside
garden gates in the daytime and underneath the guest-room
beds at night. Ordinarily they were not designed for members
of the family who knew the lay of the land and could find
their way around in the dark, but rather for guests, the sick
and the occasional ministerial callers. As a matter of fact,
earthenware chambers became as much a part of the tradition
of the minister’s visit as feather beds and fried chicken. Large
numbers of invoices among store records tell the vivid story of
the fragility of these simple masterpieces of the potters” wheels.
Baltimore was a great distributing center of these homely arti-
cles. D. F. Hayne and Company and Frank M. Baker and
Company sold them at wholesale for as little as $1.75 per
dozen.

Keeping store was a game of guessing just where something
might be found, and always involved hazy directions of looking
- under something, or behind something else. A western Ken-
tuckian once ordered a shipment of “buckheads” for steel beam
plows and put them in the accustomed place where buckheads
were kept, but when a customer wanted one he could not find
it. His whole psychological system of locating buckheads was
unaccountably upset. He wrote the wholesale house asking
that a new supply be sent at once. Not until he had gone



BEHIND BATTERED FACES 5I

through the regular procedure of putting the new ones away
did he discover the ones he already had on hand.

There is another old anecdote told on storekeepers every-
where that illustrates their indifference to orderly stockkeeping.
It’s the old pump-handle story. A merchant ordered a pump,
and when all of the crating and excelsior padding was pulled
apart, the handle was missing. After a diligent search the store-
keeper decided that the wholesale house had maliciously left
him in the lurch, and in an impassioned letter he bemeaned the
shipper for his willful duplicity. But before he could seal the
letter a boy came in to say he had found the handle. Instead of
destroying the letter and forgetting the matter, the storekeeper
added the mildly apologetic postscript, “Never mind what I
have said. We have found the damned thing,” and sent it on.

As the architecture of country stores was standardized, so
was their odor. It seldom varied from one store to the next,
and it was as impossible to define as an institutional odor could
ever be. It had, however, a great fascination. Perhaps it was
because the smell was a vital part of the exciting confusion
which prevailed everywhere. Like the casual mixture of hard-
ware and groceries, dry goods and notions, tobacco, onions,
whisky and soap, the scent was of nothing in particular and
everything in general. It was in reality an odoriferous inven-
tory of the entire stock. It was of the glaze on the calicoes and
the starch in the checks, rotting cabbages and potatoes, spring-
onion sets, cheese, neat’s-foot oil, leather polish on new shoes,
oil and wax on saddles, horse collars and buggy harness, kero-
sene, sardines, salmon, the stove, tobacco, the cat, the custom-
ers, asafetida, peppermint and wintergreen candy, and engine
oil. It was a blend of salt meat, rats and mice, paint on plow
tools, cottonseed oil, bananas, tar on steel cotton ties, jute bag-
ging, mixed “sweet” feed and naphtha soap.
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Thus it was that the store became more than a market for
produce and a place in which to buy supplies. Its stove in cold
weather and its porch and shade trees in spring, summer and
fall were places of general assembly. Merchants were busy long
hours each day with the affairs of the community. Inside their
little latticework doors and beside the tall breast-high shelf-like
desks, they worked at their books, and held whispered conver-
sations with their debtors. Trading followed a ritualistic pro-
cedure. A boy rushed in with a note and handed it to a clerk,
and the clerk in turn consulted with the merchant sotfo voce.
The order was either approved or disapproved and the boy was
sent on his way. Timid customers led storekeepers away from
curious ears to talk over crop prospects and credit situations.
In this way business went on from day to day in one whisper-
ing conference after another.

Country storekeeping was one-half orthodox merchandising
and the other half sizing up the capabilities and honesty of
customers. It was a highly personal sort of enterprise which
required a generous amount of giving and taking, and a keen
sense of humor and understanding of all the frailties of man-
kind.

Few country merchants ever heard of statistics, but they were
always well informed as to the crop every customer had planted
and as to its general state of cultivation from week to week.
They knew the approximate size of shoes, the length of legs,
chest measures and girths of most of their customers. From
week to week they took mental notes of goods which they
showed, knowing full well that most customers would go home
and debate the matter before making a purchase, and would
then send a note. They were philosophers who weighed five
pounds of sugar, cut off huge pieces of fat meat, pumped
five gallons of kerosene or dished up buckets of lard while they
kept up a steady flow of advice or lamentation. Working hard,
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living closely and paying all debts was ever a cardinal rule of
economy with them. Their whole philosophy of the credit
system was one of strict control and constant retrenchment for
the debtor. Paying one’s debts was ever a virtue which gave
customers high standing at the stores.

In the words of the editor of the Fayetteville Eagle in 1872,
the merchants often advised their customers to “plant cotton
this year, make your own meat and bread at home, buz dlways
have a pile of cotton bales to bring in clear money at the end
of the year.” ‘The editor found near his office the pleasantest
sight of all to the general merchant. Stacked in irregular rows
were “fifty odd bales of cotton—big heavy bales of five hun-
dred pounds each, and it is sold for $.20; one hundred dollars
in cash for each bale. . ..” Here was the one crop system of
agriculture of the New South being born and wrapped in
swaddling clothes. Behind the swinging lattice gate to his little
office, the storekeeper read illiterate order notes and recorded
charges against the credit of his customers. He was a puppet
master who made his community go through its peculiar eco-
nomic dance.



CHAPTER THREE

STOVE OR SHADY PORCH

“Rme vp and get down and look at your saddle!” was a
southern countryman’s favorite greeting. When a smart-aleck
stranger rode up to a store in Bowman, Georgia, and asked of
a crowd of loafers if there were any fools about, a sharp one
answered in a flash, “I do not think so—are you lonely?”

The average southern farmer would have been bored
mightily if he had not known that when the weather was bad
he could always mingle with kindred souls at the store. He
fabricated the flimsiest of excuses to get away from home when
it was raining or the weather was too cold for outside work.
A wag in 1876 said that when one of the members of the
“Flatwoods Gentlemen’s Leisure Club swaggers up to a store
and pulls off his hat, slaps his leg and says “‘Whew! I’ve done
the biggest day’s work today I ever did in my life’ the other
members know he has been in a shady nook while his wife cut
stove wood and blacked his brogans.”

Often families drove to the nearest village and spent the day -
visiting with their neighbors and buying their supplies. Some-
times they brought their dinners and ate them in their wagons
or combined the contents of their baskets with those of other
customers and made a picnic of the meal. Morning was spent
in selling produce and looking around, and at least half of the
afternoon was spent in gossiping. By midafternoon both white
and black customers got in a hurry to buy their supplies, load

54
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their wagons and get home in time to feed the stock. Mer-
chants became accustomed to this type of spasmodic trading, so
they never made an effort to spread their business over the
entire day, but spent their idle time gathering in the news and
passing along advice. :

Through the week most stores were deserted except for the
habitual loafers who hung around to pitch dollars or to use
the checkerboards, or for customers who came to get spare
parts for farm tools and extra tobacco to tide them over until
Saturday. Long drowsy afternoons found faithful checker
players stooped over their grimy boards. The assortment of
checkers which slid heavily back and forth under indecisive
fingers traveled hundreds of miles in their history of moving
from one tiny square to the next. Neighborhood checker fiends
spent much of their time each year pondering the momentous
question of the “next move.” Some of them reached such a
lethargic state that the only signs of life was an occasional shift-
ing of the head to one side to spit out tobacco juice or occasion-
ally to slap a thigh when some strategic move bottled up an
opponent. A storekeeper, in idle moments, often fell victim to
checkerboards and card playing and allowed these frivolities to
interfere seriously with the conduct of his business. It was not
unusual for a merchant to deny that he had certain articles in
stock when a pestiferous customer insisted that he leave a game
to wait upon him.

Hand in glove with the constant checker playing and the
profound discussions which enlivened the company of loafers
and customers were the merry yarn-spinning fests. Heads were
bowed close together and voices toned down to practically an
inaudible droning, and one salacious yarn after another was
told and applauded. In stores where all the clerking was done
by men, women usually kept well back out of these charmed
circles. They stood near the front door with embarrassed grins
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on their faces showing clearly mixed feelings of eager curiosity
and shocked modesty. They were caught in the unhappy situa-
tion of not knowing whether to stay until someone came to
serve them or to leave the store.

There were some merchants, like the Cohn Brothers of Lor-
man, Mississippi, who forbade customers the privilege of loaf-
ing about their stove or of playing checkers in the house. And
occasionally a pietistic reformer put the indolent and sinful
ones to shame. Such a person was Mr. Boggs of Selma, Ala-
bama, who placed an exceedingly high premium on rural
morals. Generously he offered “five shares of stock in the
Central Agricultural and Mechanical Association valued at
fifty dollars to the young man between the ages of seventeen
and twenty-one, a native of Alabama, who can show the best
record of industry and morality, who has not taken a chew of
tobacco, nor smoked a cigar, nor taken a drink of whisky, nor
used any profane language, and who has engaged in some hon-
orable business for the last twelve months.” This pious chal-
lenge must have caused a considerable number of chuckles in
the Selma and Columbiana countryside. Certainly the self-
righteous Brother Boggs was safe. There could hardly be a
seventeen-year-old country boy growing up around a country
store who could say truthfully that he had never chewed to-
bacco or “cussed.”

Between 1915 and 1930 much of this social element withered
away and died. No longer did men sit and swing bony legs
down from these porches and shout simple witty quips at their
neighbors, and the communities were poorer for this loss.

The boys of the earlier days always had an answer. There
was 1o wiser spot on earth than the porches which jutted out
from the long shotgun buildings, or the whittling circles about
their stoves—places of the telling of thousands of yarns, the
production of bumper dream crops, the exchange of all the
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news and community gossip, and heated discussions of every
religious philosophy known to southerners. The porches were
literal platforms for delivery of the rampant speeches of hun-
dreds of flannel-mouthed demagogues who sought every office
from constable to United States Senator.

Poor roads and generally ineffective means of communica-
tion: had brought the stores into existence and then helped
them to prosper. The roads were a prime topic of discussion in
store forums from the time big front doors were opened in the
morning until they were locked at night. Throughout the long
period of ante bellum history an army of garrulous politicians
and impractical visionaries poured forth eloquent words on
“internal improvements,” but somehow they made little head-
way with actual accomplishments.

The South came out of the Civil War without a plan for the
future of her highways. In winter a traveler was buried in
mud, and in summer he was smothered by dust. Building and
maintaining country roads was an unsolved riddle, and few
local politicians were brave enough to institute a system of
taxation sufficient to finance road building. Instead the respon-
sibility fell directly upon the citizens themselves. Road super-
visors and commissioners “warned” the male population out
for so many days each year, and every man over twenty-one
years of age was required either to give work or to contribute
an equivalent in money, unless he was otherwise excused.
Among the records of the country merchants are occasional
reports of commissioners showing the names of citizens either
checked off or penalized.

If a commissioner was reasonably patient, every man in his
district would in time come walking up to the store and save
him many long horseback rides.

A highway, before the advent of the automobile, was a nar-
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row, winding, mud-choked streak across the landscape. With
careful maneuvering, two cotton wagons could pass each other
at most places. Bridges across streams and creeks were de-
signed primarily to aid a wagon to pass over them without
getting the team drowned.

Back of this whole problem was the faulty assumption that
the higher soft dirt was piled in the middle of the road the
quicker it would drain. Road machinery was unknown. Vic-
tims caught in the “warnings” came equipped with axes,
shovels and hoes. One and two-horse turning plows were used
for opening ditches, and soft dirt was piled with flimsy “A-
frame” drags. Where sticky hills and long stretches of miry
bottom lands became impassable, short split pine poles were
laid down in long panels of corduroy and then buried beneath
a slushy covering of mud. Elsewhere shovel and axe gangs
filled the deeper holes with pine tops and again heaped on
mounds of loose soil.

Here was one fundamental weakness of the New South.
While her officials made eloquent speeches from store porches,
at community picnics and from balconies of courthouses, and
while they bowed and scraped to the “fairest of all times,” their
mules and horses floundered in mud up to their bellies and the
axles of their vehicles dragged ground.

Discussion of bad roads was a point of departure for the
lengthy community forums. A half-frozen, mud-splattered in-
dividual rode a partially drowned mule up to a hitching rack
- at a store and then made his way to the fire. In language in
keeping with his appearance, the countryman described his
ordeal in getting to the store.

Rescuing a wagon loaded with cotton from a quagmire of
soft pipe clay and quicksand was an accomplishment of strat-
egy and execution equal to that of many a general who fought
victoriously against similar odds in the Civil War. Merchants
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knew their customers spoke the truth. Most of their stock was
dragged in from distant railway stations. Barrels of sugar,
meal, whisky, flour, and sacks of coffee and rice had arrived
covered with mud from having been rolled off wagons in the
middle of mudholes. Scores of ledger entries indicate money
paid out for hauling. It required two long days to go sixteen
treacherous miles and return. These wagon trips would have
been monotonous had the drivers not been devil-may-care
rowdies who took the mud as a part of their life. The less
adventuresome customers listened to stories of drinking liquor
by the gallon to keep warm, catching chickens on fishhooks
baited with corn and dragged behind wagons, and stealing
hogs to cook at the campfires. Once when two drunken Mis-
sissippi drivers became bored with riding their wagon, they
stole a buggy, hooked it on behind the wagon and plodded
home in grand style!

Few issues were so hotly debated as that of fence laws. For
more than two centuries most southerners had done about as
they pleased, and one of the best proofs of this was the habit
of grazing their cows at large. Now this issue moved like the
boll weevil across the country from one county to the next.
The stores were centers of the conflict, and many rampant argu-
ments which began by the stoves were finished in fist fights on
the outside. Elections were held to decide the question, but
more often than not, no results were forthcoming.

The problem of cattle grazing was not only one of an open
or closed range, but also of how long a range should be closed.
Some farmers judged the proper length of the “closed” season
by the minimum time it took them to grow and pull the last
nubbin of corn and pick the final shriveled lock of cotton.
When they had the last of their cotton and corn on a wagon
they opened wide the gates and turned their livestock out to
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pester laggard neighbors, excusing themselves with the ex-
planation that “they didn’t have nothing out that a cow could
hurt, and their neighbors oughtn’t to.” From Winchester, Vir-
ginia, to Shreveport, and from Somerset, Kentucky, to Mobile,
store forums roared with arguments over the range question.
On the part of the voters, the issue was always clear; did they
want to fence in their pastures or their fields?

The Scriptures were another favorite subject for dispute. Ne-
groes were permitted in these discussions provided they did not
call the white man a liar and confined their remarks to the He-
brew children or the confusing figures of Revelation. Uncle
Will Graham for many years rode his ramshackle old crosstie
wagon to Tom and Louis Massey’s store in Winston County,
Mississippi, to set the boys straight on the Bible. Uncle Will’s
favorite theme was the spiritual whercabouts of the Savior, and
when with a voice as stern as that of William Harrison as “De
Lawd” he puffed out his shriveled old chest and pounded it
with a bony black hand, shouting, “Boys, Jesus is right hyar!”
they believed him. Years later, in Fair Brothers’ big general
store in the cotton town of Louisville, Uncle Will was still hav-
ing the loafers feel of his chest and of a thumping heart which
was right.

In regions where Methodists, Presbyterians, Disciples of
Christ and Baptists were predominant faiths, there were eternal
arguments over church organization—deacons versus elders
and stewards. But the hottest of all was over baptism. Method-
ists and Presbyterians aligned themselves against the Disciples
of Christ and the Baptists. One side believed in infant baptism
and the other did not. Two of them sprinkled and the other
two immersed, and their members argued back and forth on
long summer afternoons. Perhaps no one was ever convinced
but at least he found the discussions delightfully infuriating.
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All of the stores had Bibles, either as stock or as standard
argument-settlers, and those which have survived show signs
of rough service. One old South Carolina merchant in a solid
Protestant community owns a huge Vulgate Bible which is
practically torn to pieces. It has not only settled arguments, but
it has started many new ones because of its variations with the
King James version. Perhaps as a result of these forums the
South remained far more tolerant than it might have otherwise,

There was scarcely a dividing line between religion and poli-
tics in the southern country stores. Here was a public assembly
where southerners could strike back at their political oppressors
without too much fear of revenge. As the stores became more
numerous, their influence as public political stamping grounds
increased rapidly. Surely many of the major southern political
movements grew out of these discussions. Certainly the Ku
Klux Klan movement was given active support through the
merchants who procured new types of guns and ammunition
to be used in the nocturnal raids against Negro and carpetbag
rule.

When General Wade Hampton was campaigning for the
governorship in upper South Carolina around Lexington, Edge-
field and Abbeville, there was a considerable show of Red
Shirt, or Hampton Partisan, strength. At Abbeville a proces-
sion of knights three miles long galloped into town to honor
their chief. Old merchants in this region still recall this period.

In McCormack County, at one store which antedated the
war, the Red Shirts met in the lodge hall and secured arms
through the store downstairs. The Ruff store in Ridgeway
bought rifles and cartridges for Hampton’s men and its base-
ment became a veritable arsenal. The near-by modern Ruff
store still has samples of the old cartridges. By the time Gen-
eral Hampton’s Red Shirts were terrorizing the countryside of
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South Carolina and were forming clubs at every crossroads,
country stores were buying the newly improved and more ef-
fective Winchester and Henry rifles which had come on the
market that year.

Occasionally brazen paragraphs appeared in the columns of
county papers which gave evidence of the gun trade. As early
as 1868, the editor of the Fayetteville (North Carolina) Eagle
was whooping up the arms trade. He informed his southern
friends that “George L. Johnson, untiring and energetic agent
for the celebrated house of Yale, McFarland, and Company of
New York is now in town. We are pleased to learn of his trip
here and further South. . .. Friend George is a good drummer,
and is building up a good trade, but from the great number of
guns he bas sold South, we are inclined to think he is some-
what disloyal, and may be in sympathy with the Ku Kluxes.
Our local has tried him twice and has ever been entirely satis-
fied with goods and prices.”

That arms salesmen were successful farther south is vouched
for by the testimony of Attorney General D. H. Chamberlain
of South Carolina. General Chamberlain told the “Joint Select
Committee to Enquire into the Condition of Affairs in the Late
Insurrectionary States” on June 10, 1871, that Hope Brothers in
Columbia shipped large quantities of arms out into the state,
and that the Democrats were arming themselves with Win-
chester and Henry rifles. Elsewhere through the numerous
volumes of testimony gathered by the committee, witnesses
gave an indication of the gun trade in the state, and there is
little doubt but that this testimony was generally truthful.
Stored away in store basements and attics, the new rifles were
businesslike instruments of death. Their heavy blunt-nosed,
rim-fire 45-70-caliber bullets enabled politically oppressed white
.Democrats to carry the war to their enemies.

When one unit of Wade Hampton’s Red Shirts rode to
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Edgefield to attend a political meeting they ran amuck of
colored sharpshooters hidden in the top of a pine tree. Knight
John Gilmore was shot by Negroes from ambush, and as a
result one of the store clubs in the adjoining county of McCor-
mack went into action. For several days a local state of civil
war prevailed. Alfred B. Williams has left a good account of
the complete movement in the state in his posthumous book,
Hampton and His Red Shirts. Many old-timers can yet be
warmed up to the subject around the stoves. Newspaper ac-
counts are often graphic. The Carolina Review requested its
readers to “Rally around the Red Shirts. Are you going to
Monroe [North Carolina] soon? When you go up be sure
to call at the store of Messrs. Stevens Brothers and English,
general merchandise. They are the noblest work of God, hon-
est men. South Carolina is represented in this house by two
true and gallant knights of the Red Shirt brotherhood. They
delight in donning the old garment.”

Since South Carolina became more deeply involved in the
slough of reconstruction than most of the other southern states,
the political activities around the country stores were more
dramatic. At old Mathias Singly’s store at Jolly Street in New-
berry County, the white voters took a decisive hand in control-
ling the elections. In 1876 the Democrats voted tickets four
inches long and two inches wide, while Republicans used
ballots twelve by three. When the votes were counted it was
discovered that there were far more ballots cast than there were
voters registered. Of course some means had to be found by
which this error could be corrected. G. M. Singly proposed
that a Democrat be blindfolded and allowed to withdraw bal-
lots until the excess votes were drawn off. The drawing, accord-
ing to the Democrats, was to be above suspicion. Everyone
wanted a fair election but it was an interesting fact that the
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blindfolded Democrat could feel only the large Republican
ballots.

Of greater importance in the South Carolina election of 1876,
however, was the part played by Wade Hampton’s knights of
white home rule. At Longshores’ store a Red Shirt club was
organized and it became immediately a decisive factor in local
politics. Across Newberry County another club was organized
at Jolly Street around the store owned by the Singlys. Uncle
Mat Singly was a colorful rebel who had spent months in
a federal prison and had cultivated a profound respect for
Yankee discipline. When the boys asked the illiterate old man
to join the Red Shirt Club, he balked. “You might as well let
alone, you might as well let alone,” stormed the ex-soldier,
“when he [I] takes a compendium he is hard to consequence.”
So hard was the crusty reprobate to “consequence” that he re-
fused to have anything to do with the Hampton crusade so
long as there were Union troops left on South Carolina soil.

By 1878 the menace of radical reconstruction was ended in
Georgia. Once again native sons sought election to office with-
out the aggravation of federal soldiers, Republicans and Ne-
groes in control of the polling places. Old Confederate favorites
offered their names for election on the Democratic ticket. “Lit-
tle Aleck” Stephens continued in politics, but in this contest
William M. Reese, a local candidate, opposed him. The cam-
paign grew warm between the loyal men “in gray” and those
who would put the former vice-president of the Confederacy
on the shelf. William Reese’s supporters advertised in the pa-
pers that they were leaving tickets at the stores with the name
of the Honorable William Reese printed on them. But Alex-
ander H. Stephens’ supporters were equally as active, and they
distributed handbills to the voters across the counters, and in
the election their man won.

Store porches were choice “stumps” from which bellowing
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politicians roared promises of faithfulness after election; hitch-
ing grounds were ideal places for shaking hands. Weather-
beaten, red-necked farmers in faded chambray shirts and denim
overalls bleached by too many dippings in lye soap spat tobacco
juice in the sand and greeted every candidate in sight. Candi-
dates cornered certain of these black-crowned patriarchs of the
wool-hat fraternity and persuaded them to “go down the line”
in their neighborhoods. When the crowd grew restless and
began milling about, bighearted office seekers chipped in and
bought treats from the storehouse barrels of Bourbon. Free
cans of sardines, oysters, salmon and crackers were political
factors by which many candidates were able to curry favor.

In South Carolina most of the rural white democratic clubs
were organized around the stores, and storekeepers were made
custodians of the roll books. Until the present day this custom
prevails, and much of the vote registry is still in the charge of
merchants. Historically, this has played into the hands of the
storekeepers, and they have been known to determine the out-
come of close primary elections by liberally adding “safe”
names to electoral rolls. In other southern states even though
roll books were left in the custody of circuit clerks, the country
stores remained the polling places.

Storekeepers, appreciative of the commercial value of politi-
cal gatherings, helped to organize picnics on their grounds, and
stocked up with knickknacks for a rushing business. Jolly
Street and Singly’s store had its annual barbecue and, in elec-
tion years, a whole day of political speakings. Candidates
nailed handbills to the store fronts, and either distributed their
cards to customers or left them lying around to be picked up
at will. Some of these stray cards and handbills filtered down
into boxes of papers and in this way many merchants have un-
intentionally preserved records of these early practices.

Since 1876 the South has been regarded as a land of one po-
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litical party. It is a one-party region only in the same sense
that it is religiously a land with a single God. Around the
stoves and sprawled out on the shady porches political faction-
ists have argued their views by the hour. Often these discus-
sions were comedies of rare flavor in civil affairs, but at other
times they led to vicious “fist and skull” fighting on the wagon
grounds. Points of argument were emphasized by the ejection
of long spattering streams of tobacco juice. Always the south-
ern farmer was in hard luck; if it was not the panic it was
malaria, grass, freight rates and taxes. His political reactions
were the result of the weather, the panics, the price of cotton
and tobacco. Rural southerners dealt in personalities. In re-
ligion it was a matter of a personal savior, and in politics per-
sonal economic salvation and advantage. A Mississippian
became enraged at the unhappy turn of a political argument,
arose from his nail-keg seat, slung a sack of flour over one
shoulder, placed a chunk of fat meat under the other arm,
picked up a bucket of lard and started toward the door. He
was not going home, however, a licked man; with a snort of
triumph he stopped in the door and snarled back over his
shoulder that James Kimball Vardaman was the only friend
the poor people had. This was a characteristic southern attitude
toward the army of demagogic office seekers and their endless
promises of economic deliverance.

