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INTRODUCTION: THE MERCHANTS OF MEMORIES







“We may have sold ‘things,’ but we were really merchants of memories. We provided the backdrop upon which families crafted cherished remembrances and filled scrapbooks.”








Rob Mitchell, former Service Merchandise associate, as posted on Facebook


My father holds my hand as the midnight train pulls into our little town of Pulaski, Tennessee. We step into the club car, where I curl up at his side, lulled to sleep by the murmur of voices and rhythms from the track. He is talking with other men in the car—men like him, store owners from small towns and cities along the way, heading to the annual New York City Toy Fair to see the latest offerings on the market. It is 1941, and I am eight years old, and all I know is that I am with a good man, and we will see the big city together—and, yes, toys will be involved.


We will go on many more such journeys in the years ahead, to Chicago and other destinations where buyers and sellers convene, and I will grow ever taller and tuned in to the ways of the business world. “Get to know people and make friends, Raymond,” I recall my father telling me. “They’ll trust you and take care of you.” It is one of many lessons this wise man will teach me through the years. None of those other trips, though, will match the anticipation of this weekend together. We are on our way to wonderland.


“Let’s go!” my father says, smiling broadly, after we have settled into our hotel room for some rest. He guides me along the bustling Manhattan sidewalks to a display window of the Woolworths store on Thirty-Fourth Street, where I behold a profusion of toys beyond my imagination. “And you’ll see these again at the toy show, Son,” he says. “See, this is where the vendors test whether the new lines will sell.” More of his grown-up talk. I’m just wishing I could crawl inside the window to play.


“Daddy,” I exclaim, my eyes fixed on the display, “we need to get us a store like this one!” I look up at him. “This must be the biggest five-and-ten in the whole wide world!”


Fast-forward to 1978, and I am standing there again, my son at my side, hoping to find again that window of delight. Let’s just say that the place isn’t quite the same, that standards have slipped. “So this is the great store we came all the way here to see?” a puzzled Freddy, then twelve, asks me, and I sigh. My thoughts are wistful: When I was a kid, this was such a marvelous preview to the toy show. Why must everything change?


“Well, then, let’s go buy your bar mitzvah suit!” I tell my son, and we make the most of our weekend. In those days I traveled to New York and other cities a lot, often with Freddy or my daughter, Robyn, and sometimes their friends. Yes, so much had changed—and now we were building new memories, gathering new souvenirs of our time together.


All my days, come what may, I will cherish that long-ago weekend with my father. Eight decades later, I can close my eyes and still see every line of his face as he grins at me. It still is vivid, as are so many other scenes from a boyhood and a manhood spent striving toward something better.





Think of this book as a love letter to the Service Merchandise family—to those many souls across the nation who were employed with us, shopped with us, did business with us, or helped us raise money for philanthropy. This book is a collection of memories, as best as I can recall them, built upon the timeline of who we were, on the way to what we have become. It is a series of snapshots of an American century. Whether you and I have met or not, we are friends nonetheless in that we put our hearts in the same place. I write this book so that we might always be together.


Come with me now on a journey through time—from our beginnings in 1934 as a five-and-ten-cent store, our transition to wholesale, and our evolution into a thriving nationwide chain of catalog showrooms that continued into the new millennium. Service Merchandise was more than a store, though we had many of them. We were a family, some of us related by blood but all of us related by mission. Together we spent long hours making things happen. Together we met the ever-changing challenges of the retail business with grace, style, and warmth. And didn’t we have us some fun!


Let me introduce myself: I am Raymond Zimmerman, and for decades I stood proudly at the helm of our enterprise. My career began behind the counter of my family’s modest store in that tiny Tennessee town. I had to stand on a box to reach the cash register, but I knew even then that I wanted to be part of a long line of merchants in our family.


As I look back, I am pleased to say that I never worked a day in my life. I labored at times, but it was a labor of love. I had my share of difficulties, but through it all I knew that we were building something—and that’s not work. That, my friends, is joy.


 


It’s 1934 …


• The Great Depression continues to dash dreams.


• Germany and Poland sign a nonaggression pact as global tensions grow.


• Gable and Colbert pack theaters with It Happened One Night.


