


by David A. Haury

or more than a century
many Kansans enjoyed the
convenience, and for the
younger family members
excitement, of shopping in
the local five and dime store. This was the
place to find inexpensive household items,
ﬂ)ﬂmy a discount ﬂmg of camd}'y relax at the
soda fountain with a cherry coke, or, in the
case of this author, select the best plastic

models to assemble.

Ductwall’s variely store in Colfonwood Falls. The
earliest Duckwail's began in 1901 in Abllene as a
‘racket’ store, similarfo this store (inset) pho-
tographed in 1903 probably in Manhatian.

All photographs courtesy Duckwall-ALCO Stores, Inc.
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Some younger Kansans may have missed this pleasure as
during the last quarter of the twentieth century many
downtown five and dime stores have closed and been re-
placed with larger discount stores, usually on the outskirts

of town. The home-grown Duckwall’s (and later ALCO)

chain, based in Abilene, fortunately has been with us now

for more than a hundred years, and during that time it has

(ABoveE) interior of & Duchwail's
racket store in Saling, pho-

ographed in 1308 (RiGHT) Adver
Hsing fan presented o customers,
compiiments of AL Duckwall
Stores, ca. 1930 (seLow] AL,
Duchwal founder of the wel-
Known variety store chain.

prominent
and successful
role in the evo-
lution of the dime and dis-
count store phenomenon.
Alva Lease Duckwall swas born on a farm in Ohio in
1877, and in 1898 moved to Greenleaf in north-central
Kﬂﬂmsﬂs VV][']N?]['B ]h@ Opemlelﬂ a S@"S‘V]‘Uﬂlg mdlc]l’n{”ne dlml&l ]I)].N:)'C]le

sales and repair s]h@]p)o In 1901 he sold his store, moved to
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4%“)]’1]@11@; ﬂ]ndl if@][‘ ﬂﬂ)@ut {D\UUP hmn&lﬂ‘@(]l &O]HIHLTS PUTCL&SB& \ﬂlml(]l
began managing a “racket” store. Racket stores might best
be described as discount variety stores with a focus on the
smaller and less expensive items used to furnish a home.
[ts name originated from the tin peddler carts of old,
whose pots and pans clanged and rattled on their hooks,
creating a great racket as they were pushed through the
streets. In 1888 the first racket store
was opened and named by William Belk
in Monroe, North Carolina, and the
Belk chain still operates some two hun-
dred department stores in the southeast
and mid-Atlantic regions.

By the turn of the century the
racket name had caught on, and city di-
rectories and newspaper advertisements
reveal racket stores, where a housewife
could find all of the furnishings neces-
sary for her home, throughout Kansas.
However, for some reason, the racket
name did not survive, and this type of
houseware store largely disappeared.
Duckwall also dropped the racket name
and within a few years chose for his en-
terprise the more popular five and dime

genre, which vwas ex]p]lo&lfnmg across the coun-

he five and dime started in 1879
when Frank Winfield Woolworth
opened his first five-cent store in
Utica, New York, When it immediately failed

he tried again, this time with a five~ and ten-cent

store in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. This attempt
was quite successful, and he and his brother Charles
opened five and dimes throughout the country, In
1911 the company incorporated with nearly six hundred
Woolworth's stores.

T]l’ﬂe Uﬂ'igflﬂﬂ&]l fi%*e ﬂun& Hl]imes ]pu]rc]lllﬂs@&l flﬂllex]peﬂllsfl“ve
meTCLﬂln(ﬂise ]ln ]lﬂl]rg@ qu&ﬂ‘ii‘iies ﬂln&l O‘HEBII‘B(H l@‘VV ]I)ll‘]ices on a
wide variety of items such as candy, toys, glassware,
Christmas ornaments and other seasonal items, stationery,
crafts, and much more. Dime stores differed from earlier
general stores not only by carrying just inexpensive items
but also by placing fixed prices on each item and having
most goods out for the shopper to handle. The older gener~
al store kept almost everything, even the candy jars, on
shelves behind the counter, and customers pointed or pro-
vided lists of goods for the clerk to assemble, price, and
bag. The new concept proved exceptionally popular, The



fﬂ“‘e ﬂ]l’]l&l ‘l{llme
stores soon drove other
variety stores ouf of ]ljnmsiness, and
before long most main streefs in towns
large and small boasted one or more five and dimes.

Meanwhile, back in Kansas, A, IL.. Duclkwall added a
second store in Salina in 1906, followed by others in
Manhattan, (C]la‘y Center, Concordia, Junction City, and
Gireat Bend between 1910 and 1914, The company in-
corporated its seven stores in 1915, and by 1937 Duck-
srall operated forty stores, thirty-five in Kansas and five in
Colorado. In 1961 eighty-five stores could be found in five
states. Duckwall's never reached the scale of V\.Tooﬂwomlhys?
but with Woolsworth's and competing K!resge?s stores locat-
ed mmiln]ly in larger Kansas communities, Duckwall’s domi-
nated this segment of the market in medium to smaller
towns in Kansas.