Ben Tillman, South Carolina governor and United States
Senator, pitched his first campaign in a lusty attack against the
discriminations in prices and interest rates charged farmers. In
reality he was charging the country stores of South Carolina
with the failure of the farmers. Tillman supporters were pre-
dominantly rural and were steady customers of the stores, and
his platform was discussed hundreds of times in the circles be-
fore their counters. Literally scores of debates followed each of
his truculent assaults against the wsurious bankers, guano
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dealers and merchants. Country Democratic clubs were over-
whelmingly for this fiery leader of the hill country, and the
elections around the country stores were veritable Tillman love
feasts. ,

Across the line in Georgia, country-store customers were
struck by the exciting stories of the little man from Crawford-
ville who had a genius’ head but an invalid’s legs. The name of
Alexander H. Stephens was one that carried great weight for
many years in state politics, but by 1878 there were those who
wished to see the “Lion of Liberty Hall” bearded, and they set
out to do it by organizing supportin favor of William M. Reese.
Later Tom Watson took the boys on the porch by storm with
his roaring denunciation of the myriad oppressors whose heavy
loins rested figuratively upon the shoulders of the tattered
Georgia cotton farmers. v

If it had not been for the farmers’ support there never would
have been the agrarian liberal from Thomson, nor would his
reactionary successors have settled down upon the state like the
seventeen-year locust. Gene Talmadge, of more recent years,
would have remained an unknown local politician if he had not
secured the support of several hundred thousand voters whose
reactions were governed largely by what they heard on the
country church grounds and around the country stores.

Perhaps one of the most colorful campaigns ever conducted
in the South was that one in Alabama in 1894 between Captain
Reuben F. Kolb, champion watermelon grower, and the one-
armed hero of Henry County, Colonel William C. Oates. This
race was a perfect one for the crossroads discussions. Colonel
Oates, a Cleveland supporter, represented the Black Belt, and
his followers called themselves the “T’rue Blues.” Kolb support-
ers, however, were the people whose yearly accounts were car-
ried on the store books. These accounts when totaled at the end
of the year, amounted to less than a hundred dollars each, but
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they were seldom paid because of a lack of both cotton and cash.
It was these victims of all the ills of Alabama during the Cleve-
land panic who sat on the store porches on Saturdays whittling
and spitting, or squatted about hitching racks digging tiny
trenches with their sharp-pointed knives as if they were plow-
ing their scrawny acres with bull tongue plows.

By some unfathomable manner southerners believed politics
was back of much of the rural South’s trouble, and if the Ala-
bama farmers could only get one of their kind in the governor’s
chair at Montgomery then they could expect relief. They were
the people who sought higher prices for cotton and cheaper
prices for meat, overalls, implements, freight, guano and in-
terest rates. Punctuating arguments with sharp thin spurts of
tobacco juice, they made positive declarations of their personal
beliefs and choices. “Kolb, the immortal Kolb,” said one idol-
ator. “His name will go down with Washington’s.” Others
believed him an Alabama Patrick Henry, and their eyes bright-
ened hopefully when his name was mentioned.

For Kolb the stores as community meeting places were use-
ful centers of influence. He profited in votes by the numerous
discussions, but so did his opponent, Captain Oates. Kolb men
drove up to the hitching grounds in their wagons and broken-
down buggies decorated with corncobs. They smoked cob
pipes, twirled corncob walking canes and wore festoons of cobs
on their wide-brimmed wool hats. Oates’ men, not to be out-
done, put sprays of oats in their lapels, in their hatbands, and
festooned their horses and buggies with bundles of oats. Even
women and children aligned themselves in this battle of the
cobs and oats and were loud in their praise and condemnation.

On the day of the election there was a great commotion
around the stores. At Coleman’s in the village of Pinckneyville
a generous amount of box stuffing went on, and the Coleman
ledger showed a goodly quantity of liquor sold that day. “Jack
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Peeples,” a “True Blue,” was registered as having cast a ballot,
and when the excitement of the election was over curious citi-
zens wondered who citizen “Jack Peeples” could be. A casual
investigation revealed that he was Bill Peeples’ well-known bird
dog. All over Alabama there were stories of every imaginable
sort of irregularity in this election. Oates won, but there fol-
lowed a hot postelection contest which Kolb wound up by hav-
ing himself sworn in as governor on the streets of Montgomery
in a mock inaugural ceremony. Then he disappeared from the
political scene.

Everywhere in the South it was much the same story. Ala-
bama had Kolb and Oates, Mississippi had Vardaman, Percy,
Russell and Bilbo; Louisiana had Huey P. Long; Arkansas had
Jeff Davis; and Tennessee had the Taylor brothers and their
colorful “War of the Roses.” At every crossroads political talk
went on incessantly, and tattered fragments of election-year
propaganda appear in country merchants’ papers. An Alabama
customer in 1894 informed J. C. Brown that his “beat would be
lost” unless he “came down and put in some good licks” in
behalf of their ticket. Poll-tax receipts which appear frequently
among “cash orders” tell their own story of political interest
on the part of storekeepers. Seldom did a merchant enter ac-
tively into discussions unless he was certain of the views of his
hearers. His influence as steersmen for politicians of his choice
was more subtle. Dabbling in politics openly was dangerous
for merchants who depended upon the trade of rampant par-
tisan customers, but nevertheless most of them played a decisive
hand in each election. Many a debtor was apprised of the way
he should vote in subtle feed room conferences.

In Mississippi James K. Vardaman had his biggest bloc of
supporters among the small farmers, and on more than one
occasion that long-haired proponent of white supremacy pulled
up at a crossroads to bellow vituperation upon the heads of
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trusts, aristocrats and Negroes. Before him stood crowds in
overalls, faded denim jackets, brogan shoes and big black wool
hats. With tobacco-stained mouths agape, they drank in the
thundering tirade of their patron saint.

Huey P. Long found the Louisiana country stores excellent
places for taking political soundings. As a drummer selling
Cottalene, a patented shortening, and later flour and patent
medicines, he served a useful apprenticeship for getting votes
in rural Louisiana. Riding about the country spinning yarns,
joking with housekeepers and giving rapid-fire sales talks, he
formed personal associations which helped him get elected to
office, and secured backing for his policies as a public official.
Huey never forgot the value of these forums of lazy farmers.
When he wished to stir up public opinion he had only to get
the boys about the stores through the Red River Valley and
in the hill country talking in his favor. Likewise the memory of
the Kingfish has remained green about the stores of the Teche
country. He made them exciting places during his administra-
tion as governor and later as United States Senator by bringing
the world to their doors. His good roads improved conditions
of the backward communities, and his tax program was not
without its benefits to both merchants and customers. For
many he was making good his slogan, “Every man a King.”

Of course political discussions were seasonal, but the query,
“How’s crops ?” was heard every day. Through the winter and
carly spring, farmers planned what they were going to plant,
and they loved nothing better than discussing their hopes for
a good crop season. In fact, much of the economy of the coun-
try-store trade was based upon this perennial optimism. Both
merchants and farmers clung to the belief that next year they
might hit it lucky, pay off their debts and get back on the road
to financial independence.
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Good crops were as important for merchants as they were for
farmers, and the long stoveside farming sessions were always
valuable sources of information as to the condition of soil, crops
planned, and the next year’s credit prospects. If every bale of
cotton, bushel of corn and wheat, gallon of molasses and hogs-
head of tobacco planned for and talked about had reached the
market, the South would have become a land of fabulous
wealth.

Some hillside farmers grew eloquent for the only times in
their monotonous lives in descriptions of plans and methods of
farming. For instance, such a fundamental question as ripping
up cotton stalks with a bull tongue plow or not ripping them
up at all was good any time for an hour’s talking. There were
those who favored planting corn at the bottom of .a furrow,
while there were steadfast contenders that it should be planted
atop soft beds. Some growers preferred a variety of corn which
produced one large ear to the stalk, while others liked another
variety producing several small ears. So it was with the dis-
cussion of cotton yields. Arguments waxed long and fiercely
over the virtues and shortcomings of Simpkin’s “Little Seed,”
Cleveland “Big Boll,” “Half and Half,” “Double-Jointed,” and
Peterkin’s. In South Carolina there was feuding in the latter
years over the improvements made by David L. Coker and
Peterkin. Letters from Clemson College Experiment Station
now packed away in country-store records indicate how news
of improved varieties of cotton was passed around. Storekeep-
ers were given samples of seed which they distributed to
farmers to be tried and reported upon.

The harvesting of cash crops created the most excitement be-
cause of the variable range of production and price. Many years
wishful farmers actually saw before them poor crops, but they
hoped by some miraculous process that they would be enabled
to gather more produce than they had any reason to expect.
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There were always incurable braggarts who rushed over their
cotton crops and picked out a light bale of half-opened cotton
and then drove a pair of mules nearly to death getting it to the
gin 5o as to claim the ephemeral honor of being the first to gin
and sell. For the next three months these triumphant farmers
crowed over their fellows, and regarded their accomplishment
as a kind of heaven-sent reward for good farming.

Cotton-picking time was a season of anxiety for country-store
customers because it was the period when they learned whether
they could pay for their last year’s supplies, or would again have
to sign a note and carry over portions of their accounts to
another year.

Many a fox ran figuratively round and round a country store,
and the baying of long-eared, gaunt-bellied potlicker hounds
was the most musical thing in the county. In rehashing all-
night races, enthusiastic participants jumped up and down in
wild pantomime from one gully bank to another, ran through
brier patches, scrambled over rail fences, and ran up every old
field hillside for miles around. In discussing this subject, own-
ers of dogs were not only privileged, but expected to lie freely.
It was not normal for a man who had entered a dog in a fox
race to observe even the most elementary principles of truth-
telling. There was something magical in the mournful barking
of a hound close on the trail of a fox which lulled the moral
sensibilities of the average man. A post-mortem the next day
at the store was even more absorbing to many southerners than
taking sides in a primary election.

There were always other matters of importance which found
their way to the community gatherings at the stores. Every
serious illness was reported and daily news of the progress of
the patient was made available by most of the casual passers-by.
Deaths and births were likewise publicized around the stoves.



STOVE OR SHADY PORCH 73

Shootings, scrapes and cuttings were reported, and all of their
details discussed. Actually many justices of the peace held their
courts in the stores, and sometimes these hearings resulted in
miscarriages of law and justice because they became a part of
the informal everyday discussions of the loafers. At least these
courts had the benefit of spontaneous testimony from numerous
opinionated bystanders.

Courtings, marryings and separations were ever matters of
great interest. Three-fourths of the southern country courtships
were threshed over at the stores long before the brides and
grooms ever reached the marriage altars. If, by chance, there
happened to be a little element of the shotgun mixed up in an
unexpected and sudden taking of the marriage vows, the news
was far more exciting and got around faster.

Humorless bachelors spent uncomfortable hours about the
stoves as butts of ribald jokes. A store reporter for the Greens-
boro (Georgia) Herald sought a wife for a bashful neighbor.
“Wanted,” he wrote, “a wife. A young man of our acquaint-
ance who is very timid, wants to get married. He says that the
first girl between the age of fifteen and twenty-two, who is
pretty, intelligent, and industrious with a good medium size,
and is ready to change names and will keep house for him, he
will be ready to say ‘yes.” P. S. If you know of such a girl send
her around. Address ‘Caro’ care of C. C. Pennington’s store.”

When the topic of store conversations was matrimony there
were always varied opinions on the subject. More conservative
loungers rendered judgments on the subject which were as staid
as were the lithographed wedding certificates hanging from
rural parlor walls. At one of the stores where the conversation
had dwelt an unreasonable length of time on matrimony, an
irritated bachelor rose, stretched his arms high over his head
and rendered the profound statement that there were three
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things he would not do so long as he remained in Georgia—
“dig wells, top trees, and get married.”

Next to a country churchyard, the stores were perhaps the
best places for courting. Many of them were located at strategic
places for holding barbecues, picnics, all day singings and gen-
eral community gatherings. “There will be a picnic at Powell’s
store 4th Sunday. Music will be that of the violin, and will be
rendered by some of as good performers as the county affords,”
proclaimed a newspaper notice in 1883.

These gatherings around the stores were “blowing-off” places
for the oppressed, or they were places for the jocularly minded
to exercise their wit. Waggish country reporters have em-
balmed many of these debate subjects in their gossipy local col-
ums—“Which Is More Beneficial to A Country, Fice [sic]
Dogs or Popcorn?” “Is the Conscience A Correct Moral
Guide?” “Do the Learned Professions Offer A More Promising
Opening to A Young Man Than Mercantile Life?r” “Should
the Negro be Colonized ?” and “Which Is Better for the Labor-
ing Man—to Work for Wages or Part of Crops?” It was said
of the latter proposition that one ancient gentleman of color
resolved that “bof is best.” Some of these were actually vital
questions in the lives of the people, and many of the more
serious discussions were effective in bringing their problems
out into the open.

Almost every community had its aged counterpart of Uncle
Remus whose keen sense of humor and aptness of homely
phraseology endeared himself to the country-store clientele.
There were others, both white and black, who were colorful
only because they lacked completely the elements of respecta-
bility, and some of them had the distinction of being pointed
out as the biggest chicken thieves in their respective states.

The Negro and his antics formed topics for many light con-
versations. Sometimes he got himself into trouble because of
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the easy availability of merchandise. An ex-slave stole a piece
of meat in a Georgia store and got caught in the act. While
the merchant was preparing a warrant to have him sent to jail,
the thief stripped off his coat and asked to be whipped then and
there. The merchant laid on fifty lashes and let the shame-
faced culprit go free. A luckier colored brother strolled into a
North Carolina store with a two-dollar bill marked with Roman
numerals, bought a quarter’s worth of goods and strolled out
again with ten dollars and seventy-five cents in his pocket in
change. Life around the stores, to the observant and aged
philosophers, was “always one damned thing right after
anather.”



Cuar1ER Four

THE WALLS GROW LONG PAPER TAILS

On Ferruary 10, 1892, a clerk in J. C. Brown’s general store at
Faunsdale, Alabama, struggled to remove from the wall a long
tail of wire strung with paper. He wanted to add a brown and
green striped piece of coarse tablet paper to the ever-lengthen-
ing file. There was just a hint of urgency in the request for
the articles listed. Laboriously scribbled, with hands which
were obviously more accustomed to the plow and hoe than to
the pencil, were instructions to “pleas let Rarlph Callwell
[have] 1 pint of whiskey & 25 cent of sugar and 40 flour and
a small Bottle of turpentine for his wife. She is veary sick at
this time in child Burth Let Him have them and Charge the
same to me. Yoas, Nathan Long.” It was a typical store order
for that section of the South. Before the clerk strung this order
on the long wire strand, he made a careful notation in the
ledger: “whiskey .25, sugar 1% pounds, flour .25, and bottle
of turpentine .10.” He had reduced the pitifully small flour
order from forty to twenty-five cents.

Buying by store orders was a universal practice. For an hour
every Saturday morning a farm owner’s time was taken up
with writing orders to the storekeeper for a tenant who wanted
a new pair of brogan shoes, or for a smiling Negro girl who
came up to the back door and asked if she could buy five yards

of calico and a batch of bright-red ribbon to make a new spring
dress.
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On Saturdays the roads were literally filled with customers
bearing tiny little slips of paper. These orders are fascinating
studies of the availability of paper in the average household and
likewise of the general educational level of the rural southerner.
Every conceivable type of paper eventually found its way to the
store in the form of an order. One barely literate landlord must
have searched the place over for a piece of paper and finally
brought his hunt to an abrupt end by snatching a piece of wall-
paper off the wall and scribbling on its blank side. John A.
Bratton of White Oak, South Carolina, formerly a general in
the Confederate Army, gave store orders to his field hands as
meticulously as he had given commands to his troops at Chat-
tanooga and at Richmond. Less sedate southerners tore blank
margins off newspapers, ripped open used envelopes or pulled
pages out of their patent-medicine pocket notebooks. The more
fastidious wrote neat little orders on slender pieces of polite
“slick ink” tablet paper. So prevalent was this custom of order-
ing goods by note that many of the larger furnishing mer-
chants had special printed forms.

One can picture an Alabama Negro boy sliding from the bare
back of the mule he had ridden several miles. In his pocket he
carried an important note from his “bossman.” Wave Fitts was
out of tobacco, and life had reached a low ebb. He wanted, at
once, a pound of Missing Link chewing tobacco, a half pound
of smoking tobacco and a package of cigarette leaves. The boy
eased through the side door of the store, fumbled in his overalls
pocket and then produced his paper without uttering a sound.
While the clerk cut the chewing tobacco and wrapped it into
a tight bundle with the pipe tobacco and cigarette papers, the
boy stood rolling his eyes, vicariously enjoying the heterogene-
ous collection of merchandise tumbled along the floor, piled on
the counters and shelves, and hanging down from the ceiling.

Literally hundreds of Wave Fittses waited anxiously at home
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while boys galloped off to stores. A large portion of the to-
bacco distributed through the country stores was taken out by
orders.

There is an old folk story told about the circuit rider who
drove up to a steward’s place to spend the night. The good
brother was plowing near by, and suddenly there came a thun-
derous outbreak of profanity and shouting. Everything seemed
to be wrong. The mule was guilty of all the misdemeanors of
his stubborn hybrid predecessors. It was downright embarrass-
ing for his wife that the parson could hear his profane tirade.
She called one of the children around to the rear of the house
and sent him to the store for some chewing tobacco. Within a
few moments after the boy’s return there came from the field
the joyful sounds of a happy Methodist husbandman who found
the business of farming a happy one.

This practice of merchandising was the vital element of the
whole lien and mortgage system. Time after time anxious
purchasers were told that they had already overordered their
monthly credit allotment. On the records of the accounts many
merchants wrote statements of the extent of yearly credit, and
this in turn was divided into equal monthly portions. In this
way the merchant exercised a specific check on the amount of
goods purchased, and, likewise, through the acceptance of lien
notes he controlled his competition. Evidence of this monopoly
frequently crept into the orders. In 1893 an Alabama customer
wished to pay a hired hand two dollars and a half by issuing
him a store order. The laborer demurred. In a spirit of suppli-
cation the employer wrote, “Please let Frank trade two and one
half dollars and let him have things the best you can as he
complains of your charging too high prices. I owe him money
and have asked him to accept this order instead of money, so
do your best for him.”

During the busy crop season farmers kept orders pouring in
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for money with which to pay wage hands. One planter faced
with the problem of paying his field hands on the night before
a big Negro picnic, had to get the money from the store or
have downright mutiny on his place. Cotton-chopping season
came just at the time of year when few farmers had any cash;
and every night a weary cotton chopper spent his wages at the
store in the form of an order for goods, on which he paid a
profit and a credit price, and the farmer paid an interest charge
for good measure.

Many merchants served their communities as semibankers.
A farmer brought in his crop of cotton, tobacco or other prod-
uce and sold it but seldom received cash in payment. There
was always a genuine fear on the part of the countryman that
he would lose his money out of his pocket or be robbed of it.
Then, too, many persons were doubtful of the security of banks.
One backwoods cotton farmer sold his cotton crop for cash and
had the merchant sew it securely in his pocket. He then com-
manded a faithful Negro to follow in his footsteps to see that
he didn’t drop it. Since the merchant was to get most or all of
the returns from a crop anyway, it was much simpler just to
take a credit allowance on the merchant’s book and do away
with the worry of losing the money. Long before the next crop
season closed, the debit side of the ledger had consumed the
credit surplus funds. Few rural southerners went beyond their
communities to purchase goods, and store orders were for them
a counterpart of cash. ‘

Each week an army of wagons was deployed around the
stores and their hitching racks waiting to receive their weekly
loads of “rations.” Carloads of northern flour and meat were
carted away on Saturday afternoons. In the long strings of pa-
per orders there is a monotonous succession of these standard
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ingredients for southern diet of the eighties, nineties and first
decades of this century.

The orders which arrived at the stores contain the whole pic-
ture of the rural southern diet. One customer ordered a bushel
of meal and hinted that the merchant’s integrity was not quite
exemplary by the admonition that he “give me good measure.”
Another humble request on a ragged piece of brown paper for
ten pounds of dry salt meat wound up with the earnest plea,
“Get me a piece with as much lean as you can.” A patron sold
a final bale of cotton in early spring and left the money at the
store. Late in April he wrote that, “I think there is about $12
between I and you, and if you can send a barrel of flour and
can of lard by surry, you will oblige, A. Lowry.”

At best much of the merchandise was of questionable value.
That emphasis was placed upon quantity rather than quality
was clearly indicated in the cash orders. A farmer ordered a
barrel of flour and underscored whether it was for family use or
for his field hands. A conservative farmer ordered a pouch of
tobacco, and a shirt “good enough for a darkey to wear.” Oc-
casionally a one-crop cotton farmer ordered a dozen eggs and
later wrote that every one of the eggs he received was spoiled.
A jug of molasses caused a minor culinary disruption in one
fastidious houschold. “My wife,” wrote the husband, “com-
plains that the molassés is so #nreal that it will not make ginger
cakes. Please Mr. Brown sce that something genuine is sent.”

Not always could the grinning couriers be trusted to perform
their errands. They rode homeward with watering mouths at
the thought of the white meat slung across the backs of their
bony mounts. Many a piece of meat found its way to roadside
bushes to be recovered later and cooked over a cabin stove.
Such deceptions were discovered, however, and these under-
nourished brigands often became victims of squeeze plays be-
tween the merchant and his customers. This was a bit comical
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when the illiterate errand boys delivered orders for meat, her-
ring, sugar, flour and nutmegs with emphatic instructions “zo
send the number of pieces of meat.”

In late February an industrious Alabama farmer sent a boy
to get half a bushel of seed potatoes and a piece of meat. By
long experience he knew the holding powers of the store, and
asked the merchant to cut short the bearer’s loitering and start
him home in time to plant the potatoes before night. Illiterate
though many of the messengers were, they soon learned the
possibilities of the written word, and got in their gazing and
loafing before divulging the secrets of their messages.

Buying clothes by note was a business of approximation at
best. Styles and sizes were of secondary importance and color
was only a question of vague generalization. A dutiful son and
husband ordered ten pounds of meat for his mother and a pair
of gaiters for his wife. Stonewall Scott, a second-generation
Confederate, wished to buy a hat for his wife—"a neat one but
in these hard times [1892] not too high priced.” The whole
issue was to get off, in this time of the approaching Cleveland
panic, as cheaply as possible.

A storekeeper had to be a catalogue of his community’s tastes.
He had to know the approximate pants size of every man in
the neighborhood so that when he received an order for pants
or drawers or shirts, he could fill it with some degree of satis-
faction. If there was doubt in his mind, he could usually pick
out a loafer of the right build from the line-up on the porch
and check the length of his legs and the circumference of his
waist. Even so dignified a purchaser as General John A. Brat-
ton ordered a suit of clothes from the Patrick store at White
Oak, South Carolina, without giving specific measurements.

Until about 1915 buying and fitting shoes was a little-under-
stood art. In the mind of the average southerner of the seven-
ties, eighties and nineties, a shoe had only one fundamental
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dimension—length. If it was long enough, then the width was
a matter of being in the right proportion. In the fall of the
year, at cotton-selling time, a landlord lined up his hands and
their families and measured their feet from heel to toe on pieces
of string. In the same way he measured his own family’s feet
and then carried the bundle of strings to the store to secure
shoes. No allowance was made for atmospheric changes which
might shrink the string or for the inability of the clerk to get
a string into a shoe without its kinking. Unfortunately there-
fore many a southern boy hobbled through the first four months
of a new pair of shoes because “pa” had erred in tying the knot
at the right place. It became a matter of family debate when a
boy’s shoes hurt as to whether the trouble was in the size of the
shoe or in the spreading influence of going barefooted for eight
months out of the year.

From the end of the Civil War down to the middle of the
second decade of this century it was a custom for the head of
the household to choose his family’s footwear, specify color
and whether the shoes were to be lace or button, coarse or Sun-
day, or, in the case of boys, shoes or red-top boots. Only the
long seasons of warm weather rescued many southerners from
the ill-conceived and poorly made brogans of fiendish Massa-
chusetts shoemakers.

