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            CHAPTER ONE

            CHICAGO 1891
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         Julia Siegel was born in Chicago in 1886, a first-generation American. Her father, Henry, came from Baden-Württemberg in south-west Germany. His family lived in Eubigheim, a remote village somewhere between Würzburg and Mannheim. Although it boasted a Schloss, the village is no larger now than it was when Henry left for America in 1875 aged 15. He could not wait to join his brothers, Abraham and Gerson, who had already emigrated but he had to finish school first.

         Henry claimed his first job in America was as a liftboy in Washington D.C. This is something Julia always believed. When her 2grandson went off for a gap year, she expected him to get job as ‘a waiter or a lift-boy’! In fact, Henry made for Parkersburg in West Virginia. He intended to join his brothers in their business selling ladies’ cloaks and they soon noticed that he had the makings of a shopkeeper. The knowledge he gained from them put him at an advantage, but he had to learn to be an American first. He must have been overwhelmed to discover the size of the American continent, and the smallness of Parkersburg compared to the cities of Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit and Rochester, bordering the United States of America and Canada.

         The Great Fire of Chicago in 1871 decimated the city and regeneration put migrants on an equal footing with the existing population. This may have encouraged the Siegels to take their business to Chicago and the arrival of Henry probably clinched their decision.

         Henry was small, pugnacious, energetic, hardworking and, most of all, ambitious. His brothers indoctrinated him ‘to be a good businessman and to honour his word at all times’. The German word Siegel means ‘seal’ and the expression Buch und Siegel stood for honesty.

         When the Siegels arrived in Chicago, with Henry barely 20, they were entering the 1880s, the decade in which the city grew to world fame. By 1890 the population had increased to a million and Chicago was declared America’s second city. In 1893 it hosted ‘The World’s Columbian Exposition’.

         The two men Henry aspired to emulate were rich and famous, yet their beginnings were as humble as his own. Marshall Field came from western Massachusetts and Levi Z. Leiter from Maryland. In 1865 they were taken into partnership by ‘Potter’ Palmer. Palmer had come from New York to open a dry goods store in 1852. Field, Leiter, Palmer & Co. lost their first store in the Great Fire. Their next one, now under the name of Field, Leiter & Co., unfortunately burnt down in 1877. With success as wholesalers, they decided the next building, opened in 1879, would concentrate 3on wholesale. In 1881 the partnership was terminated and Field bought Leiter out for a reputed $3,000,000. Marshall Field & Co’s next wholesale store built in 1887 was modelled on the Palazzo Pitti in Florence, ‘one of the most imposing buildings of the Italian Renaissance’ with massive walls and great arches.
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         For his part, with wealth and a newfound independence, Leiter became a successful property developer. What would come to be called ‘The Chicago School of Architecture’ was already establishing large new buildings on the city skyline. In 1884 William Le Baron Jenney designed the 12-storey Home Insurance Building, using skeletal steel frames instead of ‘massive’ load-bearing walls. The Field, Leiter buildings destroyed by fire in 1877 had retained iron pillars intact in the rubble and Leiter saw the potential of framing an edifice in steel. If Jenney could design a 12-storey skyscraper, ‘the world’s first skyscraper’, why not an eight-storey, steel-framed department store bearing the name Leiter?

         Today ‘The Second Leiter Building’ occupies a full block on busy S. State Street, just south of ‘The Loop’, Chicago’s elevated train system. It bears the inscription ‘LEITER 1891’. Jenney’s skyscraper was demolished in 1929, but Leiter’s building stands unchanged from the day it was built with its first occupant being the Siegel-Cooper Dry Goods Department Store. 4

         In 1884 Henry married Julia Rosenbaum. She was from a well-established East Coast family. The only photograph of her depicts a lovely, caring, soft and shy woman, modest despite her formal wear and severe contemporary hairstyle. They were blessed with the birth of their only child, Julia Florence Siegel on 3 November 1886. It was a tragedy that the mother should die in 1891, when Julia was only four years old, leaving husband and child destitute. The inscription ‘LEITER 1891’ visible today, high above the Chicago sidewalk, depicts the year in which Henry Siegel achieved his first great success as a storekeeper but it also marks the year he became a widower.
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         Using storekeeping knowledge learnt from his brothers, Henry went into equal partnership with Frank G. Cooper, an already established, reputable provisions merchant hailing from the Netherlands. Their dry goods store in a busy part of the city was doing well in 1887. The premises were modest and Henry, now senior partner in Siegel Coopers, had ambitions to expand into managing a large department store. He was able to fulfil his  5dreams partly from the rivalry that still existed between Field and Leiter. The famous Marshall Field’s Department Store was not yet in existence. Leiter saw the advantage of retail – he would be ahead of the competition. His store would be designed by Jenney, and it would be leased to the established Siegel-Cooper partnership.