• With Prohibition over, liquor taxes help pay for Roosevelt’s New Deal.


• A gallon of gas in the US costs a dime; a Studebaker costs $625.


… and in Pulaski, Tennessee, Harry and Mary Zimmerman open a five-and-ten.


Through the Years …


• 1934: Harry and Mary Krivcher Zimmerman, with baby Raymond, open a Ben Franklin five-and-ten in Pulaski, Tennessee. They soon leave the franchise. Eventually the business expands to a chain of ten stores.


• 1943: Harry is called to military service. After he returns three years later, the family relocates to Nashville.


• 1947: The business begins transitioning from retail into a wholesale operation.


• 1948: The business adds a subsidiary called Service Wholesale that sells housewares in grocery stores.




 




CHAPTER 1





The Early Years, 1934–1950


MY PARENTS trusted me—so much so that they kept a crate by the cash register of our five-and-ten so that I could climb up to collect my week’s pay each Saturday, leaving a slip stating the amount. I was entitled to a quarter, which was enough to see a double-feature Western and fill up on popcorn and procure all else that an eight-year-old boy deemed essential.


On one such payday, I decided that I deserved an extra dime, and I knew just where to get it. I couldn’t take it from the cash register—they’d notice! But I had spied a dime hiding in a muffin tin behind the bulk-candy case. My parents had used the tin to sort coins until they could afford the register. The overlooked dime had been calling to me to set it free.


I tried to do the deed stealthily. Scanning the room, I slipped a hand behind the candy case to feel for the muffin tin—and those pilfering fingers encountered instead the spinning blades of a large metal fan that kept away the flies.


My mother heard me yelp. “Raymond! Are you all right?” she called and in a moment was at my side. I tried to hide the evidence behind my back. “Give me your hand,” she demanded, grabbing a bandage from the shelves.


My father appeared next and knelt to assist. “What happened here?” he asked me.


“I don’t know.”


They might have guessed, or I might have confessed, but the truth came out.


“So you wanted more money, Son?” my father asked, looking more sad than angry. “And it was worth this? Why didn’t you just tell us what you wanted?”


“I don’t know.”


I believe, looking back eighty years, that I was telling the truth. I didn’t know what had possessed me to do such a thing. But I did feel something far more painful than my bleeding hand. I had disappointed my family. They didn’t punish me further. The look in their eyes was enough. And, wonder of wonders, they continued to trust me. They still welcomed my assistance in the store. They encouraged me to keep on keeping on. And that is what impressed me most of all.


Today, I still have a scar on my right index finger to remind me of that morning when I tried to help myself to an undeserved dime. And I have something else. In my heart, I carry a lesson about honesty and trust that has stayed with me for life.


Business in the Bloodline


My parents, Harry and Mary Zimmerman, opened that little five-and-ten in Pulaski, Tennessee, in 1934, not long after my birth. They were pretty much kids themselves, in their early twenties. My father had been working as a life-insurance salesman in the Memphis area, where they had been living with my grandparents. Eager to strike out on their own, they were intrigued with the idea of running their own business—and for good reason. Their parents had started businesses too. Business was in their bloodline.


My grandparents on both sides—Abe and Rae Zimmerman, and Joseph and Annie Krivcher—immigrated from czarist Russia in the 1890s, probably to escape the pogroms, or the threat of them, though I never heard them speak of that widespread persecution. Seeking a better life in America, they came to Memphis. Abe Zimmerman opened a dry goods store. Joseph Krivcher started as a dress manufacturer, then opened a grocery and, later, a furniture store.


Why Memphis? A lot of the Jewish immigrants in the great wave from Eastern Europe settled in destinations such as Tennessee and Texas and along the Mississippi, far from New York City. The established Jews in New York mostly had western European roots. When cultures collide, the differences often turn into distances.


My father, Harry, came into the world in 1911 and was raised as an Orthodox Jew. When he was in his late teens, the B’nai B’rith Youth Organization was planning an international gathering in Memphis, with attendees from far and wide. One of the young people who was helping to organize social events was Mary Krivcher, who began setting up “dates” for the attendees.