Occasionally a discriminating customer turned up with a
complaint. A patron of Reed’s store at Flat Creck, Tennes-
see, wished to have sent “little child shuse fore a sundy shue and
apair off blacke wostid hose and three yd of callico sutibul fore
a childe.” The selection made by the merchant was entirely
unsatisfactory, and a later note had an element of impatience in
it. “Those shues,” wrote this phonetic speller, “dont sute at
tall I.want some like thies aire with springe heels and I dont
want eny that aire any color than thies aire. I want no 5. These
hose dont sute ether.” But perhaps it was not too exasperating
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to have received a pair of shoes and hose which “dont sute” for
in the same letter the writer took another shot in the dark and
ordered “a nice sundy good shirt if you please.”

Running a country store was always a matter of remember-
ing the preferences of customers. “If you have on hand a no
38 alpaca coat,” wrote a local dignitary, “that you had when I
was there send it by Dick—I mean those best ones.” In this
matter of taste not all notional shopping was a sin of the female.
Files of store orders abound with stories of men who debated
the wisdom of their meager purchases and with notes asking
that a pair of shoes or a suit of clothes which the writer had in-
spected several days before be delivered for examination on the
home ground. Then there were orders for goods like those
purchased several days before or like those sold to some neigh-
bor. A benevolent relative ordered “a shirt of the same kind I
got yesterday. One that will fit Uncle Lish.”

Buying new clothes was an unusual occurrence for many
southerners, and lack of experience often prevented their get-
ting entirely satisfactory results. Again, price governed the pur-
chase. “Let Bennie have a suit of clothes $5.00,” wrote Thomas
H. Ladd, “a hat .65 and shirt .55. He dont case [sic] to have the
pants alike the coat and vest a cheaper pants will suit him.”
One mother said to select for her Jim “a good pair of trousers—
the best you have for fifty cents and if you have some good ones
for less than that—it will do.” Then looking forward to the
first washing she admonished, “Be sure and have them large
enough.”

Sometimes following a haphazard purchase a frantic note
came to the store saying that a customer had been swallowed
alive by the coat and that he had been forced to call in outside
help to extricate him from the constrictive hold of the pants.
Coats were expected to meet around a man’s chest, and the
sleeves were required to reach some conservative point between



84 PILLS, PETTICOATS AND PLOWS

the elbow and the wrist; otherwise, little attention was given
to style, for generally the coat to a nine-dollar suit was without
form. Pants were made for two purposes only: protection from
the weather and prevention of an indecent exposure of knotty
limbs. Most often they were made of jean or coarse worsted
and had about as much shape as a forked stovepipe. It was
these formless combinations of coats and pants which char-
acterized the southern countryman both on foot and in jest.

Naturally the more frequent orders for dry goods were tiny
paper missives bearing samples, and again the matching was
purely a matter of gross approximation, of availability rather
than of quality and general appearance. It was much more im-
portant that the average woman, anxious to attend church in a
new dress, get ten yards of cretonne immediately and at thir-
teen cents a yard than that she get exactly what she wanted at
some indefinite date and price.

As the spring and summer approached, every southerner
bought some sort of an outfit to see him through the rounds of
picnics, political gatherings and protracted meetings. Some-
times a storekeeper closed out his stock of dry goods by supply-
ing the “big meeting” trade alone. Brief stories of these great
events in the southern way of life found their way into scratch-
paper notes. A father looked forward to the salvation of his
two sons, Ben and Buster. He ordered knee pants, hats, shoes,
enough cloth for two sheets for the preacher’s bed, four pounds
of lard—enough to fry several chickens—and a baptismal gown
for Buster. Here was a customer who was in the midst of an
exciting summer!

A landlord asked a merchant to sell William Henry, a
bachelor of color, five dollars’ worth of unspecified merchan-
dise. “William Henry,” he wrote, “expects to take unto himself
a wife.” Occasionally similar orders appeared which could
easily be identified as a modest trousseau for a “hoe handle”
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belle who wished to marry in as much glory as her credit and
the stock of the nearest store would permit.

A timid and precise young Tennessee schoolteacher antici-
pated the opening of school. Writing in the vein of a Mother
Goose tale, she addressed herself to her local merchant: “Kind
Sir, please send me a black top skirt if you have any not over
$2.00. I guess I can get a very nice one for that and also a cheap
trunk if you have it and if not get it from Mr. Melford, and
send them by the first wagon or peddling wagon. For I have
to go off to teach Monday and I will need them.” A black top
skirt was the finishing touch for a “schoolmarm.” She had
spent all summer making poplin underskirts, pleated shirt-
waists and flannel gowns. Immediately behind the school-
teacher’s request came a complicated order for two four-inch
strips of velvet, one of rich brown and one of dark red, and a
strip of “figured or solid light or dark silk,” also several spools
of thread in bright colors. The ladies of the near-by Methodist
church were engaged in making Brother Ogle’s quilt, winter
cover for their underpaid circuit rider.

The storekeeper had to serve both as adviser and confidant
of a family’s secrets and distributor of goods. A woman,
frankly bedeviled by that greatest of all social blights, bedbugs,
sought relief from her nightly attacks by using a mixture of
quicksilver and corrosive sublimate. This formula was high-
sounding for a country store, but actually it was almost as
common as castor oil. Most drug orders, however, were for
Gray’s Ointment, pills, chill tonics, bitter herb mixtures, and
linseed oil. One customer wanted turpentine, bluestone, soda,
and enough asafetida “to mix with the other ingredients.” This
was medicine making of a high order. Other compounders of
folk cures ordered rock candy, quinine, sugar and turpentine
from which they produced a concoction only slightly less re-
volting than those made by neighborhood “conjure doctors.”
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There were rank hypocrites in the South. A note from a
toddy-drinking deacon asked for a long list of innocuous in-
gredients and a gallon of “medicinal whisky.” Biliousness was
ever a convenient excuse. When a customer asked for half a
dozen lemons on a hot July day, he knew only too well that
nothing short of the great summertime complaint would insure
his getting such a fatuous luxury.

Clerks in country stores never dry-rotted from lack of variety
in demands. One note bearer wanted a fly minder. Before the
days of screen doors and windows, a patent fly shaker gave a
family just a litdle more dignity than did the ordinary peach-
tree branch or a homemade minder bespangled with long
newspaper fringes. It cost only two dollars and fifty cents.
Another customer wanted a gallon of “cearcene” oil, one “pen-
cil with a rubber,” and a pound of buckshot. Another note
reported a major tragedy to Cesor Drake [sic]. “Please to let
me have some spoke for hine weel. my wagon broke down.”
This indeed was misfortune. Cesor’s wagon was the most im-
portant of all his farm implements, and to break one of its
dish-faced and weathered rear wheels was calamitous.

If it wasn’t an order for spokes for a “hine weel,” it was for
a new supply of shuck collars for plow mules. These clumsy
pieces of harness were home-manufactured throughout the
South during the winter months, sold to the stores and then
distributed among the cotton farmers when plowing time
came. Made of corn shucks, these antiquated pieces of harness
at once marked the backwardness of a farmer. It was a com-
mon occurrence to torture a pair of gaunt mules by leaving
them at a store hitching post all day Saturday without food
and water until they had eaten the collars off each other. These
impractical circles had to be put on over a mule’s head, and

they caused much rearing and pitching around stable doors at
harnessing time.
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Of a more businesslike nature was a note from a community
sport who wanted to know if his pistol had arrived. A some-
what less militant blood wanted a pair of black studs for his
shirt and promised to pay for them when he “arrived in the
city.” Inquiries about pistols and studs were not numerous, but
requests for knives were. V. C. Bailey asked that his bearer be
given “a good Rodgers (barlow) or Wostenholm knife, and I
‘wish you would please pick me out a good one and send it by
boy. I want a good stout knife.” Nothing pleased the rural
southerner more than a good serviceable pocketknife. This was
a fact well known among manufacturers, and barlow knives
were as much standard stock in the country store as were fat
meat, calico and brogan shoes. Older men yet recall with a
joyful gleam in their eyes ownership of one of those famous
double-bladed steel wonders with their characteristic brown
bone handles and long holsters bearing the sterling mark of an
arrow piercing the letter R. For the southerner, ownership of
a knife was as necessary as keeping the body decently covered
with clothes.

Not all of the grimy slips of papers were orders for merchan-
dise. Down in Alabama, Willie Kerrington, in a hurry to get
Dr. McCants, sent his boy galloping to the store with this note:
“Aunt Sarah is bad off. She is got the colre mobus!” A less
frantic customer asked the storekeeper to “back” a stamped en-
velope to a kinsman in Mississippi and charge it to his account.
A local politician in one of the outlying beats hastened a note
off to the storekeeper to come at once and help do some fence
mending at the polls. Another had to meet his gambling obli-
gations. “Send me a pound of #ice fancy candy,” he wrote. “I
need this candy to pay a bet that I lost on the rain yesterday.”

Rural psychology and community life of the New South
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stand revealed in the so-called “cash order notes.” In these
clumsy files lies the story of an effort to supply a rural neigh-
borhood’s economic needs with limited cash and credit re-
sources, of keeping face with just as little cost as possible, and
of one man controlling the tastes and desires of his neighbors.
When a woman needed a piece of dress goods, but was unde-
cided as to color, the merchant made a selection for her. A
man needed a pair of shoes or a suit, and the merchant guessed
at the size and sent them along. Once delivered, the articles
were seldom returned. A family made arrangements for lim-
ited credit on a yearly basis, and generally the storekeeper and
the landlord restricted buying to that by orders. In this way a
customer’s desires were checked carefully by at least two cred-
itors before any purchases were allowed. The little order slips
enabled the country store to hold on to its trade, and for the
most part were tokens of an endless process of credit business.

Only the notes where requests were granted are found
among the files of the stores. However, there is a long buried
story of pathos in notes which were not honored. A half-
starved customer requested meat and meal for his family and
a sack of feed for his ill-fed team, but behind him at home was
a cotton crop which had been rained out or that had been
caught hopelessly in the grass. He was a poor credit risk, and
his request for goods was refused. It was indeed a long weary
road home in an empty wagon, and his return was as cheerless
as the march of destruction itself. His wife could have easily
greeted him with that doleful southern ditty, sung to the tune
of the “Bonnie Blue Flag”:

“My husband came from town last night
As sad as man could be,
His wagon empty, cotton gone,
And not a dime had he.
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“Huzzah! Huzzah!
"Tis queer, I do declare!
We make the clothes for all the world,
But few we have to wear.”



Crarrer FIve

SOCIAL CORRESPONDENTS

LovE IN THE cOTTON FIELDS of the South was a throbbing thing
which required vigorous expression. An enraptured but heavy-
handed swain laboriously scribbled a note of passionate devo-
tion on the back of a greasy store order. “miss susie haris,” he
driveled, “i love you my dear girl you are the lark you are the
stalk you are the darling of my hart. i like to get a sweet kiss
tonight.” This was getting down to business in a land where
paper was scarce and writing was a tedious undertaking. That
a love letter got to the point without subtlety, innuendo or
superficiality was the main requirement.

Storekeepers served as intermediaries for love. A gallant but
unschooled beau sauntered into the secluded post-office corner
of the Reed Store at Flat Creck, Tennessee, and dictated a
letter to his best girl. His is a Victorian Tennessee classic gen-
erously larded with misspelled words. “Deare friend,” he
began, “will you allow me to Correspond with you, not at all
will I blush to say that I am in love with you so mutch. it will
brake my hart for you to go back on me, I hope you will grant
me the privildge of Esscorting you to the X centennial at Nash-
ville May 1—1897. I am glad to say that your complements are
actcepted with many thanks, returned for your past favorites
to express my self before going too far, if you were only mine
I would be the hapest man in the world. Oh you are so fine it
makes me cry to here you when u tell me will you only be

Q0
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mine.” There was more. In the end this patient Tennessee
Jacob asked his “sweet,” “how long do you wish me to wait
[this] is the 8 yeare I have waited for you.”

Courting couples appreciated the possibilities of the written
word, but for many of them the art remained a profound mys-
tery. They learned, however, the knack of keeping the com-
plete story of their affairs well obscured. In many instances one
merchant wrote letters and another read the answers. In this
way only half the story was ever revealed to a single individual.

More numerous than love letters were those to relatives and
friends in other parts of the country. During the first three
decades after the Civil War, numerous families moved to
Texas and the other western states. Literate immigrants wrote
long letters back to the home folks, and it was a common sight
to see a customer sitting by the stove listening anxiously while
the merchant or a neighbor read a letter from a relative. There
were descriptions of the new part of the country, of agricul-
ture, of land values and of sickness, deaths and births.

In characteristic “I take my pen in hand” style, home folks
answered with long rambling accounts of family affairs, and
then launched into detailed descriptions of community mis-
fortunes. Letters were limited news vehicles and to a majority
of writers the stories which had the greatest news value were
the sensational ones. A good case of shouting, theumatism or
‘pneumonia was a first-class sensation. In a halting manner,
one after another. illiterate correspondent poured out tales of
delicious woe to their merchant scribes. From the beginning,
however, merchants adapted a brief stereotyped style of writing
letters. Paradoxically they closed their gloomy tales of calamity
and sickness with the stock nineteenth-century ending, “that
this leaves us well and I hope it finds you the same.”

From writing love letters and producing annals of joyful
affliction to answering requests for specific information about
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heaving jackasses was a long step, but for storekeepers it was
just another of life’s brutal incongruities. A righteously indig-
nant farmer in Goodlettsville, Tennessee, wrote Ed Williams,
storckeeper at Eagleville, “Please pardon me for taking this
privilege without an introduction. Under the circumstances,
however, you will I believe, do so, and farther more give me
information that I desire. I bought a jack from J. S. Bell in the
summer. I find that through the cold spells in winter, that he
would take something like the heaves or bellowses. I would
like for you to see the parties who had fed him, and groomed
him; and find out if he had trouble when sold to me. I paid
sound money for him and could not sell him for such, without
misrepresentation.

“Please do me this favor & I will keep it masonically without
troubling you in the future. P.S. This jack (“Long Tom”) was
formerly owned by R. S. Brown.

“His age was very repeatedly misrepresented but I have no
proof. I would like also to know the number of colts a year
and his breeding.”

Every day the storekeeper was called upon to give informa-
tion of all sorts and to write recommendations for his neigh-
bors. A customer wished to buy a sewing machine or a
graphophone on the installment plan, or he wished to boost
his income by becoming a peddler for some “fly-by-night”
product and gave a merchant’s name as a reference. A cus-
tomer’s son wished to go away to school or to get a job, and the
school or prospective employee wrote back for information.
Sometimes a young neighbor was on the verge of matrimony
to a girl away from home and her parents wrote to the store-
keeper for their prospective son-in-law’s family background
and character.

The chore of writing recommendations was not without its
compensation, for it gave a storekeeper a powerful whip hand
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over his neighbors. Behind his word was the vital matter of
granting credit, and it bad far more weight than that of a
local preacher or schoolteacher. It was generally believed that
the preacher could speak no evil of a parishioner and that
schoolteachers too often were here today and gone tomorrow.
The merchant was a permanent factor in a community and
no one else had quite such efficient means for gathering inside
information.

A Hamilton County, Georgia, editor noted in a local column
in November 1875 that “three or four families migrated from
Whitakers district leaving several disconsolate creditors to
mourn their departure. It is supposed they went to Texas.”
Nearly always, however, when a man pulled up stakes and
went, figuratively at least, “to Texas,” he stood in need of a
good word from back home. So many people from the Lower
South poured into Texas and the West before 1900 because of
unsatisfactory conditions in their home neighborhoods that
there was an element of suspicion of these newcomers among
the older settlers. One such Texas immigrant of questionable
origin was W. Alvah Cooksey of Eagleville, Tennessee. Alvah
had in his personality a touch of the adventurer seasoned with
a sobering element of evangelism. On June 24, 1891, he exe-
cuted a note to the Williams Store in Tennessee for $100.69,
and then struck out for Texas. In 1894 it became necessary for
Brother Cooksey to start a vigorous campaign to secure his
letter from the Eagleville Baptist Church. He was out in Texas
running a combination summer normal and church school.
He had talked too much about his church connections in Ten-
nessee, and he had to have a church letter so as to operate
within the law of his denomination. He wrote one letter after
another back to the members of the Tennessee church board
without receiving a reply. Each succeeding note became more
anxious and pleading. “Trouble, misfortunes, and disappoint-
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ments from other parties” stood in his way, he wrote the neigh-
bors. High interest charges on his note were piling up at the
Williams Store, and so far he had showed no signs of paying it.

In terms of close fraternal endearment the involved Texas
debtor cajoled the merchant to forward his church letter, but
no letter went forth. Instead the unctuous Cooksey was beset
with constables, bill collectors and neighbors, put upon his
trail by the Eagleville church board. The deacons of the church
where he attended in Texas began to accuse him of being an
impostor and a hypocrite. Thus, for four years the one-sided
church-letter argument raged. In the end, the financially de-
linquent brother became enraged at the inhumane way the
church clerk-merchant was treating him and in a strong letter
he threatened to put off final payment of his note until an in-
definite judgment day. As an alternative to this rather ex-
tended time of final execution, the sporting Cooksey offered
to send the clerk of the Eagleville board a hundred dollars only
when he had a church letter in hand. The bill was finally paid
on Brother Cooksey’s terms, and he became once again a
church member in good standing.

Frequently letters and accounts appear among merchants’
papers to show how influential they were in running church
affairs. In 1893 one Tennessee storekeeper wrote another ask-
ing about a preacher. “Dear Brother, have received 2 or three
messages from you regarding your preacher would you do us
the favor to write all about his preaching whether a young or
old man and just what you think about his preaching for
us. ...

At Faunsdale, Alabama, J. C. Brown was in charge of build-
ing and equipping a new church house for the Methodists.
After close bidding, a contract was awarded a company in
Meridian, Mississippi, and because of a careless blunder in its
estimate the storekeeper was able to get the church constructed
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at less than cost. When the contractor begged for an adjust-
ment of the bid he found the stewards under Brown’s leader-
ship determined to stick by their original agreement.

Not only did the shrewd Brown get the church house built
at less than cost and according to exact plans, but he also
secured a bell for the tower practically without cost to the
congregation. He put the proposition of making substantial
contributions up to the wholesale houses with which he did
business and many of them responded generously. The Moore
and Handley Hardware Company of Birmingham allowed
fifty-percent reduction in its list price of the bell.

In only two instances wholesalers refused contributions. A
New Orleans grocery house wrote, “The demands for dona-
tions have been so numerous that we have been compelled to
adopt the line of declining to assist churches and other institu-
tions, and to limit our donations to actual suffering or relieving
actual distress only.” Tapp, Leathers and Company of Louis-
ville, makers of “Kentucky jeans,” made the patronizing re-
sponse that “we appreciate your appeal for the cause of
Methodism and are only sorry we are not able to respond to
every call which is made to us along this line, but our whole
firm belongs to a Methodist Church which is now in the
midst of a struggle to pay off an indebtedness of ten thousand
dollars.”

Subscription lists to building funds or for the hiring and
support of ministers were circulated through the stores, and
frequently merchants became more important in religious-
financial leadership than were the preachers themselves. Ac-
counts for church supplies appear in their books along with
the monthly salary of the janitor. Every year at protracted-
meeting time there appear charges for kerosene, lamp chimneys
and brooms.

Leadership in church and school affairs paid dividends in
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additional business, but likewise a hot row and factional divi-
sion of a church membership and patrons of a school could
play havoc with business. Perhaps merchants dabbled in these
institutions more for the sake of the prestige and fecling of
self-importance which it gave them.

Being a country postmaster, however, was a different matter.
There were both dignity and certain financial return attached
to the office. The United States Post Office Department gave
a large academic-appearing certificate of appointment which
made its owner as proud as if he had a University of Virginia
diploma displayed on his wall. Most post offices paid only can-
cellations which amounted to very small sums of money, but
the post-office windows were excellent places for keeping a
check on customers who occasionally ordered goods from mail-
order houses. In such cases it was possible for alert clerks to
suggest that better goods could be secured from the store or
from the catalogue of another house if they were ordered
through the store. Especially was this true of jewelry and
ready-made clothing.

Account books carry frequent entries for three-cent stamps.
Messengers came riding in bringing letters without envelopes
but with notes instructing postmasters to back, stamp and
charge them to individual accounts. “May I trouble you to put
a stamp on these [letters] and get them off on up train this
eve,” asked one customer. Another requested, “Please put
stamps on three letters for me and send me one dozen lemons
and 1 Ib of soder crackers and one hot pickel and one can
tomatoes, if you have not got them please [go] to the other
store and get them for me as I am sick and can’t eat.”

Many of the unsealed letters involved money orders and
merchants were asked to supply the money and pay the carriage
of the letter at the same time. An anxious customer asked an
Alabama merchant to “please send by registered letter today
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three dollars in cash to Mrs. Mollie A. Banks, Toomsooba,
Mississippi.” Another asked, “Will you please put the money
order for five dollars in the letter I send to you for Willie
please have the money order made to Willie. I am anxious for
the letter to go tonight.” “Will you please send Clair Ten Dol-
lars by first mail and charge to Ormond place. Kindly inclose
this letter or one stating that I have granted his request,” wrote
another.

One of the most difficult requests for the merchant to meet
was that of supplying cash. Notes came in asking for money
with which to buy a money order to pay for goods bought from
Sears, Roebuck or one of the other mail-order houses. As post-
master, the merchant received a nominal fee for the money
order. The fee, however, hardly ever made up for the profits
which he lost. Sometimes a customer was brought under con-
trol by the merchant’s refusal to order goods until he had paid
his bill.

Newspapers were filled with advertisements of goods which
would be sent without money to be given a brief trial or to be
paid for immediately upon their receipt. All a prospective cus-
tomer had to do was to fill out a simple coupon or write his
address on a postal card, and the goods would be sent C.0.D.,
an abbreviation which had little or no meaning to the average
patron. It was an easy opportunity to get mail, and getting
mail was an event in the drab lives of rural people. Receiving
an official notice was a matter of dignity and an assurance of
self-sufficiency. It put a man in the position of having some
official business to take care of, even if it was no more than that
of looking longingly at the package and then instructing the
postmaster to return it because he had no money.

Merchants were bedeviled by the constant arrival of cash-on-
delivery packages which had to be returned and for which they
did much work but collected no fees. Many a mail-starved vic-
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tim got his name on the rolls of those understanding list mak-
ers who seduced their victims with the simple inquiry, “Do you
wish to receive a lot of important mail?” When the innocent
countryman sent in his affirmative answer from an obscure post
office he was soon showered with “bargain offers—C.0.D.,”
and his country-store post office was jammed with shoes, lamps,
“art” objects, and medicine which he had checked as wanting
on a slick “postage free” card.

Always there was money to be paid. In 1893 an Alabama
customer was notified by the Planters and Merchants Bank of
Uniontown that he owed a note to the Singer Sewing Machine
Company; he asked his neighborhood merchant to meet the
bill for him. Henry Jackson, a neighbor, was in a similar pre-
dicament. He was a victim of garnishment proceedings with
J. W. McCarthy at the store-post office of Coatopa, Alabama,
and he asked J. C. Brown for a money order with which to
settle the pressing obligation. In writing a note to the mer-
chant, Henry Jackson’s landlord asked that he likewise be
“credited” for stamps and registry fee.

At White Oak, South Carolina, General John Bratton asked
T. G. Patrick and Company to send a draft of a thousand dol-
lars to his son in San Francisco. The draft was honored, and
the money was dispatched by mail. News of the successful
negotiation of the loan was sent on ahead by telegraph and the
charge placed on the General’s account. General Bratton said
in his letter requesting the loan, “Don’t let it take your breath.”
Few stores could have met such a demand, but hundreds of
them did finance money orders for much smaller sums every
week. They not only got a profit from making out money or-
ders and from cancellation for stamps, but they received good
interest returns on the cash spent for the mail-order goods. In
this way many of the mail orders shipped south by Sears, Roe-
buck, Montgomery Ward and Company, J. Linn, Charles Wil-
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liams, and other popular houses yielded a profit to the country
stores. Literally thousands of entries appear in account books
for “cash” which was expended outside the stores, but which
yielded the merchant a return.