         The dazzling white Maine granite-clad structure boasted Jenney’s ‘Chicago’-designed windows, with large glass panes allowing extra height on each floor, a precursor of ‘open-planning’. The building was indeed intended as a single retail establishment, with expansive, laterally laid departments on each of eight floors. Siegel-Cooper Co. had 402 × 145 feet floor space to occupy the 15-acre building, making ‘The Big Store’ the largest retail establishment in the world at the time. No longer a store, and now a college, the double-height hall or atrium still occupies the front of South State Street. Marble floor and pillars supporting the domed ceiling have the extravagance expected of a Field-Leiter building and brushed steel Art Deco lift doors remain unchanged.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            NEW YORK 1896

            ‘Meet me at the fountain’
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         On 1 March 1895, The New York Times made the following headlines:

         
            [image: ]

         

         7Henry Siegel, the 34-year-old President of Siegel, Cooper & Co. spoke to the newspaper:

         
            I am free to say that it will be the largest plant of its kind in the world, and will throw other establishments of a similar nature into the shade. The general plan to be followed will be that which has proved so successful in Chicago, but in its operation it will be far more extensive. All the departments in the Chicago house will be duplicated in the New York establishment, and many new ones will be added introducing some novel features.

         

         These were the words of a potential megalomaniac. The diagnosis was correct. Between January 1895 and September 1896 Siegel became the largest storekeeper in the world with a workforce of 8000 employees. He saw himself as a Napoleon Bonaparte and he even collected rare items of Napoleon memorabilia.

         The newspaper learnt that the store would be on Sixth Avenue, between 18th and 19th streets, four blocks above Macy & Co.’s store, occupying 85,000 square feet against Macy’s 36,000. It would be larger than the existing largest stores in the world, Bon Marché in Paris and Whiteley’s in London. The store would be managed by Siegel, Cooper & Co. when it was incorporated with a probable capital of $2,000,000. ‘Siegel, Cooper & Co. are so favourably known in the community that any necessary amount of capital can be obtained for the enterprise.’

         It was paramount for New York to accept ‘Siegel’ as synonymous for honesty and fortitude. It was the essence for gaining credit. He knew that he must obliterate the least blemish ruthlessly, otherwise his empire would come tumbling down. And something intending to cast a slur on that very reputation had arisen the previous day. The perpetrator was, of course, R. H. Macy.

         L. Straus & Sons, owners of Macy’s, were bringing an action against Siegel, Cooper & Co. of Chicago to recover $150,000 for 8breaking a written contract to buy china and glassware to be sold in their Chicago store in October 1893. This was reported in the previous day’s issue of The New York Times. In reply Henry Siegel said he was counter claiming in a cross suit. Straus & Sons had not brought the suit in 1893 but ‘waited until we determined to establish a retail business in this city’. The Straus action failed, but Henry’s personal vendetta with Isador and Nathan Straus continued for over 20 years, Nathan ending up the winner.

         The New York Times reported a small item of news on 16 April. A Chicago court vacated a restraining order on Siegel-Cooper & Co. involving tax. The company was liable to a $1000 fine. The case was brought in Gerson Siegel’s name and he appeared to take the rap to keep his brother’s name from the papers.

         On 27 July an artist’s impression of ‘The Mammoth Store’ covered two pages. The architects reported ‘The building will be six storeys high except on the four corners, where it will be extended to seven. Over the main entrance will be an ornamental tower, the apex will be 235 feet above the curb’.
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         On 27 August: ‘Foundations of the Great Store to be perfected. The massive tubular columns which are to support the largest 9store, possibly, in Christendom are now in place. About 300 men are being employed blasting out rock.’

         For the next 12 months New Yorkers were spared further bombardments. On 16 August 1896, they were given a foretaste of what to expect on 12 September:

         
            Where Dry goods, Animals, Provisions, Flowers, a Canning Factory (previously tried out in Chicago), a Grammar School, Sick Rooms, Two Banks for the Help, 70 Departments, a number of which have never before found a place in a New York Store. The largest provisional store in the world will occupy the entire fourth floor. Meat, fish, grocery and provision departments will be established. A cold-storage apartment, 250 feet by 40, will be artificially cooled without the use of ice.

         

         The very helpful New York Times was provided with an office in the building. Customers would find a 70-foot diameter marble basin, out of which would rise a colossal 15-foot bronze statue of the Republic by the sculptor French on a marble pedestal, surrounded with four fountains illuminated with coloured electric lights.

         ‘Meet Me at the Fountain’ became the catch phrase familiar to future generations and similar to ‘Meet you in the Banking’ at Harrods Department Store in London.

