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  FOREWORD




  WHEN I WAS GROWING UP IN THE 1950S IN GREENVILLE, PENNSYLVANIA, Isaly’s was the premier destination for ice cream—hard ice cream, that is. The local Isaly’s store, with its shiny white Vitrolite front, occupied the ground floor of a narrow brick building in the lively Main Street business district, close to everything in the heart of town. Those were my elementary school years, and I had the illusion that Isaly’s, like most good things, was eternal.




  At the start of each morning, downtown workers in need of an early cup of coffee would fill wooden booths along the wall or low stools at a counter, while light from the hanging fixtures reflected off the pressed tin ceiling. At lunchtime, people gathered for sandwiches, chili, meat loaf, and other homestyle fare, served from the steam table at the back of the store. Employees at the deli counter sliced wafer-thin chipped chopped ham that Isaly’s had made a regional favorite. In the afternoon, when captive adolescents were released from the high school, they would rush in for Skyscraper cones and Klondike bars.




  The same scene was played out in hundreds of Isaly’s across the region. But eventually I realized that Isaly’s was not eternal after all. A fierce competition was waged in the fifties: Hard ice cream was challenged by soft-serve concoctions like the semi-frozen dessert that Dairy Queen had developed. Traditional business districts—congested blocks with a shortage of parking spaces—began to lose trade to drive-ins and automobile-convenient shopping centers on cheaper outlying land. In time, the Isaly’s stores vanished.




  Fortunately, Brian Butko has come along to research the Isaly’s story and present it in wonderful detail in this welcome book. Butko has gotten to know the people, products, atmosphere, and management techniques that made Isaly’s stand out during its heyday. His words should leave no doubt as to why the mention of Isaly’s still arouses a lingering pleasure, tempered by a wistful sense that yet another good thing has disappeared.




  Philip Langdon




  PHILIP LANGDON IS AUTHOR OF ORANGE ROOFS, GOLDEN ARCHES: THE ARCHITECTURE OF AMERICAN CHAIN RESTAURANTS AND A BETTER PLACE TO LIVE: RESHAPING THE AMERICAN SUBURB.




 [image: PREFACE]


  PREFACE




  THE KLONDIKE WAS NOT THE FIRST CHOCOLATE-COATED ICE CREAM BAR, and for 60 years, it was sold only around Pittsburgh and in Ohio. Yet since 1996, Klondike has been America’s best-selling ice cream novelty. Its recent quick rise is remarkable, but only part of the roller-coaster saga of the company that created it, Isaly’s.




  Isaly’s (EYES-leez) was named for the Isaly family. Their chain grew to 11 plants and more than 400 dairy stores, but even though most are now closed, people speak of them with a reverence bordering on fanaticism. Over and over I’ve heard, “Their ice cream was the best.” Or their potato salad. Or cottage cheese. Or baked beans. Over and over I’ve heard how wonderful it was to work for Isaly’s, how it was like a big family. All this unabashed admiration set me on a mission to find out what created so much goodwill.




  I interviewed and corresponded with more than 200 customers, workers, and family. I dug through articles, sales reports, and incorporation papers (I stopped counting these at 600). And it became obvious: People loved Isaly’s because, from the top down, Isaly’s cared. The Isalys cared about the quality of their products. They bought the most innovative equipment. They cared about the cleanliness of their stores and how merchandise was displayed. And they especially cared for people, both patrons and employees. This benevolence permeated the company and has now outlasted most of the stores. The people you’ll meet in this story say it best:




  • I knew every manager, every assistant manager, and I knew their families, I knew how many kids they had, and in those days, if we had a manager who maybe had a child that was having trouble, we helped, without making a lot of noise about it. We helped financially, and we did things for them.
• People trusted us. We didn’t put in garbage, make no mistake, we never took any garbage, we never took any junk. If it wasn’t good, we didn’t have it.
• We were hard taskmasters. We had an image and we wanted that image to stay as pristine as we knew how to make it.
• They wanted a customer to be satisfied from the time they walked in to the time they left that store, and they wanted them back. I never heard “cut this and cut corners.” They wanted a good bottom line, but they didn’t want it that way.
• The one thing about Isaly’s was they taught you how to make money and how to care for people. . . . I always looked forward to unlocking that front door.
• God bless Isaly, whoever he was.




  It goes on and on, which is why it’s all the more mysterious that those beloved Isaly’s stores are all but gone. Why did they disappear? That was the rest of my mission.