Taxes, lodge dues, church contributions, doctors’ bills, express
and freight charges and many other small bills came due dur-
ing the season when customers were without money and they
looked to merchants for small loans. Doctors’ bills and taxes
were high enough, but often they became much higher when a
merchant placed a stiff interest charge upon them. “Please pay
Mr. Hopper my dues for this month,” wrote a delinquent
brother. “Will return it in a day or two. I would not ask you
this favor, but I am sick in bed, and not able to attend to it
just now.” A progressive stock farmer in the South, caught in
a busy spell of work, asked a ‘storekeeper in South Carolina to
“send seven dollars to C. M. Winslow, Brandon, Vermont. It is
to pay for registering calves. If not done it will cost me
double. ...” Another customer asked a merchant to stamp and
register a letter addressed to J. F. Davis’ Racket Store, and the
clerk noted a charge of twelve cents for the transaction. “Please
enquire if there is an express package in the Depot. if so Pay
for it & send out by Careful hand passing.” And, finally, an
abused patient writing on a tattered half page of a Simmons’
Liver Regulator memorandum book instructed, “Please dont
" pay no Doctor Bill for me untill i see you. George Shields.”

When a man needed money to pay small outside charges
it never occurred to him to get the money from a bank at per-
haps a smaller rate of interest. He could think in terms of only
one central crediting agency and that was the merchant. Even
the most casual glance at any account book from a country
store in the South during the last seventy-five years would re-
veal how informal banker-merchants were.

In the beginning the monetary system of the rural South was
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so badly disorganized that stores were practically the only
places where money or credit could be had. Later when banks
in greater numbers appeared, the habit of depending on the
stores had already been established. Likewise there was much
hesitancy and fear connected with dealings in a bank. Its busi-
ness was run on a more impersonal basis. Seldom, if ever,
would it honor a request written out on a piece of scratch paper
and delivered by a sweaty Negro. Banks were largely for the
merchants and other businessmen to patronize.

Frequently the first telephones in rural communities were
those located in the stores. Today, either nailed to the back
walls of storehouses or strewn through dirty attics, are the re-
mains of these fascinating instruments with single wire con-
nections and their long-necked transmitters and bulky battery
boxes. These clumsy and inefhicient phones were the first steps
toward giving isolated communities instantaneous connection
with the world outside.

To the loafers sitting around the stove, Dr. Alexander
Graham Bell’s invention was beyond understanding. Over and
over the question was repeated, “How can the sound of a man’s
voice be carried through a solid wire?” For the nail-keg scien-
tists every fact had a logical conclusion, but no one could find
a hole in the wire. To the less curious the telephone was noth-
ing short of a miracle of God. But one thing was certain—it
was an instrument of practicality. Day and night perspiring
messengers galloped up to store doors astride foaming mounts.
They came to get storekeepers to call the doctor. Scores of
rural tragedies kept merchants busy rendering aid. A barefoot
boy was snake-bitten, an aged citizen was stricken with apo-
plexy, an ax glanced off a piece of stovewood and gashed a leg,
a mule caused a brain concussion with a close and well-aimed
kick, or a baby was smothering to death with hives or croup.
Farmers generally put off calling the doctor until late in the
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afternoon or late at night and then rode to stores to get mer-
chants and their families out of bed to use the phone. To put
a check on this practice some merchants permitted free use of
their phones in the daytime but made twenty-five and fifty-
cent charges at night.

For doctors and storekeepers Alexander Graham Bell was a
cross between a saint and a devil. For the merchant the tele-
phone was a source of new business of an exceedingly unsound
character. When a man asked a merchant to call a doctor for
him, the doctor nearly always attempted to secure the mer-
chant’s endorsement of the visit, and in-this way many a sleepy
storekeeper faced by an anxious perspiring father with a grassy
cotton crop and a sick child agreed to stand good for a bill
which in other and less appealing circumstances he would
have refused. Because of it neighbors were forever asking
favors. In 1899 a customer wrote an Alabama merchant,
“Owen Allen has a child in Selma and she wants to come
home will you please telephone for her to meet him and ar-
range it with the Depot Agent to pay for her railroad fair [sic]
I wish you would attend to it for me and pay for her ticket and
obliged.” Merchants time and again supplied money for rail-
road tickets. They were sources of information about train
schedules, and frequently they were called upon to make ar-
rangements for shipping livestock, carloads of lumber, and
other types of freight.

An extreme case of calling upon a merchant to render service
because of his nearness to the railroad was that of a South Caro-
linian who craved apples and oranges. He wrote a merchant
to go aboard the afternoon train and secure these things from
the butcher boy. In the same spirit merchants were called upon
to meet trains and take care of children and aged relatives until
someone could get to the station to take them home.

In communities where there were no railroads, storekeepers
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were called upon to sell stagecoach tickets on credit. In many
instances they were agents and sold tickets on the same basis of
credit as they did fat meat, molasses and snuff. Frequently cus-
tomers along the rivers had to cross ferries, and didn’t have
enough money to pay their ferriage charges; neighboring mer-
chants supplied the necessary funds. At Northport, Alabama,
across the river from Tuscaloosa, the T. J. Christian Company
provided ferriage every Saturday for patrons who wished to go
over the Black Warrior River to see the sights in Tuscaloosa
after they had finished their trading in Northport.

There was a general feeling that when something unusual
happened the news should be sent immediately to the store. In
the same manner that supplies were ordered, customers sent
messengers with notes publicizing the latest news and excite-
ment. A white customer in South Carolina, following a minor
tragedy on his place, sent an order to the Patrick store saying,
“One of the colored children has gotten burnt. Send me a little
linseed oil if you have any.” In Tennessee a neighbor sent a
request to the store to know if an old lady had died. In an-
other community a farmer could endure the suspense no longer
and dispatched a Negro boy to get the election returns from
the storekeeper. These were services which merchants rendered
as a necessary part of their business. They were more or less
obligated to glean news from those who passed through their
stores and to pass it on. The technique of news gathering was
subtle. Usually it was initiated by a merchant’s saying, “Old
Man Bryce is down with his back. He sent a boy up here to-
day to get a porous plaster,” or “Lem Wilson is getting mar-
ried Saturday.” Lem had just requested, in a note, that his
friends behind the counters advertise the fact for him. A rest-
less patron waited for a neighbor to come by and pick him up,
and he got tired of waiting and went on. He “left word” at the
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store, however, of his departure. When a man went away for a
day and found that he could not get home, he sent word to the
storekeeper to inform his family.

Not only were stores places where messages could be cleared,
but also were places where packages could be left to be picked
up. If 2 woman wished to send a dress to her daughter who
lived some distance away, she sent it to the store to be delivered
by the first passer-by. Often stores took on the appearance of
baggage rooms.

There were frequent requests for goods which were never
carried in stock, like that of a customer in Eagleville, Tennessee,
who wished to buy “sulphate strychnine, mallopepsin, four
ounces of nitro muriatic acid, half ounce of podo phylum, one
ounce of iodide potassium, one tube morphine tablet gr. 15.” It
was necessary to send such an order to a drugstore in town.
There were literally hundreds of such requests which became
an obligatory part of the business of keeping the public good
will.

A barn was struck by lightning and the farmer’s feed and
livestock were lost. The loss of his property threatened to
bankrupt him. A subscription list was started, and as cus-
tomers came to the store they were asked to sign it and state
how much they would give toward restoring the barn and live-
stock. In another instance a child was dangerously ill and its
only hope of life was to get to a hospital, but hospitals in the
carlier decades of the postwar South were located only in
larger centers. To pay railroad fare for the child, a member of
the family and the doctor required more money than the entire
annual cash income of the father. The family needed help and
the only source of relief was from people in the community. A
committee prepared a petition and passed it around at the store
to secure assistance. Every subscriber signed the list, and it was
turned over to the receiver as a sort of receipt and reminder of
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community generosity. One of the finest features of rural
southern social relationship was its willingness to give aid to a
neighbor in need of help. Mississippians alone gave away hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars to help faltering neighbors regain
their feet after spells of bad luck.

A group of persons became interested in the organization of
a new church and left agreements on store counters to be
signed as supporters came along. A community wanted a new
road opened, or a bridge built to take the place of a dangerous
ford or an expensive ferry and a petition was circulated to be
signed and turned over to the board of supervisors. Occasion-
ally a band of supporters wished to secure the nomination and
election of a hand-picked candidate and they took a census of
voters by asking them to sign a request begging the candidate
to make the race.

A group of Tennessee petitioners sought the attention of the
Second Assistant Postmaster General to change the star route
from Franklin to Bethesda, Arno and Harpeth. Their mail
was coming through Reed’s Store post office on Flat Creek only
three times a week, and they felt that the Post Office Depart-
ment could give them daily services if only the Second Assist-
ant Postmaster General would listen to reason. They were
specific in their statement of views, but politely they informed
the official, “Not that we wish to dictate for you we give our
views in the matter & of course leave the verdict to your better
judgment.”

This petition was written out in longhand by J. B. Reed and
the language was that of a backwoods horse trader who was
able to set forth the essential facts of an argument with more
clarity than grammar.

Reed’s experience was comparable to those of all southern
merchants. Hardly a week went by when they were not called
upon to draft notes, mortgages, deeds of trust, liens, rental con-
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tracts, bills of sale and numerous other papers. A common type
of legal paper was the rental contract of which this is an illus-
trative sample: “On the 15th day of October, 1896—after date,
I promise to pay Mr. Seeden on order the sum of thirty dollars
—for 10 acres land on Ingleside Plantation.” Frequently when
notes and mortgages were properly signed they were left in cus-
tody of merchants. Most merchants had old-fashioned iron
safes and they assumed responsibility for giving such impor-
tant records safekeeping. Likewise they were experienced in
collecting notes so they were entrusted with the task of seeing
that the terms inscribed in an agreement were properly ob-
served.

Often it could be said that a merchant’s safe was the finan-
cial depository of his community. Important to him was the
knowledge of what liabilities were registered against each
farmer in his territory. This gave a storekeeper a certain basis
on which to gauge the amount of credit which could be safely
granted individual farmers from year to year.

A Confederate veteran found himself in a financial pinch
and he sought a pension from the county and state organiza-
tion. Before he could get the pension, however, he had to fill
out a form with the assistance of the postmaster-merchant.
When finally the money was available in small monthly pay-
ments the checks were endorsed and left at the store to be
drawn upon for supplies. A poverty-stricken customer needed
help from the county and a merchant secured permission to get
him admitted to the poorhouse, or a demented individual was
finally sent away to an insane asylum after he was committed
according to law.

On the business side there were frequent calls from adver-
tising agencies seeking professional information. Most com-
mon were numerous blanks which came in the mail requesting
names for mailing lists. Sometimes slight rewards were offered
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for the submission of a certain number of names of good pros-
pects. Distributors of a new product -ncarly always sought
prospective agents to sell it in the locaht.y of a store and ‘t1.1cy
wrote the merchant for his recommendations. Patent-medicine
makers every month sought lists of customers so that they
might bombard them with circulars and frugal samples of con-
sumption and cancer cures.

Politicians seeking state and important district offices some-
times wanted the names of patrons of a post office, and other
times they asked for only one or two names of individuals who
would make active representatives of their candidacies in the
neighborhood.

Dun and Bradstreet regularly sought information which
would keep up to date their useful financial ratings. Much of
Dun and Bradstreet’s work was done in personal interviews,
but often blanks were mailed to storekeepers who were asked
to make a confidential estimate of a neighboring merchant’s
capabilities to meet obligation.

It was not uncommon for life-insurance companies to enlist
country storekeepers as confidential advisers about prospective
policyholders. They were always anxious to establish connec-
tions with the larger merchants because of their eternal vigi-
lance in granting credit, though perhaps few policyholders
ever knew that their applications had first been approved by a
local storekeeper. If they had ever been ill the merchant would
report the fact, and if in any way they had falsified their appli-
cation he would know it. Many merchants could recall what
everybody in the community had died with, and they passed
this valuable information on to the insurance companies. Like-

wise, they knew who in a community was able to buy insur-
ance.

The theory that every crossroads store in the postwar South
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was a sort of community clearinghouse has an early beginning.
In 1869 an unscrupulous scoundrel using a fetching Wall Street
address and signing himself J. Noyes and Company was ready
to prey upon the financially stricken southern trade with a slick
proposition. He claimed that he had on hand “a large stock
of exact copies of the genuine United States Treasury notes
which we desire to dispose of on the following very liberal
terms—" His terms were $200.00 for $15.00, $500.00 for
$30.00, $1,000.00 for $50.00, and $2,000.00 for $80.00. If a mer-
chant ordered at least fifty dollars’ worth of the Noyes “paper”
he was assured the exclusive privilege of paving his way into
the federal penitentiary in his village. For $80.00 he was given
a monopolistic right of slipping fictitious bills to his customers
at cotton-selling time.

Shrewdly the J. Noyes Company encouraged customers, for
good business reasons and expedition, to send money first. As
a final and finishing touch of irony, the offer concluded, “We
place reliance in you as far as offering this opportunity & con-
fide in your ability to keep the whole thing a profound secret,
these notes by the knowing ones are pronounced perfect copies
of the genuine and we claim the right to make our own terms
in disposing of them. If we sent samples it would make our
business much too public as disinterested parties would send
for such therefore in justice to ourselves we positively refuse to
send samples or sell in any less quantities than above stated to
anyone or on any other terms.” Parenthetically the letter ex-
plained that the bills were things of artistic and financial
beauty executed “by the most skilled men in the art outside of
the state’s prison.”

This swindler distributed his letters among the country
stores, and only on careful examination was it revealed that
they were printed rather than handwritten. Temptation to
meet the urgent need for money in the South was too great for
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some merchants. A North Carolinian near Salisbury fell for
the seductive bait of J. Noyes and ordered a quantity of money,
cash-on-delivery by express. When the package arrived and the
charges were paid, the purchaser found that he had paid a dear
price for a box of shavings. A conciliatory note packed in the
top of the box said that the money-makers were unhappily un-
der annoying surveillance by New York police and that ship-
ment of the money would be held up for an indefinite time.
Even this type of swindling saw in the country store a fine
opportunity to get at the people. Fortunately, for the people,
however, few merchants did business with such crooks.



CHAPTER S1x

TEN GROSS JUNE BUGS, ASSORTED

Next 10 Frankie and Johnnie the great American dramatis
personae are the “Traveling Salesman and the Farmer’s Daugh-
ter.” These two characters have lived long and happy lives in
which they have given flavor to a multitude of slightly off-color
accounts of the excessive amatory tendencies of the commercial
traveler. The drummer involved in the story wore away his
life traveling in a two-horse buggy calling on country store-
keepers, and spent his nights wherever he could. One particu-
lar night he found himself before the proverbial farmhouse
seeking food and lodging. The hospitable farmer was willing
to take the drummer in, but explained that he would either
have to sleep with the baby or spend the night in the hayloft.
Visualizing a restless infant with erratic social habits, the ex-
hausted drummer chose the barn. The next morning when he
came down with his tousled hair filled with straw he saw a
buxom redhead of twenty at the well, who upon inquiry ex-
plained that she was the baby.

This fanciful story scarcely describes that important agent of
merchandising in the period following the war. When the
Boston Aduvertiser’s reporter, Sidney Andrews, came south in
1866 he was impressed with the commercial activities of the
region. Eastern and western Georgia, he related, “I found full
of ‘runners’ from Louisville and Cincinnati. They represented
all branches of trade, and pretty generally reported that they

100
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were getting many orders. In this section I find more repre-
sentatives of eastern houses. I believe the delivery of goods al-
ready ordered will give a stock in the state sufficient for .the
coming year. Everybody seems to have a passion for keeping
store, and hundreds of men who are going into trade should
go into agriculture. If the coming season brings a ‘smash’ in
many lines, the prophecies of numerous business men will not
be unfulfilled.”

While carpetbaggers, scalawags and military governors were
causing political havoc in the South, agents of the expanding
national wholesale business were bumping over country roads
selling goods and organizing new store outlets. They came
from houses located in the big northern, coastal and border
towns. Their trunks bulged with an astounding assortment of
articles. Dry-goods salesmen’s trunks were filled with bolts of
goods and shoes.

Hardware salesmen brought no cumbersome trunks filled
with samples. Theirs was not so much a task of displaying
new patterns and designs of goods as it was of selling old
standards. They were selling the very same implements with
which pap and grandpap had turned the red soils of Virginia,
the Carolinas, Georgia and Alabama: pony turning plows, dow
law and Louisville cotton planters, Georgia scooter stocks, side
harrows, grass rods and scores of other articles. These were
things which storekeepers could visualize, and the salesmen
needed only lists, catalogues, and order books to serve their
customers. When descriptions were vague, drummers turned
amateur commercial artists and drew pictures of the articles
which they offered.

To hardware drummers the consistency of the land, the con-
dition of the roads, the types of houses along the road, and the
kinds of little industries which flourished were all factors gov-
erning the sale of goods. Seasonal changes and crops shaped
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the hardware and notions trade, and neither salesmen nor the
firms they represented could afford to ignore these surface
manifestations.

Cast in the traditional role of high-pressure salesmen were
the medicine drummers. Slick-talking, flashily dressed dandies
representing Dr. Bull of Louisville, Dr. Shoop of Racine,
Lydia Pinkham of Lynn, Peruna of Columbus, Ohio, the Chat-
tanooga Medicine Company, Dr. McClean of St. Louis, and
Spurlock, Neal and Company of Nashville drifted over the
South with their “lines.” Like the effusive claims of health
smeared on the backs of almanacs, calendars and memoran-
dum books, or stuffed into the “patent pages” of county news-
papers underneath zinc etchings of their cadaverous victims,
these salesmen were aggressive. The morals and futures of
their jobs were governed solely by their belief in the validity of
the medicines which they sold. If they believed they were good,
then their efforts were directed toward standardizing them in
the stores. If the goods were trashy, merchants were high-
pressured into buying as many cases as possible for cash or on
short-time credit, and then left to get their money back as best
they could. Sometimes a drummer even carried his product
with him and delivered it at the moment of the sale. Some of
the St. Louis medicine companies sent out drummers on small
paddle-wheel boats and they sold their goods to the stores lo-
cated along the navigable streams.

Selling was not the drummer’s sole task. He was the “ear to
the ground” for both his house and his city. In many instances
he helped to establish stores in places where there were reason-
ably good trading prospects. He selected the locations, designed
the buildings, bought stock, set up systems of bookkeeping and
gave advice on general business procedure.

For merchants who were already in business, drummers
served as advisers on such matters as credit, prices, rates of in-
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terest, stocks, and lines of goods which would boost trade. A
storekeeper nearly always had one or two dependable drum-
mers who advised him on the amount of stock he should buy.
They also helped him to arrange counter displays, special bar-
gains, and gave him advice on the produce-buying end of the
business. In short, the more reliable drummers were often as
much economic advisers as salesmen.

While representatives of the wholesale. houses were looking
out for the interest of the local stores, they kept track of such
matters as credit rating, personal eccentricities and business
enterprise of their customers. Although Dun and Bradstreet
began reporting on the credit rating of country stores at an
early date, it was the drummers who really established for their
houses a highly personalized system of credit ratings.

For merchants the periodic calls of the drummers were
looked upon as happy events. Traveling men in the rural South
came with the romantic glamour of having been in faraway
places. The dust of cities and coal smoke of trains were still
upon them. They were generous chroniclers who knew the
news and gossip with which to enliven the barren lives of the
people. They spent considerable time around the stores “gas-
sing” about things which were happening over the country.
They were up on the current and sensational news, the stand-
ing of baseball teams, outcome of prize fights, the big national
crimes, the weather, politics and scandal. But most important
of all for their army of hearers, they knew what the folks just
up the road were doing, and how their crops were progressing.
They knew the extent of the local thunder showers, the muddy
roads, the schedules of stages, steamboats, trains, and the results
of the latest election.

News-bearing was a useful and informative service cheer-
fully rendered by the drummers, and it was not without com- -
pensation. Talk around the stove was the most subtle kind of
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salesmanship which had for its purpose the checking up on
the nature of the community, crop projections and prospects,
credit risks and general taste of customers. They were informal
business surveys. At the same time a jovial salesman could turn
these stoveside chats to good advertising advantage for his line.
If customers never asked for a product there was no reason why
a merchant should stock it, and the drummers kept this fact
uppermost in mind in their neighborly conversations.

Thus while drummers served their houses as salesmen and
fact gatherers they likewise performed the duties of advertising
agents. Riding behind a slow team they had much idle time
on their hands. It was a simple matter for them to take boxes
of samples, folders, memorandum books and tin pie plates
along and pitch them out at crossroads, on church and school
grounds, at farm gates and around mailboxes. This was an
excellent way to advertise medicines, needles, soda and baking
powder, flour and farm machinery. For goods which could
not be advertised by the sampling method it was necessary to
nail and paint signs on trees, fences and barns. At stores one
of the regular duties of a drummer was to nail signs to doors
and walls, and accidentally to cover or tear down as many of
those of competitors as could be done without making his ac-
tions too obvious.

Many drummers were ex-Confederate soldiers who, to hear
them tell it, had fought all over the region, and they sat for
bours reminiscing and bragging about the exploits of the army
at Fort Donelson, Shiloh, Vicksburg, Chancellorsville, Rich-
mond, and with voices lowered in reverence, at Appomattox.
It was a great selling point to be able to talk with familiarity
about “Old Bed” Forrest, Morgan and his men, “Fighting” Joe
Wheeler, or of Generals Lee, Jackson, Bragg and Stuart.

While the bullets were flying thick and fast at Chickamauga,
or at the moment when the Yankee line was falling back at
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Fredricksburg, many a frugal merchant made up his mind to
order a bill of goods which under less exciting circumstances
he would not have bought at all. If a drummer lacked the
technique of maneuvering the Confederate Army and his line
of goods into a strategic position to mow down a cornfield
full of Yankees and stubborn sales resistance, then he resorted
to another method. Often a good hot political discussion with
a salesman taking the storekeeper’s side was as clever a method
of lowering sales resistance as could be used. If not politics,
then religion served as an excellent topic for vigorous discus-
sion. A salesman born and brought up on the farm could en-
gage his hearers in a “practical” discussion of farming methods,
and the merits of one variety of cotton over another. Seldom
did the early drummers make an immediate and direct sales
talk for their lines. The South was not far enough away from
the personalized attitudes of the frontier to tolerate the work-
aday methods of the present-day “shelf runners.”

There was Colonel W. H. Bradley of Kentucky who discov-
ered a nonpartisan device which completely disarmed mer-
chants and stirred the curiosity of store loafers to the point
of exasperation. The New South, of Elberton, Georgia, an-
nounced on September 3, 1884, that the Kentuckian “was in
town a few days since and exhibited a curiosity in the way of a
bean which he called the ‘Mexican Electric Bean.” He and his
bean are a terror to the superstitious colored population.”
Truthfully Colonel Bradley’s bean was a terror to all, particu-
larly merchants who found two weeks later when dry goods
began to arrive from the Kentucky wholesale house which he
represented that the wonderful curiosity was the means of
throwing them off guard.

Sizing up a customer was an everyday job for a drummer.
To offer a teetotaling deacon and community pillar a drink
was to ruin prospects of business for “the house” for a long
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time to come. Yet to fail to offer a tippling merchant a drink
was to do serious harm. If a merchant drank, it was necessary
for a drummer to exercise extreme caution. The object was to
create a comfortable rosy glow in a customer but not to get
him drunk. Too much liquor would make a moderate credit
risk buy enough goods to load a Louisville and Nashville
freight train, or there was danger of selling a big order of
goods and then having it canceled.

An old-timer recalls that he tried without success to sell a bill
of goods to a gruff storekeeper. His sales talk had made no
impression whatsoever. That night in a country hotel a fellow
salesman informed him that a quart of liquor would make a
new and generous man of the merchant and that it was the old
man’s long standing practice never to buy from a drummer
until he had been “liquored.” The next day the drummer re-
turned and after a short session in the shed room in which the
storekeeper took several hefty swigs from the bottle, he turned
and asked, “What was that you said you was selling? Write
out an order for any amount and I'll sign it.”

Liquor and fancy off-color stories were stocks in trade. Gen-
erally drummers were purveyors of all the lively yarns afloat in
America from 1865 to 1920. Being a masterful storyteller was
every bit as good as being a ripsnorting Confederate veteran.
Women customers hardly dared venture into a store when they
saw a drummer’s rig drawn up at the hitching rack. They
knew there would most likely be a ring of men and boys
gathered around the stranger listening intently to his flow of
wit and color. Here were the stories of the cities being passed
on to the bumpkins of the crossroads, and they loved the new
yarns. Not all of them were vulgar; many drummers devel-
oped the art of telling Negro and Irish dialect stories which
always found listeners.