         
            
[image: ]Henry Siegel

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Frank G. Cooper

            

         

         Henry Siegel saw New York City as an open field for quick and marked success: ‘We have had the pick of the whole country and 10 secured a force of men who are not only acquainted with the manufacturing world but also conversant with the inside workings of all the older New York stores and their sources of supply. This will enable us to undersell anyone else and still make up as much profit as they can with their larger prices.’ All this hyperbole inevitably created hysteria that broke out as the doors opened on 12 September 1896.
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            11More than 150,000 people and 172 policemen were drawn to the opening on 18th Street, in the shadow of the Sixth Avenue elevated track, Siegel-Cooper store, the store which sells feather boas, birds, and clothes and has a restaurant that can seat 350 people.

         

         The store remained in the public eye with regular news items. On 15 September there was a rush to buy bicycles from the display of 2000 or 3000 on the second floor. On 27 September the baby elephant sold for $2000. On 2 October, President Siegel exhibited his purchase of the painting ‘The Slave Mart’ by Robert Kamm. ‘It cost him $30,000. It will hang in his house.’ On 11 July 1897, The Big Store announced, ‘Two Grand Concerts Daily and 100s of food specialties on our great grocery floor.’ On 14 September 1897, the store raised $1097 for Newspaper Charitable Funds, consisting of 1% of a day’s takings for four days, sales daily averaging $25,000.

         Henry Siegel’s private life was affected dramatically by two separate events in 1898. On 12 February he was blackballed by the prestigious Up-Town Association. And its reporting in the newspapers was something he was not happy about. It may have influenced the second event. On 24 April he married Marie Wilde, widow of George M. Wilde, brother of Rear Admiral Wilde USN. With her came two stepdaughters, Georgine and Dorothy. No mention of Julia’s early years survives. One can only speculate how she was affected by the arrival of a stepmother and two stepsisters of her own age.12
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         Henry Siegel bought his second wife a beautiful 30-room mansion in Long Island Sound. ‘Driftwood’ was set on the 13shoreline of Orienta Point at Mamaroneck, a residential community served by commuter line from Grand Central Station. Set in nine acres of land and six acres of water, with 484 feet of shore frontage, it included a private island and pier. Bought for $50,000 with a $24,000 mortgage ‘Company President’ Henry Siegel spent a further $50,000 beautifying the property which included a ballroom and conservatory. There was a gardener’s cottage and stables for Mrs Siegel’s horses. With the further purchase of a five-storey town house on Madison Avenue for $500,000, and a boast of being worth $10,000,000, he had finally established his status in New York at the turn of the 20th century.

         The following decade witnessed numerous business deals all involving department stores. In 1900 the Chicago and New York stores were combined as the Siegel-Cooper Company Co-operative stores. The public were offered shares in this newly formed corporation capitalized at $24,000,000. As part of the Public Subscription a separate fund of $2,000,000 Guaranteed 6% preferred stock was offered to three-year employees of the two stores.

         In 1902 Henry Siegel sold his interest in the New York store including the share in the Chicago store he had bought from F.H. Cooper. He invested in Simpson, Crawford & Simpson, another New York dry goods store, joining a syndicate of which he was President.

         There was no doubt he was a canny operator. He was never accused of sharp practices. But his behaviour in a scheme to thwart his great rivals R.H. Macy was a little less gentlemanly, possibly vindictive rather than purely competitive. Macy’s iconic store has stood on Broadway between 34th and 35th streets since 1902 and is the mainstay of the annual New York Thanksgiving Day Parade. While undergoing their intended move from their premises on 14th Street to this new site they learnt that the vital corner of 34th Street belonged to Henry Siegel. The New York Times of 3 June 1902 carried the story:14

         HENRY SIEGEL’S INVESTMENT

         
            Small Corner Bought for $375,000 Will Bring $40,000 a Year, He says.

            Henry Siegel is making arrangements for the construction of a building on the site of the small piece of property at the northwest corner of 34th Street and Broadway, which he purchased about a year ago for $375,000.

            ‘People said I was crazy when I paid $375,000,’ said Mr Siegel yesterday. ‘It has a frontage of 31 feet on Broadway and a depth of 51 feet, but it slopes so that the width of the lot in the rear is really 16 feet. I have leased the property for a long term to a cigar company for $40,000 a year. That represents 5 percent on $800,000 when the present tenant’s lease expires. Next year I shall put up a four-story building costing not more than $40,000.’

         

         The Straus brothers, Isador and Nathan, saw no alternative but to buy him out.

         
            
[image: ]Opened in March 1904, the new department store occupied the southeast corner of 14th Street and 6th Avenue

            

         

         15His company, now titled Henry Siegel & Co., had ambitious plans to open two grand new dry goods stores in New York and Boston. Apart from being located in separate cities, construction commenced simultaneously in 1903. The later Fourteenth Street Store opened in March 1904 at 14th Street and 6th Avenue in New York: ‘with the unalterable aim to reduce prices to the lowest point possible without restricting quality’. Representing an investment of $1,000,000 it rose to ten storeys from basement and sub-basement.

         
            
[image: ]Details of the exterior of the Siegel-Cooper Department Store in New York, photographed in the 1990s
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