  •  •  •


  Here are some of the key players who help tell the Isaly’s story:




  	George Krohe: rose from Pittsburgh scooper in 1931 to vice-president—the company’s “heart”




  	Claire “Larry” Hatch: manager who whipped Pittsburgh stores into shape starting in the 1930s




   	Art Frank: another scooper who rose to vice-president, but in Youngstown




   	H. William Isaly: president in the 1960s; managed Klondike plant until the 1990s




  	Gaylord LaMond: bought the company from the Isaly family in the 1970s


  	Henry Clarke: took the Klondike national in the 1980s





  •  •  •


  I’m grateful to the Isaly family for letting a stranger enter their lives and dissect a century of personal and business dealings. I wish I could have included more of the hundreds of wonderful stories and photos that family members, workers, and customers sent. I had help from many friends, especially Bill Andrews, who shared his research, and Rick Sebak, who offered access to his “Things” interviews both in print and for the exhibit video. Just about all my fellow employees at the Historical Society of Western Pennsylvania assisted, as did hundreds of librarians, archivists, and town historians. As always, big thanks go to my wife, Sarah Butko, and to Stackpole editor Kyle Weaver. And finally, thanks to George Krohe, who, more than anyone, helped me with this book.
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  Swiss Dairymen


YES, ISALY'S MANUFACTURED DAIRY PRODUCTS AND SOLD THEM IN ITS CHAIN OF stores, but George Krohe (KRO-ee) would set you straight: “Isaly’s was more than just a company or a job. It was a way of life.”




  Krohe joined Isaly’s in 1931, a week after the company opened a plant in Pittsburgh. He’d been making good money as a civil engineer with the Union Railroad when the depression threw him out of work, so the 21-year-old tried Isaly’s new plant on the Boulevard of the Allies. General manager and treasurer Henry Isaly, himself just 25, said they had no openings, but Krohe persisted:




  Mr. Isaly showed me the delicatessen counter, and I said, “Well, I have experience in that, I can sell meat and cheese.”




  “Well then, we have this lunch counter.”




  And I said, “Oh, that’s easy, ’cause I worked in a drugstore.” I was givin’ him a sales job. It was true, but it was a sales job.




  He said, “You couldn’t make those ice cream cones.”




  I said, “Will you let me try?”


  “I’ll tell you what, you come back at one o’clock and you can start.”




  This is ten o’clock in the morning, so I said, “I’ll work for nothing from now until one, so I’ll be here.” A job was hard to find.




  He said, “No, you come back at one o’clock, you’ll have a job.”




  The first week I worked night and day, and I ended up making $13.75 at 25 cents an hour. But that was all right.




  Krohe became a clerk, a position of respect because of the skill required to make the company’s Skyscraper cones. The tall cones were but one of Isaly’s draws; as Krohe explained, Isaly’s “was the first thing in the depression years where somebody was giving you something better than your money’s worth.”




  Detail of a Swiss dairy scene that hung in Isaly's stores.


  GAYLORD LAMOND







  So how did Isaly’s give such value? How did the company have the audacity to enter Pittsburgh and build a four-story plant in the depths of the depression? George Krohe answers that by recalling a time years later when he approached Henry Isaly about changing a product to save the company money. Henry’s response: “Let’s give the profits to the customers, not the stockholders.”


  Many in the Isaly family had the same generous tendencies, along with a knack for innovation, efficiency, and hard work. The family proudly attributes some of this to their Swiss heritage. First to leave Switzerland for America was Christian Iseli. In 1833, Christian brought his young family and their copper cheese kettle to Switzerland Township, Ohio. It looked like the land they had left: too hilly for plowing, but perfect for pasture. By 1881, 20-year-old grandson William was running a dairy farm and managing a cheese factory.




  Some farmers found the area too mountainous and left. In 1892, William moved 100 miles to Mansfield, Ohio. When he found the pasture there not so good for making Swiss cheese, William turned to selling his milk by wagon (or sled) to hotels and restaurants. But he could only sell locally; pasteurization, which delays spoilage by partially sterilizing milk with heat, was just becoming practical.




  In 1902, William and friends bought a milk plant and 26 routes to form the Mansfield Pure Milk Company (use of the word “pure” was a common way to assure consumers the milk was pasteurized or unadulterated). They incorporated in 1904 with 100 shares of $100 stock ($10,000—almost $200,000 in today’s money). William, the president and manager, convinced his cousin Jesse back in Switzer Township to join him. William had Americanized his name to Isaly; Jesse changed his name too, moved to Mansfield, and became treasurer of the new corporation.