After a revival meeting or some other local reform and spir-
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itual rejuvenation, merchants and their customers changed mo-
mentarily their philosophical outlook on life. In 1885 the
editor of the Elberton (Georgia) Gazeste remarked that “We
heard a tobacco drummer say the other day that one of his best
customers in Hartwell had recently professed holiness and quit
chewing and smoking and refused to handle tobacco.”

That drummers were well informed about their business is
reflected in the thoroughness with which they did their work.
Night after night they gathered in the rooms of county-seat
hotels to play poker, drink and spin yarns. But actually they
spent much of their time exchanging practical information.
They discussed every merchant in the territory, and passed on
tips about their eccentricities of character and buying habits.
It was an unwritten rule, except among their most active com-
petitors, that drummers gave their fellows full benefit of their
experiences around the circuit. One merchant had to be “lig-
oured and yarned” before he would buy, but another would
not permit liquor or racy stories in his store. From these eve-
nings in the hotels drummers gathered an enormous amount
of useful detailed information on the resources and moral tem-
per of the New South which was to influence the whole process
of distributing merchandise in the region.

Often friendships grew up between drummers and they co-
operated in covering their territories. A hardware merchant
would take along an order book of a packing-house salesman,
or a dry-goods drummer would keep at hand an order book
for a shoe salesman and would sell bills of goods for his friends.
But where there was close co-operation among many drum-
mers, there were “sorecheads” who were worn and tired by
years of difficult traveling. They were crochety in the evenings
in the hotels, and were shut-mouth about their experiences with
merchantsin the territory. Because of their unco-operative at-
titudes they were often the butts of rude jokes. Sometimes they
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would get caught at a store and would have to spend the night
with a farmer or with the merchant’s family. Occasionally
one of the jocular boys from the poker table was caught along
with an embittered old knight and the two were forced to sleep
together to the amusement of the host and his family.

Grocery, meat and feed salesmen called as often as every
month or six weeks. Medicine drummers came along at irreg-
ular intervals ranging from six months to a year. Dry-goods,
shoe, notion and hardware salesmen came regularly every six
months to keep up with the change in demand for seasonal
goods. They arrived in the winter to sell spring goods, and in
midsummer to sell fall lines. Likewise hardware drummers
came in the fall to sell stock for the spring planting, and in late
spring to sell supplies for the harvest season.

Selling dry goods and shoes were complicated jobs. Salesmen
came with small bolts of samples packed away in huge trunks.
Merchants learned early that careful selection of goods deter-
mined their volume of sale later. For this reason they had to
see the goods spread out in fairly large pieces in order to visual-
ize their appearance on a customer’s back. Too, they had defi-
nite notions about the taste of the people in their communities
and they could tell with some accuracy beforehand what pat-
terns would sell. Generally wives and daughters and women
clerks were called upon to select piece goods, and drummers
would stay for two and three days at a time. They unpacked
their trunks and wound off hundreds of yards of checks, cali-
coes, plaids and muslins. In fact they spent much of their lives
unpacking and packing trunks. There was one compensation
—they enjoyed the friendship of the merchants, and they were
around long enough to gauge the volume of their business and
to remove barriers of formality which often existed for sales-
men of other lines. Many times they were invited to stay with



118 PILLS, PETTICOATS AND PLOWS

the storekeepers’ family and close ties of affection grew up be-
tween them.

Shoe drummers, like representatives from dry-goods houses,
brought trunks filled with actual goods as samples. For two
and three days at a time they dug into trays and dragged out
new numbers of Sunday shoes for men made on the congress
and side-button lasts, or the newest creation in women’s shoes.
The latter underwent just enough changes each year to satisfy
feminine whims and this involved the greatest risk in the shoe
business. Buying men’s work shoes and brass-toed footwear for
children was a simple matter of deciding the number of pairs
needed and the range of sizes most in demand. But the busi-
ness of stocking a full line of fancy shoes was one of the most
expensive trial-and-error experiments in the business of mer-
chandising. In many cases drummers were relied upon to put
in stock what they thought would adequately supply a season’s
trade. Thus it was that many a merchant in years to come laid
much of his hard luck upon the optimism of a drummer who
overstocked him with shoes to the permanent injury of his busi-
ness.

Some of the more imaginative salesmen utilized the sample
rooms of the country hotels in which to display their wares and
wrote their customers in advance to come in and visit with
them. This required only one showing, and put the drummer
in a position to extend certain hospitalities to his guests, and of
building up a slight obligation which was a factor in selling his
goods. Certainly it lessened the necessity for travel and the
tedium of unpacking and packing trunks at each store. Filed
away in store records are frequent notices written by drummers
that their lines would be displayed on certain dates in neigh-
boring sample rooms.

Salesmen who made regular circuits became almost as much
a part of the store business as were the cat and stove. They
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Uncle Will Graham bearing his weekly burden of staple rations—meat, meal and
molasses.




TWO WAGON PICTURES

A customer brings in a load of crossties and takes home a week’s supply of rations
for himself and his neighbors.
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were constantly giving advice on good methods of organiza-
tion, prices and credits. They gave their steady customers ad-
vantageous information about their competitors, gave them tips
on the trend of styles, improvements in types of merchandise,
and on economic conditions in general. Merchants in need of
money often got from them information as to where it could
be borrowed on the most favorable terms. Likewise, many of
the drummers were able to visualize a large portion of the re-
gional economic pattern and could make pretty accurate guesses
as to which way the fickle economic scales would tip. When
the boll weevil began its devastating march across the South
some of the drummers kept up with its progress and guessed
for their customers the effect it would have when it invaded
neighboring cotton fields. They knew the trend of the general
national market and were able to bring about a slowing up, or
increased business activities as the occasion warranted.

Their methods of selling were subtle. Sometimes high-
pressure sales methods were necessary, and they talked gullible
storekeepers into buying more goods than could be sold at a
profit. This was especially true when a merchant was just be-
ginning business and depended upon drummers to select his
stock of goods. A mistake of this kind lost the drummer a
patron and caused many a sad but wiser storekeeper to close his
doors in bankruptcy on an overstock of shoes, clothing and no-
tions. Yet many drummers started their most successful cus-
tomers on the road to success by selecting stock and giving
them periodic advice on the best business methods to employ.

Occasionally the antics of a clownish salesman enlivened the
whole calling. Among the boys of the derby hat and two-horse
buggies who could always be counted upon to do the unusual
in making a sale was “Red” Meadors of Kentucky. He had a
reputation of being able to sell Red Ox chewing tobacco even
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to a session of the Ladies’ Missionary Society. He distinguished
himself, however, by selling his largest order to a dead man.
On his rounds the jocular Meadors learned of the death of
one of the most cautious merchants in his territory. By clever
manipulation he got into the old man’s store at the time of the
funeral and placed an antedated carbon copy of an enormous
order for chewing tobacco on the wire file. Immediately after
the burial, a daughter took over the business and scarcely had
she reopened the doors of the store before the large shipment of
Red Ox arrived. She accepted it and filled the shelves along
one side of the store with tobacco and waited for buyers to ap-
pear. But Red Ox was an extremely slow seller and the be-
reaved daughter sat'day after day for months staring at her
father’s last great mistake until Meadors again appeared at the
store. When he suggested that the daughter make a reorder
she almost went into hysterics, shouting, “Heavens, no! Father
must have thought your company was going broke from the
order he gave you just before he died. My shelves are now
breaking down with Red Ox tobacco and: no one wants it.”
After salesmen traveled through a territory for several years
they built up a trade which was theirs for the trouble of writing
orders. They knew all of the storekeepers; they knew whom
to trust for a year to pay their bills, and whom not to risk even
for ten days. If a salesman of long standing either died or was
removed from his old territory, trade for his line fell off im-
mediately. His was a highly personal business which only sec-
ondarily depended upon the quality of the line which he was
selling. Frank C. Rand, President of the Board of Directors of
the International Shoe Company, said that he followed John C.
and Eugene Roberts on the road in two of the southern states
selling shoes. Both of these men had been popular with their
customers. Gene Roberts made only one trip on the road sell-
ing Star Brand shoes before he died. “Gene died in September,
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1898,” said Mr. Rand, “having made one season’s trip for Rob-
erts, Johnson and Rand; but on that memorable trip Gene sold
Star Brand shoes to every one of his old customers—not missing
a man.

“After Gene’s death I was given his territory, southeast Mis-
souri and northeast Arkansas. When I started out on my first
trip, twenty-two years of age, with no business experience and
little knowledge of shoes, I had a list of the customers whom
Gene had sold. As I called on them one after another and in-
troduced myself they expressed keen regret and genuine sor-
row in Gene’s passing; but indicated that their first order for
Star Brand shoes had been placed out of loyalty to and friend-
ship for Gene. They felt that, since he had gone, their best
interest lay in a return to Hamilton-Brown and the shoes they
had handled for years.”

Faithful drummers made a sentimental appeal to both the
storekeepers and their daughters. An infatuated maiden who
twice a year saw the dry-goods salesmen come around with
their battered trunks wrote for the Drummer a sentimental de-
fense of their reputations. She thought, “Of all the men living,
the commercial man is one whose life is a long list of romantic
incidents, some extremely sad, indeed, and some infinite mirth.
No wonder he is a man of resources, and great of heart. He ob-
tains the experiences of more people than any other man on the
face of the earth. His own experience is the cream of all those
poured into his eager listening ear, or snatched by his watchful
eye. His nimble wit is at the command of every man he meets.
Are you heartsick and burdened with troubles? His tongue is
tipped with humorous philosophy that drives away sorrow and
disarms troubles of all their stings. Are you in financial diffi-
culty? His hand flies to his pocket and relieves your monetary
distress as easily and as heartily as he does your mental woes.
To sum up, he is everything that goes to make up a good and
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splendid manhood. Of course, there are some bad ones, but
they only serve to enhance and bring out 1n greater pr ominence
the virtues of the majority. He is a walking encyclopedia of
practical everyday knowledge and you can get more real, solid,
satisfactory information on any subject, be it business or pleas-
ure, from one commercial man than you can from ten ordinary
men. He is a moving, breathing, hustling edition of Rand and
‘McNally, and his brain is one secthing mass of facts, fun, and
figures. He has been accused of living rapidly. He eats, drinks
and sleeps on the run, and his brain and all ideas move at the
same rapid gait. Truly our commercial friend lives a ‘fast life’
never too fast to give up his seat to that aged lady (for the
drummer has a mother somewhere). Never too fast to amuse
that fretful child, and give its poor, weak mother a few mo-
ments to rest and quiet. Never, in fact, too fast to do the need-
ful. The commercial man may be fast in a way but he is a
dandy and I am in love with him.”

From the drummer’s standpoint he did live a life of rushing
around, if driving hundreds of miles over impossible roads in
a buggy, and riding through all hours of the day and night on
ill-equipped and inefficient local trains could be called rushing.
Many of them were heroic in their ability to get from one store
to another, and still be in a good enough humor to solicit orders
for their goods. They ate poor starchy food in many of the
hotels, and in others they were given the richest victuals of all
to eat. Perhaps this latter-type food accounts for the extraordi-
nary sexual promiscuity which was characteristic of the trade,
or perhaps it grew out of the anxiety of their lonesome
wives at home. Nevertheless they kept at their business. In
1881 The Greensboro (Georgia) Herald carried a line saying
that the “drought didn’t seem to affect the crop of drummers—
well they are all clever boys and we are glad to see them.” Edi-
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tors of local papers everywhere recorded the appearance of the
salesmen, and they wrote of them in tones of high regard.

Occasionally driving along the winding stretches of monoto-
nous roads lined with dense growths of pines the drummers
turned their thoughts to devilment. An Atlanta salesman
went down to Lakeland, Georgia, to demonstrate to the clerks
of the Patton store the technique of trimming and lining
factory-made coffins. Arriving at the railway village of Naylor,
the drummer hired two colored draymen to haul his samples
over to Lakeland. As theycrept along the hot, dry road through
the “saw grass” bottoms, the Atlanta salesman began explain-
ing to the Negroes that while he talked to the storekeeper he
wanted them to get the coffins upstairs, brush them off and
then get in two of them as models. Immediately the prankish
drummer found himself sitting alone with a pair of mules, a
wagon and three coffins. His helpers had taken to the woods
where there was no immediate chance of their having to model
caskets for an aggressive Atlanta factory. There were hundreds
of similar occasions when drummers relieved the tedium 6f
life with comical antics involving the ignorant natives who
bought their goods at the stores.

Sometimes the going got too tough, and the drummer found
himself hopelessly befuddled. Liquor, rich food, too much
poker playing and muddy roads threw his mind into a terrify-
ing dilemma, and his reports to the “house” became unintelligi-
ble. There was that New York traveling man who ran amuck
in Georgia and wired his house an urgent request for “one
barrel of condensed beef, thirteen steamboats, one medium
white elephant and ten gross June bugs, assorted.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

A LITTLE BIT OF SANTA CLAUS

OnCE EACH YEAR the southern country store took on a delight-
fully new appearance and a fresh exciting aroma. New boxes,
bales, barrels and sacks obstructed the passageways, and over-
flowed onto the shelves and counters. This seasonal addition
of new stock was even permitted to break into the holy circle
about the stove. A general assortment of holiday goods was
superimposed over and around the regular stock. Barrels and
boxes of candy were rolled in between the sugar, coffee, meal
and flour or put down on the counter tops among the thread
and knife cases. Bags of coconuts were ripped open and the
tops of the sacks rolled down displaying their fuzzy brown
wares awaiting purchase by the cakemakers. Boxes of oranges
were opened and leaned end-up against the counters. Barrels
of apples were distributed among the nail kegs and benches
about the stove circle. Toys were suspended from the ceilings
among the lanterns, water buckets, horse collars, buggy whips
and lard cans, or they were mixed in with the everyday mer-
chandise of the glass cases. On top of the counters were
small wooden boxes lined with red paper and filled with saw-
dust and shavings, and the contents were ruffled into a seduc-
tive state of confusion. These contained the firecrackers, tor-
pedoes and Roman candles.

Above the commonplace everyday odors of the stores there
was a change. There was a much stronger overtone of cheese.

124
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Oranges and apples gave a richness; burned powder from fire-
works added an acrid flavor and above all of this was the fra-
grant bouquet of Bourbon or the raw tang of corn whisky.
Newly opened tubs of corned mackerel sat well back out of
range of careless tobacco chewers. Here was an assortment of
merchandise and rich smells which made indelible impressions
on several generations of southerners and which is to many,
even yet, a reminder of Christmas. Clarence Nixon wrote of
his father’s store in his understanding book, Possum Trot, “We
stocked up with fruit in December, and I still think of Christ-
mas when I smell oranges in the country.” |

The South was a land of deep sentimentality. Family ties
were close, and the hard years following the war tended to knit
them even more securely. Christmas was a time of family
rededication, and a season of erasing old and irritating scars of
discord. It was a period for visiting and feasting. Celebration
of the holiday was the one institution which came through the
war unchanged except for the matter of simplification. Until
1915 rural observance was uncontaminated by commercializa-
tion. Simple gifts were passed around and these, as a matter of
course, came from the country store.

Much of the masculine taste in celebration ran to boisterous
forms of expression. For more than fifty years the liquor bar-
rel furnished ample cheer for all customers who could rake
together enough cash or “stretch” their credit to buy a quart
of Kentucky or Maryland Bourbon, or a half gallon of North
Carolina corn. A quart of whisky was admittedly a vigorous
start toward a glorious Christmas season. For the temperate,
however, a package of firecrackers was enough holiday amuse-
ment. One little nickel package of Chinese firecrackers pro-
vided plenty of Christmas joking and pranking. A favorite
stunt was to explode the tiny cylinders at the heel of some hu-
morless deacon, with the hope of startling him into “cussing.”
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Another was setting them off near a pair of mules in a store-
house yard. The number of runaways made many a good cele-
brant regret that there was such a thing as Christmas. But
there was the more pleasant aspect to this form of amusement.
Thousands of country children were happier waking up in a
cold farmhouse on Christmas morning because Santa Claus
had not forgotten the firecrackers and Roman candles.

There were also torpedoes which exploded with thunderous
repercussions when dashed on the floor underneath girls’ feet,
and Roman candles gave great gusto to the Christmas celebra-
tion. They lifted the holiday spirit high into the air in sputter-
ing balls of varicolored fire followed by sulphurous tails which
outdid Halley’s comet in the eyes of backwoods cotton farmers.
Sometimes they were used in sham battles which generally
wound up unhappily. But all in all, there was something in
the violent cracking of fireworks that gave zest to Christmas
week, and which marked the completion of one crop year and
the beginning of another.

Unlike their Yankee brethren, southerners saved their fire-
works for Christmas instead of the Fourth of July. There
seemas to be little fundamental reason for this traditional differ-
ence between the sections. Some have explained that because
the siege of Vicksburg was ended on the Fourth of July,
southerners refused to celebrate the day in any other way than
that of going to fish fries and political picnics. This is hardly
true. Perhaps the weather conditions were a more vital factor,
but whatever the reason, the stores did not stock firecrackers
for the July trade. It has always seemed that for a southerner
to shoot firecrackers and Roman candles in the summertime
was just about as incongruous as killing hogs in August.

The louder the noise the country-store customers could
make, the happier they were. When the last firecracker fizzled
out, the more adventurous resorted to the use of black powder
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and anvils for noisemaking. Powder was packed tightly into
the round and square holes of one anvil, and a second one was
placed securely on top of the charge so that when the powder
was ignited both anvils rang out in loud metallic tones which
could be heard for miles around. Traditionally, anvil shooting
was a part of every Christmas affair. Country stores, school and
church grounds boomed with thunderous impacts of these
black-powder charges, and evidence of this primitive custom
has lingered in many farmyards. Few of the half-drunken
celebrants who fired their steely blasts realized that they would
dehorn their anvils in the explosion, and many a “muley-
headed” block of steel was carried home to tell its mute tale
for years to come of a hilarious country Christmas.

All of the stores kept black powder during the years 1865 to
1900. One entry after another is for the inseparable combina-
tion of powder, shot, caps and sheets of wadding, and it is a
remarkable fact that with all of the storekeeper’s harum-scarum
methods of keeping stock there is no record of powder kegs
exploding. Yet many powder barrels and kegs were left as
carelessly exposed inside store buildings as were barrels of
sugar and coffee.

The Winchester Arms Company along with all the other
manufacturers of guns and ammunition were quick to shift
manufacturing practices after 1865 to that of supplying ready-
prepared ammunition which could be used in the new-type
breech-loading guns. But the muzzle-loader remained popular
in the South for forty years after Appomattox. The typical re-
luctant rural southern attitude toward a change in plow tools
and implements prevailed toward guns. A muzzleloader
would shoot, and a man could hit birds, rabbits and squirrels
with it; it took time to load, but time was cheap. Because of
this unprogressive attitude the powder, shot and cap trade re-
mained constant in the stores. Not only did merchants sell
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supplies for ammunition, but they made some profit from the
sale of detachable tubes which were screwed into the base of
powder chambers and on which percussion caps were exploded.
Literally thousands of entries were made in account books for
these outmoded hunting supplies. The muzzle-loading gun
was an institution, and if not an entirely safe and certain one,
at least most people had learned its weak points. They were
slow to accept new and improved arms which involved such a
fundamental change as that of loading prepared ammunition
into the breech.

When at last the primitive weapon of the ante-bellum South
was outmoded, orders for shot and powder were changed to
demands for boxes of shells, and the South quickly became a
land of the single-barreled breech-loading shotgun. Reming-
ton, Stevens, Winchester, Iver-Johnson, L. C. Smith, Sears,
Roebuck, and Montgomery and Ward distributed thousands
of these cheap weapons throughout the South. Rabbit hunters
much preferred the light choke-bore, single-barrel twelve- and
sixteen-gauge guns. When they were loaded with their char-
acteristic yellow hulls charged with three drams of black pow-
der and one and an eighth ounces of number-six shot they
became bush cutters and rabbit killers of a high order.

By December crops were gathered, and it was safe to set the
woods and fields afire. For a whole week during the Christmas
season hillbilly and cane-cutter rabbits lived in misery. Christ-
mas day was the big day of this season of hunting. Sedge fields
and heavily wooded bottomlands rang out with the constant
firing of hard-kicking breechloaders. Scarcely a southern
community got through the season without some type of cas-
ualty. Occasionally accidents were slight; sometimes they were
the result of an irresponsible prankster forgetting that shot
and powder were wholly devoid of a sense of humor. There
were, however, unhappy tragedies which caused many south-
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ern families to bemoan Christmas day for many years. Persons
were killed or maimed with unhappy regularity in the big
hunting sprees. Livestock was killed, and fences and buildings
destroyed. Yet these big hunting parties were as characteristic
of the holiday season as were coconut cakes, apples, oranges
and raisins.

Of a more doubtful virtue was the considerable country-store
trade in pistols. These instruments of rowdy community life
were seldom if ever displayed in the stores in open cases, but
they could be had either by immediate private purchase or on
special order. Cartridges, however, were always openly avail-
able. Many southerners, both white and colored, desired to
make big noises and sporting impressions. They bought pistols
which they shot at random into the open air and sometimes
they emptied them without discrimination into both enemies
and friends with the same deadly results. There was a spirit of
rowdiness and irresponsibility which was handed down from
the frontier ante-bellum South to the younger southerners of
the postwar period. Young bloods had a love for lethal weap-
ons. Knife cases in country stores had their share of constant
admirers flocking around and gazing at the long-bladed wares,
and almost always knives were adjudged on the basis of their
length of blade and potential powers of destruction. This re-
spect and admiration for knives was carried over to a fondness
for guns. Perhaps not all of this attitude was of southern ori-
gin. At the time when postwar stores were being organized
and the general business scale was upward, colorful stories of
life on the Great Plains were finding their way back across the
Mississippi River to the South, and doubtless these stories of
quick-shooting had much to do with keeping alive the love for
pistols. It was a day when many make-believe southern Billy-
the-Kids with sharp-pointed handle-bar mustaches posed for for-
mal photographs with a brace of pistols across their vest fronts.



I30 PILLS, PETTICOATS AND PLOWS

Certainly, in general appearance, they were fierce men. Along
with the unhappy influence of the Great Plains, the excitement
of courting, Christmas, crap shooting and liquor, all seemed
to encourage “gun toting.” Notes in private papers of mer-
chants and items listed in wholesalers’ lists are indicative of this
popular gun trade.

Generally pistols sold through the country stores or listed in
the “silent drummers” were exceedingly poor weapons. There
was the popular Harrington and Richardson “double-acting,
full nickel plated, rubber stocked” model which sold in the
nineties at wholesale for $2.98. This gun was popularly known
to the trade as a “nigger killer,” and it was said that it fired a
standard short thirty-two-caliber bullet sidewise. Competing
with the “nigger killer” was the well-known Iver-Johnson “owl
head” which was a double-acting piece of unreliable rubber-
stocked artillery. Perhaps this gun was found on more people
in the South when they were arrested for one sort of public
disturbance or another than all other types of hip-pocket guns
put together. There was a third popular brand of “short artil-
lery” which was sold extensively throughout the cotton states.
This was the cheap, short-barreled pistol called the American
Bulldog which was bought in dozen lots for the individual
unit wholesale price of §1.25.

Seldom was there a public Christmas entertainment in the
rural South at which there were no altercations, and where
cheap country-store pistols did not play an insidious part. Un-
der the laws of all of the states it was illegal to carry con-
cealed weapons, but these were universally ignored. In fact,
in the whole irregular pistol trade there was an excellent com-
mentary of general regional attitude toward laws and com-
munity conduct.

Southern backwoodsmen galloped home from their best girls’
houses at Christmas firing pistols with wild abandon. So com-
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mon was this practice in some southern communities that the
erratic firing of a pistol by a single man was a sure sign of two
things: He had either broken up with his girl, or he was going
to get married right away.