The lunch counter soon became another popular fix-
ture of the five and dime. In 1951 when Duckwall’s cele-
brated its fifticth anniversary by moving to a new 37,600-

square-foot office and warehouse complex, fiffeen of its

(asove) Emplovees behind the candy countar in the
Sabetha Duchwall's store, which opened in 1927 As
stated in the Duchwail's Personne! Folicy Manual for
1228 the empioyees atthe candy counter shouwid
he “Snappy Girls” The manual sugpested that ‘the
bright, smifing, substantial healthy gl who is
reasonably careful of her sppearance Is the Kind to be
desired as & clerk, as contrasted o the fuffy doll fvpe givl, or the
cull unatiractive, unhealihy looking gint. The candy gir shouwld be
specially affractive” "Choose Your Canady Girt Carefully” the in-
struclions acvised. (LerT) Description of the candy depariment,
excerpled from a Duchwall’s adverfising handoul, ca. 1920,

stores offered luncheonettes, as they were first called.
Duckwall’s thrived by maintaining modern storefronts

and fixtures and operated with current management and
mﬂw‘“(e't;lmlg ]pW'ﬂ(E‘t;lCeSa Z\j[ﬂﬂmﬂlge“'s were g“'DOme&l ﬂml‘&l rose
through the ranks, and they and their stores became active
in the communities, not wanting to be outsiders who took
from and did not give back to the community, The Abilene
office had a showroom of new products where buyers and
managers carefully watched customer reactions to trial se-
lections of goods. More than a half century later these prac~
tices are still fundamental management and marketing tech-
niques of discount chains.

n the 1960s the five and dime store evolved into the

much larger discount store, Kresge's opened its first

Kumart in 1962, Woolworth's began its Woolco dis-
count chain the same year, and Target and Wal-Mart also

opemeﬁl their first stores. Regflummﬂ chains soon f@“@n’e&ly in-
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(LerT) Abundant adverlising, such as this ful-page holi-
day display from & 1238 Abilene newspsper, aftracted
both affention and crowds o the reasonably priced
merchandise. (secow) No ohe wanted fo miss a grand
opening, With lts accompanying safe fems, asls evi-
dentin this pholograph from Lyons (ca. 1950,

company's sales. ighty-five Duclkwall variety

stores gmﬂnen’eﬂl the remaining 8 percent.

When A. L. Duckwall ]pmsseﬂl away in
1937, his older brother, W, I, Duckwall, be-
came pmesiﬂlent of the company, and Alva's

son, A. L. Jr., served as vice

cluding Gibson’s and David’s, which began as a single small
discount appliance shop in Wichita. [n 1968 Duckwall’s
joined the trend and opened its first AILCO discount
store in Newton. Unlike Woolco, Gribson's, and David's,
which failed to survive into the twenty-first century,
ALCO found a formula for success. A%]l't]lm\ulg]ln the compa-
ny “M'ieﬂy struggled, filing for chapter 11 Lmnl&ru}p!ﬂcy in
l989y ALCUY m'\ulC]h ]l]'l]l{'ﬂ Dl]ﬂ:]l{wvﬂll]lys ]l’llﬂl/dl (ﬂ@mle Alu][‘].l]ng ‘L]l]l'ﬂ
first half of the century, targeted smaller communities not
served by the larger chains such as Kmart or Wal-Mart,
and it has prospered in these markets.

By 2003, thivty-five vears alter opening its first
ALCO discount store, Duckwall-ALCO had 177
AILCO stores, which accounted for 92 percent of the
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president and then president
from 1969 to 1975, In 1972
the company went public, and
by 1983 it had more than two
thousand sharcholders, A, L.
Duclwall was recognized for
his long-time contributions
and successes when he was in-
ducted into the Kansas Busi-
ness Hﬂl]ﬂl 01[. F\ﬂlme ]i]n 2®®®o
Mucﬂ'ﬂ ]l'!\ﬂls (D]l’ﬂ&l]lg@(]l S].l]nﬂe

the ﬂlmys when Duckwall stores

LY MR SN

st&yedl open late on Saﬂt\mr&l&y

nights to accommodate the

local farmers coming to town
to shop, or when A, L. Duck-

wall drove through the coun-

o i
o L

barns, However, the Duckswall mission of serving small-

tryside on Sunday afternoons
asking those same farmers if he
could take his bucket of paint

and place a store ad on their

town Kansas communities with qum]lilf:y merchandise and

competitive prices is still the same.

DaviD HAURY is a native Kansan and the former associate di-
rector of the Kansas State Historical Society. He currently is the
director of the Bureau of Archives and History at the Pennsylva-
nia Historical and Museum Commission in Harrisburg.