[image: George Krohe at the Homewood Isaly’s, east of Pittsburgh, in 1932. From left: Helen Hartley, Jim Wilson, Krohe, and Sue Phieffer. GEORGE KROHE]


[image: Christian and Verena Iseli’s home lies abandoned in Switzer Township, Ohio, named for its numerous Swiss settlers. PHOTO BY THE AUTHOR]




  In 1909, Mansfield Pure Milk purchased the Loiselle Bread and Milk Company and moved into its plant. A small store was set up inside to sell milk, butter, and ice cream: vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, and maple.




  The ice cream cone, just five years old, was not yet a big draw, so William Isaly increased his 5ȼ cones from the typical two ounces to four, and business boomed: Records show 7,600 cones scooped one day in 1912. One tale claimed that a stranger saw the crowd and asked the corner policeman, “Did someone get shot?”




[image: The famous copper cheese kettle it was essential that the Marion purchase was displayed for years at various Isaly�s plants. WILLIAM R. ISALY]





  “Yes, Isaly’s shooting them with ice cream cones.”


  William Isaly made his first leap to new territory in 1914 by purchasing the Marion Pure Milk Company, 35 miles to the west. William was again president, but his 26-year-old son Charles was made manager and treasurer. Charles’s wife Bertie later recalled her role as spouse of an “executive”: milking cows, washing 40 milk cans daily, selling cones at the plant, and driving a milk route that included bookkeeping and delivering fish in a wagon drawn by horses—and sometimes mules!


  Charles’s business card “explained” what each of the letters in “Isaly’s” stood for, with gems such as “S Stands for Safe Milk that Merits Your Trade,” and “L Stands for Luciousness [sic] and Laudible [sic] Flavor.” Most prominent on the card was Isaly’s creamery butter, a nod to its factory origins as opposed to farm churning.


  It was essential that the Marion purchase include a dairy plant, as primitive roads and trucks necessitated a separate factory. The Marion branch was incorporated as The Isaly Dairy Company; Charles’s son John Isaly recalled that “the shareholders of one company weren’t necessarily the same as another company, let alone being in the same proportion.” This arrangement—so necessary at the time—would return to haunt the company.


[image: The Mansfield Pure Milk Company bought this plant on North Franklin Street in 1909. MARGARET ISALY HERRMANN]


[image: Barrels packed with salt and ice hold ice cream sold from this office in the Mansfield plant. A customer, left, is greeted by Isaly relative Fred Luedy, Mr. Campbell, Edith (House) Wilcox, and Samuel Isaly, scooping a cone from the open lid. SAMUEL D. ISALY

]


  Within two years, Marion had grown from 4 to 14 routes. Plowing profits back into expansion, Isaly’s opened a third branch in 1918 by purchasing the plant and routes of Farmer’s Dairy in Youngstown, a booming steel town 100 miles east of Mansfield. The property at 1033 Mahoning Avenue offered room to finally build a dairy from scratch. The lot came with two houses: One was knocked down to build the new plant, and the other became home for William’s 31-year-old son Chester, who was made manager and treasurer. With him came wife Nelle and young daughters Margaret and Helen.




  Chester was recalled in a period article as “a rugged, but gentle-dispositioned man, with Swiss staunchness.” Margaret remembered, “Our father got up very, very early and went to work. We never saw him because he had to check out the cottage cheese.” Helen added: “He had to have his hand in everything except the purse strings and the office, and that was my mother’s. . . . She did all the billing, she knew all the drivers by name, she was the driving force and the money watcher. . . . Margaret and I were her children, but her baby was the dairy.”


[image: The Isaly family about 1917. Top row: Samuel, Chester�s wife Nelle, Chester, Selma, Selma�s husband John Mahon, and Josephine. Middle row: Henry, William, William�s wife Louisa (Luedy), Charles�s wife Bertie, and Charles. The small children are Charles and Bertie�s: Richard, Marian, and baby William R. MARGARET ISALY HERRMANN]
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 I Shall Always Love You




  Market penetration was so strong that many remember signing letters and love notes, “I-S-A-L-Y,” for “I Shall Always Love You.” Some even added the final “S” for “Sweetheart.”





  Within a few months, Youngstown’s paper called Isaly’s “one of the leading distributors of the city.” Isaly’s had surprised established dealers by reducing milk from 14ȼ to 12ȼ a quart; Chester said the secret to cutting costs was to systemize distribution, then build volume. By 1921, the plant employed 40, operated 6 trucks and 10 wagons, and was adding a three-story garage.




  The Mansfield Pure Milk branch was also prospering; in 1920, its capital stock was increased from $15,000 to $200,000, and its name was officially changed to The Isaly Dairy Company of Mansfield, Ohio. William’s son Samuel was made treasurer (Jesse switched to superintendent), while William concentrated on building a certified dairy farm to produce nonpasteurized milk for babies. His sons now held prominent positions at all three branches, but instead of sitting still, they took his concepts and revolutionized the company.