Firecrackers, guns and ammunition were only a small part
of the country stores’ Christmas trade. During the period of
reconstruction, buying holiday goods because of inflated prices
was actually a matter of expending a considerable amount of
money without getting a satisfactory return in goods. For the
first time rural stores were introducing items which were to
characterize the yuletide season in the rural South for the next
three-quarters of a century. E. F. Nunn and Company of
Shuqulak, Mississippi, sold oranges at a dollar a dozen, apples
at sixty cents, dolls at twenty cents apiece, and whisky at two
dollars a gallon. E. F. Nunn, the bachelor proprietor, charged
to his account the purchase of skyrockets, two candy trunks,
four kisses, five candy rolls, one bunch of torpedoes, three
packages of firecrackers, three dozen eggs, three pounds of
candy, two Jew’s harps and two rattlers. In this benevolent
merchant’s Santa Claus account was nearly the whole story of
the more temperate southern Christmas. Self-explanatory were
the eggs and whisky. Even the most temperate southerner
could be prevailed upon to break over and sip a little eggnog
at Christmastime. At Raymond, Mississippi, a solvent country-
man in 1869 bought of the newly established house of Drane
and Dupree a bottle of perfume, a photographic album, a
pound of candy, two pounds of nuts, a half dozen oranges, a
dozen nutmegs, a bottle of lemon extract, a toy wagon, four
dozen apples, a gallon of whisky, six bananas, a toy drum, one
Roman candle and a coconut. Here were all the ingredients ex-
cept two for a joyous southern Christmas. Missing were fire-
crackers, shot and powder.

Twenty years later another rural Mississippian at Blackhawk
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was buying a dozen apples, four dozen cggs, two pounds of
mackerel, a box of salmon, seven pounds of cheese, fifteen
pounds of onions, a toy work box, four pounds of nuts, six dozen
oysters, a box of raisins and a dime’s worth of nutmegs. About
the same time merchants in Alabama were stocking oranges,
raisins, nuts, oyster crackers, mincemeat, premium chocolates,
citron, currants, sardines, toys, glassware, picture albums, coco-
nuts and bananas. '

Fruits and nuts were items of real luxury for the southerner,
and they were purchased only in the spending orgies of Christ-
mas time. Oranges and apples in the extreme southern states
were rarities, yet they were both produced on the periphery of
the region. Oranges at some time or other became an insep-
arable part of the general history of Christmas, and especially
was this true in the South. By the seventies the account books
showed that oranges were bought generally, but it is doubtful
that many people knew anything about the history of their
production. They, perhaps, believed that oranges could be
bought only at Christmastime because merchants never dis-
played them at any other season.

Families bought a dozen oranges and felt that they were
well supplied. Children waked up on Christmas morning
to find a golden ball in each stocking, and to discover that
Santa Claus, in a generous mood, had left an additional half
dozen by the fireside. Although for the most part anything
which went into a stocking was, by a type of domestic common
law, the individual property of the child receiving it, oranges
were an exception. These were common property and were
eaten by the family, in many instances, one at a time. Mothers
usually stripped off the peeling and passed the fruit around in
segments. Every part of the orange was saved. Peelings were
carefully preserved to be used throughout the year as flavoring
for cakes, custards and puddings.
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Apples, in the extreme southern states, were as rare in De-
cember as were oranges. Crossroads merchants bought them
from distributors in Maryland, Virginia, Pennsylvania and
sometimes North Carolina. They were bought by the barrel
and were retailed by the dozen, and seldom did the wholesale
and retail prices bear any relationship. A barrel of apples cost
from three to six dollars, and they retailed by the dozen at
from twenty to sixty cents. In many merchants’ papers the
letters of Henry Wright of Aberdeen, Maryland, appear in the
November and December files. He advertised himself as “giv-
ing special attention to the southern trade.” Certainly he was
an important dealer, and his garrulous patronizing letters are
long stories within themselves of this aspect of Christmas in
the country stores. He well understood that buying apples
was for many customers a bit of sentimental extravagance. As
with oranges, few members of some families had ever been so
profligate as to eat a whole apple at a time. Occasionally pitiful
entries in individual accounts show that a dozen apples was
the lone recognition which many impoverished customers of
country stores could give to Christmas.

Nuts, raisins and striped peppermint stick candy were com-
mon items listed in a great majority of the December accounts.
Raisins had a special appeal, and many a farm child pulled
brown bunches of these delicacies out of his stocking with
more excitement than he showed for new toys. Love for stick
candy and nuts came through the war unchanged. Stores
bought candy by the barrel and sold it pound by pound at a
very good profit. By the end of the century when the days of
McKinley prosperity had changed somewhat the financial situ-
ation of the country, confectioners began placing a varied
assortment of fancy piece candy on the country-store market
which was sold at a higher price and for a fancier profit.

There were many other Christmas purchases mixed in with
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the standard entries. Coconuts formed a vital part of Christmas
cooking. A ten-cent coconut placed a distinct emphasis upon
Christmas feasting. In fact, next to fresh oysters, it gave real
distinction to the Christmas dinner. Mrs. M. H. Jennings or-
dered six coconuts, two boxes of gelatin and a bottle of lemon
extract from an Alabama merchant. She was preparing a rich
Christmas dinner for a houseful of company. Six coconuts
were sufficient to make enough cakes to last all of Christmas
week and well into the new year. Mrs. Jennings’ generous order
was an example of much of the southern attitude toward food.
If one coconut cake was good then six would be that much
better.

Opening coconuts was a real adventure for rural southerners.
First there was the sport of punching in the soft eyes in order
to drain off the richly flavored milk which was a much better
drink than spring water. Then there was the business of crack-
ing the hull and extracting the crust of meat. Often great care
was taken not to smash the hull into bits when sawing open
the nuts. The lower half-of the shell made an excellent bowl
for a dipper, and many families of limited resources went
through the year drinking water from a dipper made by
mounting half of a coconut shell on the end of a strong wooden
handle.

Long hours were spent rubbing hunks of the meat of coco-
nut over coarse homemade graters. The results, however, were
nearly always satisfying. It was with a spirit of genuine tri-
umph that southern women placed before their families thick
rich coconut cakes. This was almost sufficient achievement to
make a full Christmas celebration within itself. There were
rivals of the huge cakes which were heavily frosted with the
meat of the coconut. Frequent orders for citron, currants and
other types of dried fruits and spices indicated the extent to
which fruitcakes were considered a part of every holiday meal.
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Along with foods that were bought at the stores or prepared
at home was the game brought in during Christmas week.
Birds, squirrels and rabbits suffered tremendous casualties
when every man and boy in the neighborhood turned hunter
for ten days. Rabbit meat became commonplace, and great
platters of bird and squirrel went begging after the first few
days. Before the World War southerners failed to appreciate
with any degree of intelligence their sinful extravagance. Rab-
bits and birds were thrown away because no one cared to eat
them. Shooting a gun was an exciting sport, but shooting it
aimlessly at an inanimate target was a senseless waste of money.
With the smoke of their valuable woodsland in their eyes,
southerners exterminated game and rich natural resources at
the same stroke. Yet the pleasantest of all memories for many
generations of rural southerners were the exciting Christmas
hunts and the taste of fresh killed wild meat.

Southerners generally liked oysters, both canned and fresh,
and many of the store books contain records of numerous pur-
chases of this highly perishable food. It is a matter of amaze-
ment that a store so thoroughly isolated as was Ike Jones’ at
Blackhawk, Mississippi, could get oysters through the New
Orleans market and keep them fresh for several days. Every
box of freight which reached this place had to be hauled many
miles over muddy roads on a wagon, yet Christmas always
found a stock of oysters on hand. Where transportation facili-
ties were poor and the sale of perishable merchandise was an
impossibility, merchants relied upon salt herring and mackerel
for a change of diet at Christmas. It was a genuine treat for
most families to get a kit of mackerel to sandwich in between
salt meat, rabbit and quail. Cheese enjoyed a position of favor-
itism on the list of standard yuletide purchases. Where cash
resources were limited, one- and two-pound orders were com-
mon, but customers who wound up the crop year by breaking
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even or with a little clear money were satisfied with nothing
short of a hoop of cheese. So pepular was cheese that even
Santa Claus sometimes left wedges of it by hearth sides or
crammed into wide-mouthed stockings. He even carried his
whim of practicality to a greater extreme and left salt mackerel
and coconuts along with meager offerings of firecrackers and
fruit. This was the simplest way for a man without funds to
ease himself out of an unhappy predicament with his family
and keep up the spirit of Christmas.

The Christmas trade was not alone a matter of doing a prof-
itable business in fancy groceries, toys and gifts, but it was also
a matter of buying a large variety of farm produce. Women-
folk saved eggs for weeks to provide funds for holiday shop-
ping. Sometimes frugal customers started in September packing
down thirty or forty dozen eggs in cottonseed awaiting the
seasonal rise in price. Among the Christmas orders are notes
which tell in their simple eloquent way a sorrowful story of
poverty. A South Carolina mother scribbled on a rough frag-
ment of scratch paper, “Willie, I send 5 dozen eggs give just
what you can and Sammie will trade it out in something for
the children times are so hard that is all I want to give them for
Christmas.”

A strange assortment of produce found its way to the feed
rooms during November and December of each year. There
were sweet, potatoes, butter molded in all designs and in nu-
merous stages of preservation, tallow, home-cured meat, shelled
corn, cottonseed, dried herbs, mink, ’possum, skunk and coon
skins, kindling, black walnuts, cowhides and peanuts. Every-
thing that would bring a little extra cash and could be spared
was hauled away to be sold for Christmas money. Crossties
and cordwood for gin furnaces supplied a meager income, and
many a wagon loaded with crossties was dragged over almost
mpossible roads by a pair of ill-fed mules to stores along the
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railroads. The last of cotton and tobacco crops were sold, and
ramshackle farm wagons jolted home with their precious
boxes, bags and cans of merchandise. Children listened for the
clucking of these wagons over the rough roads, and they rushed
out to climb aboard as soon as they came in sight. It was with
adroitness indeed that many of the drivers were able to keep
their Santa Claus supplies safely out of sight when their vehi-
cles were boarded by a band of expectant children.

Closely associated with the celebration of Christmas in south-
ern farmhouses were the community Christmas trees and par-
ties. These were given primarily for courting couples, but they
afforded equally as much pleasure for children and older peo-
ple. Schoolyards and church grounds were crowded with bug-
gies, wagons and saddle horses while, inside, half-drunken com-
munity wits, dressed in flimsy red suits and shabby cotton
whiskers, carried on a stream of humorous banter as they
handed down presents from bespangled holly and cedar trees.

Gifts off a country Christmas tree were curiosities indeed. A
favorite present for girls were plush-bound photograph albums
and memory books. Sentimental females loved these cheap
artistic atrocities and they filled them with family photographs,
bits of hair, stray pieces of cloth, pressed leaves, poetic clippings
from newspapers and magazines, and personal notes. For the
merchants these items yielded a good profit, and many times
generous orders for them appeared in the invoices.

Merchants also stocked special assortments of fancy china
and glass bric-a-brac to lend color and grace to the useless
whatnots and shelves which lined parlor walls. Plates with
fancy fruit and floral designs, bowls with berries, fruits and
vegetables burned into them were good sellers. So were the
long platters adorned with sad-eyed bass which gave a lasting
impression that every hot piece of meat lying on their backs
was burning their very souls out. There were platters with
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luscious halves of watermelons, clusters of rich purple grapes
or bunches of small game. Those with rabbits suspended froma -
wall made an appetizing scene indeed; it was truly stimulating
to a ravenous southerner to be able to scoop up spoonfuls of
gravy from the furry backs of lithographed rabbits firmly
glazed in the bottom of meat dishes.

From the end of the war, lamps had a continuous patronage.
There were the tiny little brass lamps with stubborn round
wicks which had a constant habit of sticking in the ratchets
and refusing to go either up or down. Then there were those
of a later period which stood on heavy glass and metal pedes-
tals. These used the improved flat wicks, and boasted safety air
tubes permitting kerosene “to flow freely upward without
danger of exploding the glass bowls. But these were common-
place household utensils and were never regarded as things of
art. It was not until the era of heavy chandeliers with their
gaudy trappings and curlicues which hung in pretentious
homes in the cities that colored lamps became a part of the
rural merchants’ stock. This was an era when church lamps
were heavy and ornate monstrosities hanging from sturdy
beams at the ends of bronzed log chains. Big-bellied, tinted
lamps became necessary fixtures all over the South. They were
at once indicative of a certain amount of dignity and social
well-being. There was always considerable room for doubting
that their lighting functions were adequate, but just standing
by in their very stuffiness upon center tables they performed a
mute service of art. This service actually was that of epitomiz-
ing the lowest ebb of a degenerating Victorian taste in the
nineties for a South which was trying hard to keep abreast the
vulgar artistic fads of the rest of the country.

Even the “silent drummer” descriptions of parlor lamps were
staid bits of formalized commercial prose. One model that
bulged voluptuously in exactly the same places and proportions
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as well-fed matrons of the day was described by the wholesaler
as “a Parisian shaped body parlor lamp with a ten inch globe,
tinted and shaded in fine enamel finish, beautiful hand-painted
flowers, best center draft burner, solid brass oil fount, gold
plated foot, twenty inches high to top of globe.” These Parisian
beauties sold, packed three in a barrel, for $8.29. There were
others which had less gold on their feet, and less bulge in their
bellies and bosoms which could be retailed for not more than
two dollars.

Country merchants stocked fancy cups bearing the highly
imaginative legends, “A Present,” “Lucky Dogs,” “Baby,”
“Father,” “A Souvenir,” and “Think of Me.” There were
quart-sized mustache cups with their built-in china retaining
walls. These were adorned with lurid sprays of flowers, or
lodge emblems and saucy legends designed for the dominating
male of the age. The china dashers fought back the unruly
ends of handle-bar mustaches from the coffee and helped partly
to dispense with the indelicate business of sucking one’s whis-
kers, or having them drip coffee on false shirt fronts.

Companion pieces to the rotund mustache cups were the big-
bellied shaving mugs with their heavy, round, looping handles,
and cavernous mouths opening through their side with as
much grace as gaping sensuous lips. They, more than mustache
cups, symbolized the sternness of manhood in the nineties.
Potters were little influenced by the gaudy art of their day in
the manufacture of these mugs. Their primary concern was
that of making a receptacle which would hold a cake of soap
with reasonable firmness while an irate male dragged his whis-
kers off with a dull straight razor.

Of a distinctly feminine nature were the delicately tinted,
flower-decked toilet sets which were composed of from three to
six pieces. These contained toilet bottles with globe stoppers,
comb and brush trays, manicure trays, hairpin boxes and



140 PILLS, PETTICOATS AND PLOWS

powder-puff boxes. They were customary gifts for sweethearts
and were sold for one to six dollars a set. Scarcely a rural parlor
dresser went without these milk-glass or colored-glass adorn-
ments, and nearly always they were displayed as signs of a gi.rl’s
popularity rather than as necessary fixtures of her dressing
table.

A long list of cut and molded glassware was sold to the
Christmas trade. Most common of all the vases were the
glass flower holders and vases called Bohemian and ala-
baster. They were delicately colored, but were trimmed in
gaudy fins and flounces which, like pompon lamps, gave them
the appearance of a female who had on entirely too many petti-
coats. There were butter dishes with quaint glass covers, glass
hats, slippers, compotes, pickle dishes and large, round-cut glass
berry bowls. These pieces were sold by the barrelful, and
scarcely a household including the humblest cabin was without
some of them. Most practical of all was the covered butter dish
which helped in a day of patent fly-minders and peach-tree
limb-shakers to insure some degree of momentary sanitation
for the huge cakes of hand-molded butter.

Standard among the utilitarian sets were the water pitchers
and glasses. By accident these were made in attractive designs.
Even today along modern southern highways, myriad antique
shops are reselling hundreds of pieces of this once cheap coun-
try-store Christmas glassware. Along with Bohemian and ala-
baster toilet sets and vases, and the big mugs and mustache
cups, the bulging ugly old floral lamps have found their way
to the antique stands. Cheap water pitchers which once sold
for as little as a dollar a dozen now bring twice that much
apiece. Colored glass hats, or “toothpick” stands, sold for
twenty-eight cents a dozen, and were retailed at ten cents
apiece. Now some of them sell for the original price of a gross.

Santa Claus not only brought cheer to the juvenile country
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South, but he was likewise an agent of cultural taste. In a left-
handed way he was in at the kill of Victorianism on the store
shelves, although it was not so gruesome a murder after all.
For three generations rural southerners have found their ten-
derest memories to be of the crossroads stores and their com-
pletely disorganized stocks of Christmas goods. Sentimentality
for Christmas historically spilled over into affection for the
store themselves. For the countryman the store at Christmas
time was literally a meeting place of stark everyday reality with
a fantastic world of temporary but pleasant escape.



Cuarrer EicHT

UNDER THE SIGN OF THE STUD HORSE

1870 was A TrviNG TIME in South Carolina, if one is to judge
from the number of lien notes and orders for piles cures re-
corded by William Carrigan’s general store at Cheraw. One
customer after another gave a lien on a crop not yet planted,
saw a charge of a dollar and thirty cents made against him for
registration fees, then drowned his feelings of frustration with
liquor.

Among this disillusioned army of moneyless customers was
Moses Strickland whose purchases are typical. For the first six
months of that year he bought horse powders, trace chains,
shuck collars, fifty-six plugs of tobacco, six gallons of whisky
and brandy, five pairs of shoes, a blind bridle, two tin pans,
lead pencils, many yards of homespun, five bottles of Quick
Cure piles remedy and a bottle of Hoyt’s cologne. With the
latter Moses was paying homage to spring and hot weather in a
favorite southern manner.

A thirty-five-cent bottle of “imported” perfumery seems in-
deed a cheap gesture in a land so often proclaimed the home
of the Cape jessamine, the magnolia and the crepe myrtle. Yet
it was a part of the artificiality of the age, a subtle apology for
the difficulty of frequent bathing.

Thousands of tiny round bottles of Hoyt’s famous German
perfume were distributed by merchants. Spring and summer
accounts testify that it was as much a harbinger of warm
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weather as were asafetida, sulphur, onion sets and plow lines.

Colognes like other types of merchandise were sold under
many trade names, all selected with an eye for the little busi-
ness. There were Hoyt's, Little Tot, American Girl, Boudoir,
Bridal Bouquet, Duchess Ladies, Sensible, Home Sweet Home,
Bow Wow, and Happy Family, and these brands retailed at
prices from 25 cents to $83.75 a dozen. Most popular was the
common counter brand, “Hoyt’s 5-center.” All had a faint
aroma of the rose and the honeysuckle, but usually the carrying
agent was stronger than the fragrance.

Despite its lowly associations, there was ever a touch of ro-
mance hovering about the cologne trade. In the files of orders
for humble sardines and crackers, tobacco and postage stamps,
it stands out like the proud daughter of a noble family to tell
its exciting story of social distinction. Just as moonlight and
roses, camp meetings and safe buggy horses were attributes of
courting, so was Hoyt’s cologne. One would like to think that
its sly “come hither” effect spurred many a tongue-tied heavy-
handed rural beau on to more vigorous conquests. With a
thirty-fivecent vial of “imported” perfume a timid Lothario
could impress a neighboring daughter more effectively than he
could on a ten-mile buggy ride in the moonlight.

In lean years after the war, there was a smell universally
characteristic of public gatherings. Even where “poor and
downtrodden” farmers and their wives attended the speeches
of the perennial political saviors, there reeked the spirit of far-
away cologne. It gave the assemblies a sort of “lavender and
lace” effect, reminiscent of a bygone age and suggesting the
dream of one to be.

As years went by the demand for cheap perfume tended to
boost quantity with a disregard for quality. In 1876 it cost
polite southern women thirty-five cents to smell like a Black
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Forest spring, but in 1912 belles of the cotton fields enjoyed this
social advantage for a nickel.

Everywhere in the South dusky maidens who labored with
sack and hoe splurged their hard-earned wages for this luxury.
In time, Hoyt’s tiny bottles ceased to indicate a sort of gentility,
and became the great odor of the common people. Its fulsome
bouquet, however, was always to have a nostalgic appeal sim-
ilar to that of oranges and apples at Christmas time.

Although cologne admittedly was a subterfuge, there were
certain workaday social demands which could be satisfied only
with water and scrubbing. Fancy-goods catalogues and circu-
lars listed brands of soap by the yard. There was a good profit
in soap and it was one of the first commodities to exploit high-
pressure modern methods of advertising. Imaginative displays,
cardboard cases and glass containers, “hand-colored” cards, spe-
cial assortments and gaudy premiums were offered as induce-
ments to merchants to favor one brand over another. Sets of
pewter spoons, knives and forks by the gross were given with
each purchase, and in some instances storekeepers who bought
as much as fifty dollars’ worth almost had to build a warehouse
to take care of the free goods.

For a time Blackwell’s Durham Tobacco Company gave a
twenty-five-pound box of soap with each box of Bull Durham
smoking tobacco. “Send by the bearer,” wrote an army of
anxious purchasers, “a bar of soap and a plug of tobacco.”

At first the general use of toilet soap was looked upon as a
thing for women and children who had extremely tender
skins, or for polite visitors such as preachers and young men
who came courting eligible daughters. Tougher citizens used
stronger stuff than the perfumed goods from Montgomery,
Savannah, Philadelphia, Buffalo, Cincinnati and Chicago.
There was something incongruous about the smell of toilet
soap on a plow hand.
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During the years when the South was regaining its balance,
most soap was manufactured at home from the ash hopper and
the soap kettle. It was strong, and the soft man got his hands
and face burned, but for the hard calloused sons of the plow
it was the only thing which would penetrate stubborn grime.
Use of the homemade product explains the frequent appear-
ance in order notes and on ledgers of the strange entry, “1 ball
of potash,” and later, boxes of concentrated lye.

Occasionally a hard-bitten male smeared his face with the
mahogany-colored soap of the kettle and shaved off his whisk-
ers. This, however, was an experience which not even the
hardiest could endure without some sober reflection on the po-
tential torments of hell.

In the passing years when southern rural society began to be
aware of the influence of the great era of laissez faire enterprise,
soap became a more commonplace factor in everyday living.
From the Montgomery Soap Works and the factories above the
Ohio River came cases of varicolored cakes of highly perfumed
and gentle glycerin products. There were romantic brands
such as Venus, Rosadora, Fairy, Wild Rose, Lenox, King Cot-
ton, El Capitan, Pale Olive, Petroleum Joe, Madame Ayer,
Dandelion, Dandy, Oakley’s Glycerin, Pear’s, and P. and G.
Blue, Jap Bang and White Clover.

Prior to the World War, Pear’s was rapidly monopolizing
the market. Its characteristic advertising consisted of an “Aunt
Polly” type of woman gouging at the ears of a reluctant “Tom
Sawyer.” A cessation of advertising activities during the na-
tional emergency changed the public taste and this popular
soap was never able to reclaim its market.

When peace came, ingenious advertising directed the popular
demand toward Woodbury, Lifebuoy, Palmolive, Sweetheart
and Ivory, or merchants pushed cheap nameless special assort-
ments. Lever Brothers’ advertising now sent plow hands and
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cotton pickers to their daily tasks smelling of carbolic acid
and proclaimed that they had no body odors. Advertising in
the rural South achieved a major victory. At last it was to
dignify the smell of soap on a plow hand.

In time soap became a big source of profit for the stores.
Even the most illiterate sharecroppers were conscious of its
distinct social advantages, and their notes became mixed orders
for soap and tobacco. Such was that of a South Carolinian
whose blithe disregard for the civilized art of Noah Webster
was complete. He asked, “Please give to barrow for me Dick
Kennedy one plug of to Baco and a Bar of Soapie i am Busy
my Sef trying to get a Bale cooton to you or i would acome.”

Throughout the post Civil War years agitators and reformers
vigorously sought to secure the freedom of women. But the
emancipationists were men and city women who had never
been enslaved to the acrid fumes of potash and lye of steaming
soap kettles, or they would not have had time for campaigning.
To farm women the greatest reform was the appearance in the
cighties of cheap factory-made laundry soap. Charles Fels, a
country merchant from Yanceyville, North Carolina, saw an
opportunity to compete with the household soapmakers and by
way of Baltimore and Philadelphia he placed his famous Fels-
Naptha on the market. In constant competition there were
other thrifty names such as Big Deal, Clean Easy, Yellow Tag,
Procter and Gamble, and a host of others.

School children read the story of the early settlement of
America and were impressed with the amazement of the Eng-
lish at Sir Walter Raleigh’s dramatic display of tobacco. For
them it was impossible to imagine a world in which tobacco
was unknown. The tobacco habit was a pastime of universal
enjoyment as many a merchant could prove. Desperate to-
bacco chewers flooded the merchants with notes like that of
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George W. Bell. With a hint of anxiety, he wrote, “Please send
me one caddie of Snaps [Scnapp’s] tobacco 10# or 15# or
something Simalar Monarch will do be sure and send me some-
thing about same grade. I am out” Even General John
Bratton spent hours scribbling out notes such as the following:
“See that Gander Gaines be sent 1 1b. of tobacco. Pat; 1 Ib
tobacco.” The General himself sent regular orders for bags of
pipe tobacco.

New South chewers consumed more than their proportionate
share of compressed light and dark leaves. In Piedmont, North
Carolina, and southern Virginia the plug houses sprang up like
mushrooms. It would seem that every farmer with a stock of
raw tobacco, a mortgage, a case of licorice, a pillowcase full
of dried apples and a homemade plug press introduced some
romantically named product to the nation’s chewers. Mer-
chants supplied licorice, dried fruit, tobacco sacks and sack
strings by the case to these small manufacturers and then
realized a second profit from the processed goods.

By 1870 naming plug tobacco became almost as exciting a
pastime as naming steamboats, fighting cocks and race horses.
Keeping up with trends, the manufacturers were ever on the
alert for eye-catching names. With both deep sentiment and
business acumen William Lindsey of Riedsville, North Caro-
lina, named a plug Johnny Reb. His competitors, G. Penn,
Sons and Company sold the Rebel Girl. R. L. Candler of
Winstson produced the Rebel Boy and Confederate.

Gentle aspects of the Old South were represented by South-
ern Rose, Bonny Jean, Little Rosebud, Little Ethell, Little Ruth,
Little Alice, Annie V., Kitty May, Lucy Ashton, Edna Lindsey,
Maggie Mitchell, and Sunny Hours. Likewise, there was the
robust South with its lusty names such as Georgia Buck, Bull
Tongue, Stud Horse, Captain Cash, Panther, Albion, Iron
Clad, Bull Head, Blood Hound, and Good and Tough.
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In 1892 when the Populists went wild in their Cincinnati
convention and the Bland-Allison and Sherman Silver Pur-
chase Acts were in the news, free silver was a popular topic of
conversation. William Lindsey introduced a new strong plug
named Free Silver and another called Legal Tender, designed
specifically to catch the lush nervous Populist market.

That same year Budd Doble drove the famous Bluegrass
Kentucky mare, Nancy Hanks, to a new world’s trotting
record. She broke the long-time record of Maud S and went
on to establish the sensational time of 2:04 for the mile.
Quickly the Penns made a Nancy Hanks plug to honor, not
Kentucky’s mother of Lincoln, but her proud little trotting
mare.

There were appetizing brands such as Peach Pie, Apple,
Pound Cake, Peaches and Cream, Cornbread, Sponge Cake
and Pure Honey, whose names were pleasant subterfuges for
plain chews with only imaginary differences in taste.

One by one the fancy names fell by the way as more highly
centralized systems of manufacturing and distribution were
created. At an early date R. J. Reynolds entered the country-
store field with his great rural favorite, Brown Mule, packed
in caddies. Full plugs were creased in nickel squares and each
square bore the famous red tin mule. There were Apple, Day’s
Work, Blood Hound, Penn’s, RJR, Star Navy, Seal of North
Carolina and Picnic Twist. With the disappearance of the
period when manufacturers gave plugs their daughters’ names,
only the romance of the brands was lost; certainly the South
lost none of its fondness for the tightly compressed sweetened
licorice-and-apple-flavored product.

Dipping was a handmaiden of chewing, and ledgers contain
one entry after another for snuff. There were Railroad Mills,
Garrett’s, Ralph’s, Lorillard’s, Railroad, Tube Rose, Dental,
Rooster, Lady Belle and DeVoe’s. Unlike chewing tobacco,
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snuff brands were highly sensitive to regional demands. Rail-
road Mills, Railroad and some of the other brands were never
sold in the lower Appalachian and Valley South and West, nor
were Garrett’s, Ralph’s, DeVoe’s, Rooster, Bruton’s and Tube
Rose sold extensively along the Atlantic seaboard.

Use of snuff involved a peculiar southern folkway. It was
indecent for a woman to chew tobacco, and downright sinful
for her, while under the age of sixty-five, to smoke a pipe. Fill-
ing their lower lips, or rolling frazzled ends of black-gum
toothbrushes in ounce tin pocket boxes, females consumed huge
quantities of tobacco in its vilest form. In the age of careful
observation of social customs, it is doubtful that a woman
could have kept her self-respect in the years 1865 to 1915 if she
had smoked either a cigarette or a cigar. Even one tiny Vir-
ginia cheroot smoked in public would have laid permanently
to rest her reputation as a “fine woman.” But snuff was quite
all right and many a dozen eggs were exchanged for it.

Among the hosts of “dippers” there was a curious folk
legend about judging the quality of snuff from the outside of
the bottle. The signs were in the pontil marks on the bottom
of the bottles and those which had three slight protrusions were
superior. This was especially true of Garrett’s which came in
six-ounce brown-glass bottles. Clerks were hounded to death
by insistent customers whe wanted “good” snuff, and only
good snuff had “three tits on the bottom of the bottle.”

Oldest of all forms of prepared tobacco was that used for
pipe smoking. From the very beginning some type of pipe
tobacco was offered for sale. In country stores piles of it were
shoved into cases or piled on shelves, and along with pipes of
dozens of different shapes and materials, it was very much in
demand. From the fields of North Carolina following the
Civil War came light leaves which quickly gave rise to a profit-
able business of tobacco manufacturing.
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Most interesting of the many stories back of the introduction
of new types of pipe tobacco was that of John R. Green’s
famous bull. The manufacture of Best Flavored Spanish To-
bacco, and later Bull Durham, was the beginning of the ex-
tensive enterprise of manufacturing, advertising and selling
specific brands of tobacco. The Bull of Durham eventually
made his way to every southern store shelf from North Caro-
lina to Texas, and its users soon became as ardent in proclaim-
ing its merits as they were in supporting their respective sides
in community election rows.

Imaginative advertising men following the custom of their
times gave razors, clocks, hammocks, soap, loud-striped couches
and dozens of other bargain-house premiums with the purchase
of Bull Durham. As a result of wide sweeping advertising cam-
paigns, store walls, fence posts, barns and trees were plastered
with likenesses of the rugged tobacco bull. An army of sign
painters visited the South and people quickly became tobacco
conscious. Farmers looked at Green’s artistic portrayal of his
famous bull, and dreamed of the profits they could make if he
were only in their pastures in the flesh.

The market was too good, however, to be enjoyed by one
manufacturer with a single brand of pipe tobacco. Over at
Winston-Salem, R. J. Reynolds began to compete for trade with
huge fluffy bargain packages of Our Advertiser or RJR.
Later Richardson and Company placed great emphasis upon a
fine-cut tobacco labeled Old North State, which was tightly
packed in little bags for combination use in cigarettes and
pipes.

There were scores of other brands of smoking tobacco which
competed for the rich store trade. Some of them appeared one
year and were gone the next, some caught on in one section and
rotted on shelves elsewhere. Out of these many brands came
one which ran a tight race with the Reynolds’ products. This
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was Stud. Each package had the picture of a rearing white
stallion on it, and a round tag with the same picture as the
label fastened in the end of one of the draw strings. For years
it was a neck-and-neck race between the stallion and the bull
for the country’s business. Young bloods just getting their first
taste of being “bad” strutted around with the stud-horse tag
flying from a breast pocket. Along with the ownership of a
cheap pistol, the use of Stud tobacco was indicative of robust
manhood.

After 1867 cigarettes were manufactured in the United States.
At Durham, North Carolina, in 1881, Washington Duke and
Sons were producing the immoral “coffin tacks,” and the South
was off on a new trail of vice. Almost from the beginning
cigarettes appeared on store invoices. At first there were con-
servative orders for 500 and 1,000, and then they climbed up to
ten and twenty thousand at a time. Among the first North
Carolina cigarettes were Cablegrams, which came packed in
tight little cylindrical packages from which it was extremely
difficult to extract the “tacks.”

Later Duke of Durham, Sweet Caparal, Cycle, Richmond
Straight Cut, Center Rush, Ten Strike and American Beauty
brands appeared in flat boxes with sliding covers containing
ten cigarettes each. Capitalizing on the currently popular fads
the companies used the same advertising devices as did the
soap, thread and soda companies. They published series of
bright-colored pictures of birds, American scenes, “daring
girls,” and of baseball players of the southern leagues. For a
smoker to get all the birds, ballplayers, and an exciting collec-
tion of girls, it was necessary to buy a considerable number of
cigarettes. Thus with another of Satan’s subtle devices, the
tobacco companies were sending southern youth to sinners’
graves with “coffin tacks,” baseball and bad girls.

For some reason, tobacco rolled in paper became a hand-
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picked tool of the devil. Cigarettes were especially evil things
in the eyes of the ardent reformers of the late nineties and
early nineteen hundreds. Preachers with snuff and tobacco-
stained lips condemned cigarette smokers to a scorching hell for
eternal punishment without appreciating their inconsistency.

Tack by tack eloquent defamers of the Bull of Durham and
the Stud Horse hammered down coffin lids over the bloated
faces of ruined cigarette users. It soon got to the place where
a man with a cigarette in his mouth was almost as much a
symbol of death as were a skull and crossbones. But paradox-
ically the louder the dirge of reformers, the more cigarettes
they helped to sell. It became a matter of curiosity on the part
of customers to see what a “coffin tack” really tasted like. Be-
fore many years had passed customers were joking about their
sin and this was excellent free advertising. Soon the bars were
down, and the tobacco sections of the stores had to be enlarged
and invoice books bulged with orders.

With the growing cigarette craze, the Stud, the Bull of Dur-
ham, paunchy bags of RJR, Our Advertiser, Old North State
and numerous other brands were sold with packages of ciga-
rette papers attached. The fancy packages of “ready rolled”
with their stiff board sliding covers and their colorful pictures
in time disappeared from the market and a larger and more
practical package was in its place. By the end of the First
World War, cigarette and smoking-tobacco ads monopolized
the store walls. Dignified, bald and bearded Prince Albert
stared icily at the passing throng and symbolized the aristoc-
racy of the pipe and hand-rolled cigarette tobacco. The newer
brands of ready-made cigarettes which came out of the war
carried on a battle of slogans and catch phrases of long-distance
hikes, coughing and general satisfaction.

Cigarettes ceased to be special sinful wretches hidden away
in the glass cases along with contraceptives, dice and playing
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cards. At last the great social barrier which kept women from
smoking was lowered, but in its lowering there was a comical
step-by-step advance toward the use of woman in advertising
the various brands. Even John R. Green’s heavy-necked bull
was portrayed against a bucolic signboard background with a
dreamy-eyed matronly jersey warbling, “My hero!”

While reformers and manufacturers were ironing out the
kinks of the cigarette business, chewing gum laid a firm claim
upon a place of favoritism on the store counters. A dozen com-
pounders of cornstarch, sugar, flavoring and chicle offered to
keep lean jaws working.

Chewing tobacco was so common that it hardly seemed
natural for an individual not to be gnawing on something. For
women and children and a few abstemious males, chewing
gum was a compromise and, as a gaudy merchandising prod-
uct, it came on the market during an age which made a loud
display of itself.

The Baltimore Chewing Gum Company, quoting A. T.
Stewart, the wealthy New York merchant, approached dealers
with, “I seek the lowest market on the most trivial article and
always place my order with a house that gives the lowest figure
and never divulge prices to get another to meet them. It is the
small items that count in business.” Gum was a small item and
it counted for much in the country store. From Baltimore
came Seltzer’s Pepsin, Crown Pepsin, Lily Pepsin and Daisy.
These were sold at a penny a package for what now amounts
to five sticks. At Louisville the American Chicle Company
sold Kis-me gum which was famous throughout the South.
Right after the Civil War this house was selling Tolu Taffy,
which was perhaps the first brand of chewing gum put on the
country-store shelves.

Masters of the chewing-gum business, however, were Wil-
liam Wrigley, Jr., and Company. Immediately after 1865 these
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Chicago manufacturers were selling the country their famous
brands. With each purchase of sixteen boxes of Juicy Fruit,
Sweet Sixteen, Vassar and Pepsin gum they gave six potbellied,
hand-colored parlor lamps. Then there were more modest
prizes given with smaller orders. Among these were brass hand
lamps, electric seal collarettes and muffs, spindle-legged brass
tables with ornamental onyx tops, knives and forks, mackin-
toshes, skirts, shirtwaists and couches.

This company offered a six-foot couch with thirty-three
tempered steel springs, fully tufted and fringed, with the pur-
chase of eleven dollars worth of gum. Its gaudy back was one
of the most reckless eye-catchers of its age. The long orange
and blue stripes which ran from head to foot gave it the appear-
ance of the bed of a temptress. Customers and storekeepers
who took the Wrigley offer seriously no doubt had in mind the
picture of Samson and Delilah in the gaily colored Bible books.

The Zeno Gum Company went its competitors one better
and distributed vending machines which dispensed small pieces
of inferior gum for a penny. These machines had ingenious
clowns that turned around jerkily on pedestals as if they were
personally delivering the Zeno Company’s wares. There was a
sardonic expression on the little clowns’ faces which seemed to
say as they snapped back into place, “It is the small items that
count in business.”



CuarTER NINE

BIG HOGS GREW IN IOWA

A GEeorGIA FARMER WROTE, “Our Fathers which art in Troy,
Wiley & Murphy be thy names, thy kingdom of provisions
come, thy will be done on my farm as it is at your store. Give
us this day our daily bread. Forgive us our tresspass on your
barn as we forgive those who tresspass upon ours, lead us not
into temptation but deliver us from hungriness, for thine shall
be the crop, the mules and the land forever and ever if we don’t
pay—Amen. P.S. If this is good for ten bushels of corn and
three hundred pounds of bacon, fling it in the wagon.”

George Bevlry, an Alabama farmer, and his neighbors were
most numerous in the South’s rural population. In March,
1893, he requested a merchant to “sen me six pounds of meat
& one galon of lassies, [give] Jack Hern five pounds of meat
fer Wilson Hern & [one gallon] lassies fer John Hern & sen me
the Bil of it.” It was March of the hard year of 1893, and these
cotton-belt farmers were already out of home-grown meat, meal
and molasses.

Back of George Bevlry’s illiterate note was a significant story
in domestic economy. Perhaps this was the major chapter in
the history of southern storekeeping, and here the merchants
exerted an influence which was to effect the very sinew and
bone of the region. The whole big question of regional diet
stemmed from the meat boxes and bread barrels of the store-

houses and their shed rooms. Merchants converted their neigh-
a5
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bors to an economy of getting food supplies from elsewhere.
Thus the basic fare of the store became as monotonous as the
prevailing system of agriculture and politics, and was a subject
which provoked the wrath of editors, agrarian reformers and
apostles of the New South. When a country editor found him-
self without a subject for an editorial he could always turn to
the failure of most of his subscribers to supply their foodstuff.

Perhaps it would do the dignity of the good people of Ala-
bama no great injustice to compare the human population with
the number of hogs they owned in 1870, 1880 and 1890. In the
first tabulation following the war the census taker accounted
for 996,884 persons and 719,757 hogs. Ten years later when
figures were more accurate the ratio between people and hogs
was still out of balance; there were 1,262,505 people and 1,-
252,462 hogs. In 1890 when the New South was developing
and farmers were again on their feet, emphasis in this pork-
loving state was still on cotton and people. The human popu-
lation climbed to 1,513,017, and hogs were behind at 1,421,884.
In most of the Confederate States during these three decades
the picture was not materially different from that in Alabama.
Occasionally the increase in hogs ran slightly ahead of that of
human beings, but in most it dropped behind.

It was a great contradiction in economics that southern farm-
ers liked pork and disliked hogs. There was a sentiment that
“a dad-blamed hog and a dad-gummed cow were the most ag-
gravating things that ever made tracks on a piece of cotton
land.” Farmers generally regarded the hog in the same un-
favorable light as a Fayetteville, Alabama, merchant who de-
clared vigorously that it was a destructive thing to have
about. In a brief paragraph he wrote the hog’s obituary. “A
two dollar hog,” he declared, “can hoist the front gate off its
hinges at night, when you are asleep; root up the herbs in the
garden that cost us years of trouble to get; eat all the chickens
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and ducks in the fowl yard; root the yard into holes; root down
the side walks; fill up the ditches, enter your store, while you
are engaged in waiting on a customer, turn over a barrel of
molasses and let it run all over the house, damaging other goods
to the amount of hundreds of dollars in less time than you can
say sooey! rip up everything in their reach; and do any other
thing which is too bad to be endured.”

This was an attitude which prevailed in much of the South.
The hog was too difficult for cotton farmers to handle. They
refused to fence in productive land for pasturage or to build
good fences. Usually they penned two or three half-starved
hogs in a hillside pen as bare of vegetation as a marble floor,
gave them a pot of kitchen slop once a day, and then wondered
why the devil the brutes were always shoving the fence down
and rooting up the place.

Disgruntled croppers sat for hours about the stores convers-
ing on the general cussedness of a hungry brood sow, yet the
busiest place in the stores were the lard barrels and the meat
boxes. Literally millions of pounds of meat were shipped south
every month. Broad thick sides of Iowa, Illinois, Ohio and
Indiana salt pork were sliced into five and ten-pound orders on
Saturdays for hungry families of cotton farmers.

A local observer, in 1872, wrote that the towns of Selma,
Rome and Dalton were packed with freight. Hundreds of car-
loads of meat and grain products rolled in from the Northwest.
Cincinnati, Louisville, Des Moines, Chicago and Indianapolis
sent shipments of foodstuffs to feed the cotton growers.

Every Saturday in the stores was a day of sending out rations
for the forthcoming week. Clerks kept busy about the meat
boxes supplying requests for what was euphemistically called
“bacon.” It was an every-week occurrence for malnourished
customers, sated with salt meat, to plead with meat cutters to
find them pieces with streaks of lean. They knew too well the
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lack of variety in fat slices of lowa meat which had only a di-
viding line of tissue to break its angelical whiteness.

Actually the bacon trade was the point of departure for the
southern supply business. It brought the high and the low
among the reformers to the salt boxes in the back rooms of the
stores to read the unpleasant fate of the agrarian South. That
high priest of progress in Atlanta, Henry W. Grady, took time
out from his vigorous sermonizing on industrial hopefulness
to lecture his people on the evils of the meat box in the country
stores. Like that other famous legendary Georgian, Uncle
Remus, Grady couched his sermon in a simple folk allegorical
style so that all might understand. Using a sunburned and
tattered cotton farmer as interlocutor he opened his drama with
the monotonous question, “How do you sell bacon?”

“Fourteen cents,” was the laconic answer.

“He looked long and anxiously into space, as if ruminating
upon the hungry children at home and the wan work-worn
wife—again he ventured, how’s corn?’

“‘A dollar ten!’ )

“And again the look of anxious thought overspread his face.
A farmer without meat, without corn, with his patch of cotton
mortgaged to the guano man, five mangy fice dogs at home,
five children almost nude, a wife wearing a three year old four
cent calico, he was indeed a picture to behold. Throwing out
an ancient looking sock he mumbled,

“‘Half a bushel?

“The balf bushel was filled. Payment was made in dirty,
greasy nickels, and the man with his smokehouse in the West
drove off.

“He wore a suit of clothes, the material of which was fus-
nished by an Ohio ram, his half starved mules were imported
from Kentucky, his flimsy wagon was from Indiana, his hat
was from Massachusetts, his brogans were frond Lynn, his har-
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ness was from Cincinnati, his corn from St. Louis, his meat—
was from nowhere, because he did not have the money to
buy it.

“What was there of Georgia? Nothing! For he had fed so
long on western corn that his very flesh and bones were the
growth of western sustenance. All that there ever had been of
Georgia in him was starved out, and all there was of him was
Missourian!

“Poor Georgia farmer! and how little it would take to con-
vert this pitiable object into a high spirited, self sustained
citizen. Appeal to Georgia soil for your opportunities, avoid
cotton, and you will master the situation.”

Eloquently the editor of the Atlanta Constitution personified
his sermon. Four-fifths of the southern farmers could under-
stand his point that their bodies were more Missouri, Ohio,
Towa or Illinois than they were Alabama, Mississippi, Georgia
or South Carolina. They could have told the prophetic editor
more of the actual details of his story than he knew. For in-
stance, E. P. Mobley, Sr., of South Carolina, knew more inti-
mately the details of the southern cotton system. Weekly this
landlord prepared notes such as the one which he gave his
tenant Coburn on July 13, 1889. He ordered a gallon of mo-
lasses, twelve pounds of bacon, a bushel of meal “on his liean.”
Every Saturday morning an army of cotton farmers sat down
to order those same items for their families and those of their
tenants. .

Merchants were called upon to “let Jim Wylie have a side of
bacon & 2 gallons of molasses, and Steven Coleman a side of
Bacon & a gal of molasses. Charge to their acts. They will be
down next week to fix up their lien. Ples send me a good pair
of baby shoes.” As spring aflvanced other orders came along
asking for meat, meal and plow tools. A farmer in Alabama
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wanted “50 # of side meat 6% bu of meal 3 Avury scooter
stocks, 10 weeding hoes no 3, 3 sixteen inch sweeps.”

Saturday night at the stores greasy and exhausted clerks
stood between meat boxes and scales slicing off pieces of fat
backs. All daythey had wielded heavy butcher knives on flabby
slabs of sowbelly and fat back. A timid Negro ambled up to
the box and asked for eight pounds of meat, five pounds of lard
or a gallon of cooking oil. A white farmer bought a side of
meat and a five-gallon can of lard which he parceled out a little
at a time at home.

All afternoon and night cotton wagons rattled away from the
stores with their pitiful loads of rations. Hunched over a spring
seat a cotton farmer jolted homeward behind a jaded pair of
mules with a can of kerosene, a hunk of meat, a pail of com-
pound lard, and dust-covered bags of flour and meal.

This was the store diet in transport. At home wives sliced off
thick pieces of the Iowa meat and fried it for breakfast, boiled
hunks of it for dinner and fried more of it for supper. They
thickened the gravy with flour and served it and molasses as
sop for corn bread and biscuit. Three times a day and fifty-two
weeks a year, for many, was a long monotonous year of meat,
corn bread, biscuit, gravy and molasses. Farmers complained of
“burning out” on them, and some ingenious wives hit upon the
idea of rolling slices of meat in cornbread and momentarily
camouflaging them as fish. This was food for what the ram-
pant editors often called “cotton tots and tobacco worms.”

Life for most of the customers was of a marked degree of
whiteness. There was white meat, white gravy, white bread
and white shortening for the table, white supremacy at the
polls and white gloves for the pall bearers at the grave side.
Next to meat in demand at the stores was corn meal. Since the
days of John Smith and Jamestown corn bread has been a main-
stay of southern diet. There may be much room for debating
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With a meticulous hand, many merchants wasted their fine Spencerian talents
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on records of plug tobacco, whisky, bacon, cheese and homespun.
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EARLE'S DAYBOOK—TWO DECEMBER PAGES

A record of community life—finery for the womenfolk, sugar and coffee for the
table, grave clothes and coffin screws for the dead.
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the question of how near southern farmers, since early ante-
bellum days to 1920, came to supplying their demand for corn
from the home fields, but there is no room for argument about
their taste for corn bread. Stores sold meal by the hundreds of
thousands of dollars’ worth. During 1881 it was estimated that
corn from the Northwest to the South sold for $50,000,000,
with perhaps an additional $25,000,000 worth over the counters
as meal.

This was a sectional issue which at times was almost as im-
portant as the Civil War itself. Milling companies at almost
every railway siding in the intensive grain areas were grinding
meal and flour for the southern trade. Bigger manufacturers
like C. C. Washburne and Charles Pillsbury were busy putting
Minneapolis on the economic map. At Louisville, Ballard and
Ballard were developing their southern trade. In all of these,
improved mills were grinding flour, and sifting out all of the
coloring properties. Out in the new state of Iowa, and in the
older settled ones of Indiana, Ohio and Illinois, grist and flour
mills hummed with activity. The South was a rich market for
their products, and the steamboat and railway lines were bur-
dened with bolted meal and bleached flour on the way to the
racks in the stores to supply a workaday appetite.