  •  •  •




[image: Painted signs at Marion indicated that the rear buildings were part of the plant. WILLIAM R. ISALY]


[image: A gas station and garage sat behind the Youngstown plant. Note the garage-top ad for the company’s Cloverleaf butter. The globes atop the pumps advertise “Vahey Products,” and the tank truck next to the station reads “The Vahey Oil Co., Marwood Gasoline, IDOIL.” The business was incorporated in 1934 as the Idee Oil Co. (Idee/ID stood for Isaly’s Dairy), and the logo resembled the Isaly family crest. MARGARET ISALY HERRMANN]




  Except for the tiny stand in the Mansfield plant, Isaly’s products were all sold on delivery routes, incurring costs for delivery and icing. Home delivery was a credit risk, and as for retail, William and sons couldn’t convince storekeepers to clean up their stores, let alone merchandise products. As an industry journal later explained, the Isalys “watched customers buy ice cream and heard them grumble at the 1½-ounce nickel cone and 2½- to 3-ounce dime dishes. They knew the ice cream parlor’s long mark-up, but they were unable to teach the proprietors the value of narrow margins with greater gross profits through volume sales.”




  William hit upon the idea of expanding his in-plant stand to open his own dairy stores where there were no middlemen, only cash-paying customers. The idea was tried initially with franchises: The first Youngstown franchise opened on Central Square in 1918, and six years later, there were 25 stores around town. The first wholly company-owned store opened in 1921 in Mansfield, managed by William’s son-in-law John Mahon (husband of Selma).




  A key advantage of direct-to-consumer sales was that bigger profits could be made without undercutting competition. A 1924 industry publication proclaimed, “The ‘Isaly idea’ has long been the cynosure of all eyes in the dairy industry. . . . [P]roducts were priced the same as those sold by other concerns. The stores, therefore, have interfered little with [others’] milk delivery business or the retail grocery trade. In fact, they have helped increase milk and ice cream consumption, to the benefit of all engaged in the dairy business.”




  William Isaly, the article explained, “believed . . . that people will buy where they get more for their money.” He taught his sons “to know their customers through personal contact in retail stores. . . . Look for an Isaly behind the counter—he’ll be there because customers like it and the Isalys learn from their customers.”




  Charles summed up their formula for success: uniform quality, courteous and prompt service, cleanliness, and “being willing to share your profits with your customers . . . making it worth their while to walk or drive a few blocks for a quart of ice cream or a couple of cones.”




  Their success indeed stemmed from those big cones pioneered by William: “Isaly reasoned that if the ice cream volume through its own outlets could be stepped up to some eight or ten times the volume of the average drug store, the saving in delivery costs would be quite considerable.” Cones also didn’t require “dishes, silver, tables, chairs, waitresses, washers, and floor space.” And high turnover meant fresher ice cream.




  Cones were a tough sell at first, as they were seen as a child’s treat, but the 1924 article said that each Isaly’s grand opening “thaws out all inhibitions. Free cones are given away as fast as they can be scooped out.” Up to 20,000 cones were given away at store openings, twice that at plant openings. Though farmers received a lower rate for milk classified for ice cream, Isaly’s used its savings to pay farmers a 15 percent premium, making friends in that corner too.
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Barrels packed with salt and ice hold ice cream sold from this office in the Mansfield plant.
A customer, left, is greeted by Isaly relative Fred Luedy, Mr. Campbell, Edith (House) Wilcox,
and Samuel Isaly, scooping a cone from the open lid. SAMUEL D. ISALY
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Painted signs at Marion indicated that the rear buildings were part of the plant. WILLIAM R. ISALY
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The Mansfield Pure Milk Company bought this plant on North Franklin Street in 1909.
MARGARET ISALY HERRMANN
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George Krohe at the Homewood Isaly’s, east of Pittsburgh, in 1932. From left: Helen Hartley,
Jim Wilson, Krohe, and Sue Phieffer. GEORGE KROHE
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Christian and Verena Iseli’s home lies abandoned in Switzer Township, Ohio, named for its numer-
ous Swiss settlers. PHOTO BY THE AUTHOR
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The Isaly family about 1917. Top row: Samuel, Chester’s wife Nelle, Chester, Selma, Selma’s

usband John Mahon, and Josephine. Middle row: Henry, William, William’s wife Louisa (Luedy),
Charles’s wife Bertie, and Charles. The small children are Charles and Bertie’s: Richard, Marian,
and baby William R. MARGARET ISALY HERRMANN
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