In colorful rows, twenty-four-pound bags were piled high
each week to be sold by the next Saturday night. Gaudily
printed labels showing an Easter lily in full bloom, a banjo, an
opossum, a smiling Negro or a beautiful girl all lent an air of
“good old southern” atmosphere to a commonplace business.
There was one major objection to the printed bags. Litho-
graphed labels washed away quickly enough, but the weight
and manufacturers’ names were indelibly printed and some-
times rural clotheslines sagged under the weight of homemade
underwear bearing weight labels in most inappropriate places.

Southern merchants in buying corn from the Northwest
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were indeed the sons of Jacob secking bread for their people.
But neither the Josephs in Iowa, Indiana and Illinois, nor the
hungry scions of Jacob of Alabama, Mississippi and Georgia
were always just in their dealings. It was said that the “Egyp-
tians” above the Ohio were forever stuffing their bags with
faulty corn. At least many of the scribes of the southern Israel
cried out loudly in their rebuke of the Northwest for shipping
a poor grade of immature shocked corn to the South. While
the wrathful sons of Jacob railed out at their bread suppliers
because of their inferior product, a more astute “Israelite” pur-
chased 10,000 bushels of corn in Iowa for fifteen cents and sold
it in Montgomery for a dollar and a quarter.

Corn was ever a scarce commodity in the cotton, sugar and
tobacco South. It was rarely true that the average small farmer
had enough to supply his needs from the time the rats and
weevils left off with their destruction of the old until the new
corn was hard enough to grind. The invoice books and ledgers
supply a flood of evidence of this fact. One of the major items
in the books is grain for human food and feed for livestock.
Many merchants maintained grist mills in connection with
their stores so that they not only reaped a profit from the sale
of meal, and took toll of the grinding, but gristmills were good
trade getters because of the crowds they attracted. Often home-
ground meal was sold through the stores, because corn in the
form of meal always brought a much higher price.

Merchants, unlike the editors, worried little that there was
insufficient corn grown in the South to supply the food demand.
Some critics even accused the merchants of blocking the plant-
ing of grains in order to secure larger amounts of cotton. Thus
caught between the upper and nether millstone of the editors
and the merchants, the customers usually saw themselves badly
scolded and abused. A Georgia country editor in scolding his
subscribers said that “we can tell a man who has corn enough
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a mile off. The corn man cocks his hat on one side and swings
along at an easy stride. The ‘no corn’ man has his hat pulled
over his eyes and shambles along with a slouching gait and a
side long look as if he expected every minute for someone to
sing out ‘I know what ails you. You haven’t corn enough to
last until March.” He takes the bray of any casual hungry or
lonesome mule as a personal reflection and can’t look the critter
in the face, thinking he is saying to himself ‘there goes a cotton
lunatic—may the devil fly away with him.’

“We don’t know a man who has gone to pot since the war
for planting too much corn.”

Thus it was that both merchant and customer were harassed.
The merchant was accused of making the farmer plant cotton
so he could make money to pay his bill at the store. At the same
time there was a profit in selling corn and meal.

Sentimentalists have waxed eloquent in their writings of corn
pone and potlikker. Even United States senators have been
known to make public spectacles of themselves, and sometimes
southern governors have made folksy appeals to red-necked
constituencies with the subject. Next to “corn bread and pot-
likker” has been corn bread and buttermilk—when there was
buttermilk. Corn bread went with everything. It is a wonder
that the picturesque colonels of southern romance were not
made to appear sitting on their high-columned porches with
slices of hot buttered egg bread in one hand and frosty juleps
in the other. Always it was the piéce de résistance of the meal,
yet this innocent food was charged with the heinous crime of
causing pellagra. By 1910 the twenty-four-pound bags of bolted
meal on the counters of stores were suggestive of the southern
scourge. Actually bolted meal was only one of the sources of
regional malnourishment. There were many other factors in
the cause of this disease, and most of them stemmed from the
types of food carried on the pages of store ledgers.
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A slight degree higher in the culinary-social scale was the
inferior chalky-white flour from the mills over the Ohio. Flour
bread was a sort of mark of food gentility. It was all right to
serve corn bread with vegetables, and occasionally to offer hot
corn bread to guests on other occasions if the hostess “smiled”
in doing so, but biscuits were definitely company bread. Hot
biscuits with the hospitable admonition to “take two and butter
them while they’re hot” was a great rural favorite. Southerners
generally loved hot biscuits. Three times a day they wanted
them, and they ranged in size from the dainty little mouthfuls
cut by the fastidious tin cutters from the stores to the sprawling
islands of dough cooked three and four to the pan. One south-
ern geologist observed that biscuit spread out conversely to the
nature of the topography of the country. Certainly the quality
of biscuit served on southern tables varied with the social back-
grounds of their makers.

Both high and low among the social groups found flour an
indispensable commodity. A human note from General John
Bratton adequately describes the necessity for flour. “Please
send me a small sack of flour,” he wrote, “we ran out entirely
Sir before I was informed of it and there are more people in my
house than at any time for a year past. So be sure to send me a
little Flour, whether you have it in small sacks that boy-can
bring on horse or not.”

Flour by the barrel became the gauge by which the prices
were adjudged. In times of fair economic balance a barrel of
flour sold for $3.50 to $7.00. When these prices crept upward,
cither the economic balance was being disturbed or merchants
were guilty of charging exorbitant prices. That the sale of
flour was heavy is attested by the fact that counters and ware-
rooms were always filled with sacks and barrels. Invoices give
the picture of this trade with almost statistical accuracy. A
whole barrel weighed 196 pounds and a half barrel 98 pounds;
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a quarter-barrel sack was 48 pounds, and the small sacks
weighed 24 pounds.

Barrelheads were places where commercial artists let their
imagination run away with them. Fierce American eagles with
wide-spread wings and claws full of arrows skimming over the
national shield was the mark of Spread Eagle brand. A large
circular label portraying an Egyptian obelisk was the mark of
a famous Louisville product. Among the hundreds of others
were Grand Republic, Homeland, Elite, Blue Ribbon, White
Rose, Mama’s Pride, Sunny Side, Ever Thine, White Lily and
Omega. These brands represented the output of as many fac-
tories, and nearly every one of them was indicative of a certain
quality. Generally the stores handled a poor grade of flour
which was purchased at wholesale prices from $2.50 to $5.00
per barrel and was retailed at prices ranging from $5.00 to
$9.00. That some customers were conscious of the fact that
there was a difference in quality was sometimes noticeable in
order notes which asked for a “good grade of family flour.”

When the acute economic pinch came in the seventies and
again in the nineties, a veritable storm of wrath broke out
against the merchants and the millers. The price of flour was
pounced upon nearly every time a critic of the southern way of
life raised his voice. It was regarded as a fairly accurate index
factor in the discriminatory cost of living. The whole margin
of mercantile profits it seemed could be established by checking
the buying and selling prices of flour. Thus it was that this
important source of bread was often caught up in the argu-
ments shouted from the platforms by ranting demagogues and
agrarian reformers. But more fundamental, however, was the
fact that it was one of the strong links which bound the staple
farmers of the South to the grain farmers of the Northwest.

Paradoxically the grain and meat trade was a factor in mak-
ing common cause between the farmers of the South and the
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Northwest, yet it set them against each other. Like the South-
ern farmers, the meat and bread producers wished to get as
much as they could for what they sold and pay as little as pos-
sible for what they bought.

From Virginia to Texas food purchases were pretty much
alike. Every personal account of any consequence included fre-
quent purchases of the staples, meat, meal, molasses, flour,
sugar, salt and coffee. Molasses was made in all of the southern
states, and was of three grades. There was the lowly sorghum
which grew throughout the region from Kentucky to the Gulf,
and which was converted into thick syrup in the early fall. All
during the year it was sold through the stores for thirty to fifty
cents a gallon, and made a decided appeal to Negro customers.
After it had been in a barrel for six months it reached a stage
of mild fermentation in which a heavy white collar stood on
jugs and cans, and it gave off a loud odor of cane.

That much of the molasses sold in the stores was of an in-
ferior quality was illustrated by the frequent notes of complaint.
A lower South customer wrote in 1893 that “there must have
been some mistake about the molasses. My family cant use
what you sent so I return it. I have plenty of the same kind you
need not send the Bar. back. Will not trouble you to Draw It.
Please send bar of flour.” A South Carolinian, however, was
less hard to please about his “morlassies.” In February 1886 he
wrote T. G. Patrick, “Please send me and Bob one ballriel of
them morlassies that you sold Bill and Jorden Charge one half
of the Balriel to me and the other to Bob—the very same mor-
lasis that you sold Bob and Jorden.”

Louisiana and Georgia ribbon cane syrup from which the
sucrose had not been removed was the choicest product. It was
far superior to either sorghum or cheap blackstrap which was
a by-product of the Louisiana sugar houses. Distributors such
as John M. Parker and Company and the Louisiana Molasses
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Company of New Orleans supplied a large portion of the mo-
lasses which found its way into the throng of jugs which passed
through the stores. Frequently order notes asked for molasses,
and with a large number of customers the molasses jug was
more a necessity than was the coal-oil can. Most southerners
were extremely fond of sopping their bread in either gravy or
molasses. The latter was more relished because its sweetness
offset the monotony of the corn-bread-salt-meat combination.
In fact molasses went a long way toward making salt meat
palatable, and this is one of the reasons that it has often been
charged with being one of the sinful dietary trio.

Characteristic purchases of food were the two entries taken
from the daybook of the R. W. Brice and Company of South
Carolina. In June 1878 George Caldwell bought eight bushels
of meal, two gallons of molasses, thirty-six pounds of “bacon”
and one hundred pounds of flour, while his neighbor A. J.
Mobley purchased twenty-five pounds of sugar, twelve pounds
of coffee, a gallon of “lamp oil,” fifty pounds of bacon, two
gallons of molasses, six bushels of meal, two fans and three and
a third yards of calico. These early ledger pictures hold true for
most of the southern supply trade during the five decades fol-
lowing the Civil War.

Aside from the staples which have been mentioned there was
the steady demand for coffee. Every customer was a potential
purchaser of this commodity. In most instances merchants
bought coffee in the green-bean stage and dipped it out pound
at a time from the large jute bags in which it was packed in
Brazil. Nearly every household parched and ground its own
coffee, and it was more from this custom than from the much
famed magnolias that the countryside took on one of its most
fragrant odors. Customarily green coffee sold all the way from
a bit a pound to three pounds for a dollar, and it was as much
a necessity as were tobacco, molasses and bacon.
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Sugar and salt ranked with coffee in importance. Both of
these commodities originated in the region. Sugar came from
the Louisiana, Carolina and Georgia cane fields. Stores in the
upper part of the region secured salt from the Kanawha River
source, while those in the lower South secured their supply from
the Jefferson Island mines in Louisiana. It came in barrels and
coarse sacks, and if less than a hundred pounds was sold a clerk
had to break the bag and weigh out the required amount. It
was not until the latter years of highly imaginative packaging
and increased urban living that salt was sold in small quantities.
Although the money involved in the purchase of salt was
trivial in comparison with other aspects of the store business, it
was a major factor in trade.

Open barrels of white and brown sugar were kept on hand
to meet the constant demand for it. Southerners working at
the arduous task of farming needed large quantities of food,
and sweetening was a favorite. Like molasses, sugar helped to
enliven the traditional fare which was served in most families.
Cane fields of the subtropical gulf coastal area, like the grain
fields and hog pastures of Iowa, found an outlet through the
stores. Cane farmers exploited tobacco and cotton growers by
continually presenting their case to Congress and begging for a
higher sugar tariff so they could get more for what they grew,
and, perhaps, pay less for what they bought. For several
decades no bright-colored signs were nailed to store fronts pro-
claiming the virtues of one brand of sugar over another, nor
of one particular brand of salt—yet these commodities were
high up in the list of the standards.

Not all of the store trade in food had to do with the sale of
goods which were outgoing. There was a fairly rich produce
trade which yielded a steady year-round profit to merchants.
Housewives longing for special clothes and knickknacks saved
their chickens, butter, eggs, nuts and other marketable produce
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and traded them off to merchants. Although much the same
attitude which prevailed against the hog and the cow was
applied to the chicken, there was a rather steady flow of eggs
into the stores. Boxes, cans and baskets filled with eggs packed
down in cottonseed came in on Saturdays to be emptied and
their contents counted. Patient clerks spent hours digging eggs
out of cottonseed, shaking them in the precandling days to see
that they were reasonably sound and then counting them. It
was a tedious job to count a large quantity of eggs, especially
when heartless pranksters stood around waiting to start a com-
motion at the moment when a tub was filled to the brim with
a day’s purchase. Likewise it was maddening to have to con-
centrate on counting eggs with a hot political argument going
on about the stove, but business was business. If a clerk mis-
counted a basket of eggs sent in by a woman customer there
would be a serious repercussion, and most often the customer’s
claim prevailed.

As characteristic of the country-store trade as rows of patent-
medicine bottles and drums of kerosene were the bags, barrels
and papers of seed which were put on seasonal display. This
was almost as much a reflective factor in the southern diet as
was the sale of the “staples.” Each February when plows, plow-
lines, horse collars, axes and hoes were put on display, bags of
onion sets were unlaced, and bag tops rolled down so as to
show off their red and white wares. When this happened there
was an aroma of hopefulness to the stores. Nothing ever came
quite so near to expressing the approach of spring as did the
pungent smell of onion sets. They bespoke early gardens,
turnip greens, green onions, fresh cabbage and radishes, but
most of all relief from the everyday winter victuals. Rural
southerners were little better off than medieval Englishmen in
this respect. They sated their hunger during the drab winter
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months with salt-cured or dried foods and looked hopefully to
spring for a change. Green onions added zest to meat and
gravy, turnip greens and peas, or just to hot biscuit. The fre-
quent and almost universal entries in the store seem to indicate
that southerners liked onions best of all vegetables.

At the same time onion sets were placed on sale, bags and
barrels of Irish potatoes were put in stock. They cluttered the
aisles and were within themselves harbingers of spring. Rice
and grits filled the place of potatoes in the regional list of
foods except for the spring and summer months when “new”
potatoes were available. Customers ordered seed “Ish taters” by
the peck and then cut them with an eye to saving enough of
the meat for one meal without robbing the sprouts of too much
sustenance. Actually potatoes were a rare delicacy for a large
portion of the southern population, except for about four
months of the year.

When onion sets and potatoes appeared in the stores, the
fancy seed boxes were put in a prominent place atop counters.
With their lids propped upright they showed off to excellent
advantage the extravagantly lithographed cabbage heads, beets,
radishes and turnip greens. Each seed packet was within itself
a masterpiece in the art of commercial advertising. With few
or no seed inspection laws to block their labors, artists and com-
posers of package legends soared high in their calling. A
drowsy farmer sat by the stove and gazed dreamily at the fancy
vegetables on the seed packets and planned for a garden that
would waft him away forever from the uninteresting food
which he ate three times a day. He almost forgot the presence
of the meat box, the molasses barrel and the stack of meal sacks
in the back of the store.

Yet in the idylls of the seed displays there was a strong cur-
rent of conservatism. Southern taste was for the more common-
place vegetables. Orders came in like the one written by
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William Mabby in 1892: “please send me 1 gal onion sets 1
pack Drum head cabbage seed 1 pack collard seed 1 pack beet
seed if you haven’t got them on hand please get them for me
and take pay out of money I left with you please send seed and
amt of cost by Dick.” Another wanted “2 papers cabbage seed
1 of collards & 2 of tomatoes,” and a female gardener asked for
“2 papers each of flat Dutch Drum Head & Winningstadt cab-
bage seed.”

Prominent among the seed orders was a demand for collards.
This vegetable was peculiar to the South, and it offered some
degree of salvation to the malnourished parts of the popula-
tion. But because of the taste for it by white and black alike
and the ease with which it was grown it fell low in the social
scale. Nevertheless as a matter of everyday eating and of sale of
seed in the stores the lowly collard occupied a top place in
popularity.

Generally missing from the rather limited choice of seeds
were string beans, peas and okra, which, like watermelon,
cantaloupe and turnip, were propagated by growers saving
their own seeds from year to year and planting them with little
thought for selection and breeding. Some of these seeds actu-
ally became a part of family traditions. For two or three gen-
erations certain bean and watermelon seeds were held in high
esteem, and in the case of the watermelon, efforts were made to
control the distribution of the variety. Nevertheless several
favorite varieties of melons were distributed over the South
through the stores. Of these there were the favorites such as
Augusta and Georgia rattlesnake, Kolb’s Gem, Tom Watson,
Kleckly Sweet and Stone Mountain.

Despite the conservatism of taste for vegetables and the large
amount of home production of seeds, the seductive display cases
in the stores were vital parts of the institution. Immediately
after the war D. M. Ferry, of Philadelphia, entered the southern
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market with his famous combination shipping and exhibit
boxes. Keenly aware of the regional demand, he packed his
cases each fall with abundant supplies of the more popular
numbers and sent them away to country merchants to be han-
dled on consignment. At the end of the season he split his
profits with the dealer, reclaimed his cases and the unsold stock
and began all over the cycle of “catching the trade.”

The imaginative Ferry was not without competitors. The
Shakers from Pleasant Hill, Kentucky, sold seed all over the
South. At Richmond, Virginia, T. W. Woods and Sons had a
claim on much of the southern trade, and where they left off
the Alexander Drug and Seed Company of Augusta took up
and competed with the outsiders. Later all of the seed houses
found strong competition from the H. G. Hastings Company
who developed a large mail-order business from the red acres
south of Atlanta. Selling seed was closely akin to the medicine
business; there were many distributors who competed for the
country-store market with far more knowledge of the drawing
powers of lithography than of garden seeds. For the stores
themselves the rather generous profit returned by the sale of
seed was not large, but few stores wanted to be without their
colorful displays. They comprised a flashy part of the over-all
picture of the store itself, and marked a major departure from
the sale of “imported” foods over the counter.

Thus the stores became active centers of southern human
welfare. ‘There was in both their stocks and records eloquent
testimony describing as accurately perhaps as a statistical table
the basis of life in the region. The story of the store’s food sales
was often sinful and was always dramatically symbolized by a
weary man shambling away from its porch weighted down
with a sack of meal, a slab of meat and a bucket of molasses.



CuaPTER TEN

MR. McGUFFEY AT THE CROSSROADS

THE counTry sTORE and the one-room schoolhouse developed
simultaneously, and they were closely associated. Sometimes
they were near neighbors, and always the stores were sources of
supplies for the schoolrooms. In March, July and October ac-
count books tell the stories of school openings. Within three or
four days after each term began, ragged orders for textbooks,
writing materials, clothing and extra food supplies appeared in
the stores.

A schoolmaster wrote J. L. Williams of Eagleville, Tennes-
see, in a semimilitary manner: “Sir, by order from the Director
and Clerk Mr. Lowe I ask you to please send me Two buckets
two dippers, a broom and a box of crayon and charge the same
to the board? Do this and oblige yours as ever, customer?
Fred M. Jordan.”

Fred Jordan’s pupils and those like them all over the South
bought books, tobacco, slates and slate pencils. An Alabama
mother wanted a merchant “To please let the bearer have sixty
cents in trade. Send me McGuffey’s 1st reader, McGuffey’s
third Reader, 2 Webster’s spellers. If you have not got them,
please get them and send me bill by bearer.” A South Caro-
linian sought “1 book Appleton’s Second Reader. 1 Ten cent
Slate—and fifty Cts worth of Good Ten cent Tobacco and
Charge to me.”

Consistently there were orders for McGuffey’s, Goodrich’s,
172
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Appleton’s, Butler’s and Harper's readers, Ray’s arithmetic,
Webster’s Elementary Spelling Book, Barnes’ and Stephens’
histories, Guyot’s and the New Eclectic geographies, and Har-
vey’s Grammar.

The famous McGuffey series of Eclectic Readers was the key-
stone of rural southern education. Before the Civil War Wil-
liam Holmes McGu#ey’s publishers, Truman and Smith Com-
pany, sold thousands of their texts to the region’s schools. In
1860 Winthrop B. Smith, president of Truman and Smith, con-
ducted a sales campaign south of the Potomac, and when the
war began he had many uncollected accounts. This largely
explains why Confederate school children were supplied Mc-
Guffey’s readers. These books were printed by the Methodist
Book Concern of Nashville until that region was occupied by
Federal forces, and then the trade moved back to Cincinnati.

When the war was over the Eclectic Readers were again sold
by the Cincinnati publishers. Wilson, Hinkle and Company
(after 1877, Van Antwerp, Bragg and Company) again secured
the southern book trade. Working through new state superin-
tendents of education, with poorly organized school boards, and
through country merchants, their company secured a growing
patronage. This company was able to win in the bitter rivalry
with Morton and Griswold Company of Louisville who pub-
lished the famous Goodrich readers and spellers.

McGuffey’s readers were well suited for the vagaries of the
crossroads textbook trade. The original texts were prepared at
a time when America was in a most exciting period of fermen-
tation but the author believed there were certain fundamental
human impulses and reactions which were unchanging and he
stuck to these. Like his famous contemporary, Stephen Collins
Foster, McGuffey was able to divest his work of sectional bias.

The stories ir his readers were simple and forceful accounts
of everyday life. Sentimental admonitory pieces like “Meddle-
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- some Matty” found a ready audience. Mrs. E. L. Beers’
“Which” was a glorification of poverty and large families.
These were selections which at once appealed to sentimental
and highly moral ante-bellum southerners, and later to simple
rural folk who were getting their first real taste of popular
education.

Within the first decade of the existence of the new schools a
third of the rural southern people were unable to tell whether
Robinson Crusoe was a marooned character from Defoe’s writ-
ings, the Old Testament or the Fourth Reader, or whether
“Dare to Do Right” was a chapter from Proverbs or an Eng-
lish schoolboy story written by Thomas Hughes. Many Mc-
Guffey illustrations even validated the scriptures. In the scene
where a boat of a whaling crew was upset, one hapless victim
was represented as falling headlong past the whale’s mouth to
convince the most skeptical that Jonah could have suffered his
famous catastrophe.

In the midst of the Civil War, E. J. Whitney was employed
to make new plates for the readers, and the famous textbooks
took on a modernized graphic tone. Progress in engraving im-
proved the appearance of the textbooks. Hand-drawn pictures
were cut on wood blocks, then transferred by electrotyping
onto metal plates. For the rural South the pictures in McGuf-
fey’s readers were a sort of artistic hors d’oeuvre. Engravers
were able to put in each of their scenes the same aphoristic
lessons that were written into the text, and for those who were
unable to grasp the full meaning of the stories the pictures
gave wonderful aid.

- Pupils generally kept account of their progress through
school by passage from primer to first, second, third and fourth
readers and life in earnest. A fourth-grade education enabled
the average pupil to read with some certainty, to spell most of
the words in the first half of Noah Webster’s Elementary Spell-
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ing Book, and to cipher a reasonable portion of the problems it
Joseph Ray’s New Primary and Practical Arithmetics.

Arithmetic was an important subject in the South. Van
Antwerp, Bragg and Company sold thousands of their famous
book prepared by Joseph Ray of Woodward College through
the country stores. These were copyrighted first in 1877 and
quickly became everyday stock in the stores.

At Booneville, Mississippi, Dr. Ray had a competitor in S. H.
Morrow, a roving mathematician, who sought the southern
trade with his little book, The Practical Arithmetic; Contain-
ing the Shortest Process Extant of Solving Practical Questions.
In the face of such a giant as Ray’s arithmetic there must have
been some misgivings in Professor Morrow’s mind as to the
possibilities of his sixty-four-page book. He printed the legend,
“What Man Has Done, Others May Do. T'll Try.” The print-
ing was done in Louisville, Kentucky, and it was sold first for
a dollar a copy; later the price was marked down to fifty cents.
The author’s market was the New South, and figures of a
practical sort were beginning to have meaning as never before.
Long division and computing interest became a vital part of
life. Lien notes and sharecropping demanded an elementary
knowledge of these mathematical disciplines by even the most
illiterate. “The age in which we live,” says the preface, “de-
mands that every man should at least have such a practical
knowledge of the principles in the solution of examples that
occur in daily business transactions.”

Dr. Ray showed a like practical turn of mind in planning his
problems. His Practical Arithmetic set forth both maximum
and minimum inte