Harry Zimmerman happened to be among those whom Mary called seeking volunteers. He had seen her around and had noticed her—but because she had been raised as a Reform Jew, their circles seldom coincided. She called him at random to ask for his assistance.


“Hello, this is Mary Krivcher, and I’m helping with B’nai B’rith. Would you be interested in escorting Miss Sarah Fisher from Milwaukee while she is here?” Mary asked Harry.


“No,” Harry told Mary.


“Oh?”


“That’s right,” said Harry. “I’m not interested in taking her out.” He paused just long enough for effect. “But I’ll take you out.”


And so began their romance. Mary lived with her parents several miles outside of town, and Harry would walk that distance every Friday night to court her and then walk back home. Every step was destiny—he wanted no one else, and she considered no other suitor.


A few years later, in 1931, they married and lived, for a time, with her parents. It was a devotion that would endure well over half a century. In all their years together as partners in life and business, I never heard a cross word between them.


A Place of Their Own


Two years after they married, I came along. I was still a toddler when they set out one morning to drive more than two hundred miles eastward from Memphis to spend a few days with two cousins who operated five-and-ten stores in Lewisburg and Fayetteville. There my parents got a close-up look at how well a merchant’s income might support their household of three—or four, perhaps, and more. They would be blessed, in years to come, with my two little sisters: Doris, born eight years after me, and Sue, five years after that. Confident that their family would grow, God willing, they wanted a place of their own. They wanted to find their own way in the world and together build a family, a career, a life.


“There’s an empty building in Pulaski that could be just right for you,” one of the cousins mentioned. “You might be interested in checking it out. It’s about thirty miles from here.” They were interested, all right. On the way back to Memphis, they headed to that central Tennessee town to see what the future might hold for them there.


As they approached Pulaski, my parents passed what seemed like miles of white fences around the magnificent grounds of the Milky Way Farm, newly established by the Mars candy family. They saw factories and processing plants, among them the Pulaski Pure Milk Company and the General Shoe Company. Arriving in the town, they saw blocks of Victorian houses and an assortment of businesses. Pulaski was home, in those Depression years, to about five thousand people, a mix of Black and White with eight Jewish families. They took note of their potential competition: on the town square was Kuhn’s five-and-ten, and on another corner was Reeves Drug Store.


The daylight was starting to fade as they pulled up to the empty storefront on First Street, but they could see clearly what they would be getting. The place wasn’t exactly spacious. It was just sixteen feet wide by forty-eight feet deep, with a second floor and a basement. It was built on a hill, and so the basement entrance and the storefront were both at street level. Walking around the lot, they wiped at the windows to peer inside, already imagining how they would use the space, and when their eyes met, they both smiled. This was it. They wasted no time getting in touch with the landlord, and as they headed back to Memphis, they had a lease in hand.


“We’ve made a big decision,” my father announced to my grandparents the next morning. “We’re moving to Pulaski …” Even before he could explain, they were groaning. He might not have expected cheers, but he did get tears. My parents didn’t doubt that the family wished them well. They didn’t doubt that my grandparents would help as much as they could to get them started in business.


“But that’s so far!” my grandmother said. “Will we still be seeing much of you?”


“Of course!” Daddy reassured her with a hug. “You’ll see plenty of us.” Nice words, but Tennessee is a mighty wide state, about six hundred miles from the southwest to northeast corners, and to be separated by even a third of that distance means seeing less of loved ones. I suspect the tears were mostly over me. I was the first grandson, after all, and for seventeen years I would be the only grandson on either side of the family. Grown-ups don’t change all that much if you miss seeing them for months on end. But a baby? A baby’s season is short. I should know. Today I have four grandsons. The youngest is one year old, as I write this. The oldest is now twenty-five. But wasn’t it yesterday that he, too, was tiny?


Through a Child’s Eyes


Those early years in Pulaski are forever part of me. I am a man who has had the opportunity to see so many places, but my first impressions of life were in that community and in that store. As my mother and father attended to grown-up matters, I rode my bike through the streets and countryside and played with my friends and got into my share of trouble. And I started my schooling there, in what once had been a hospital in the Civil War. I skipped first grade and went directly to second because the first grade had too many pupils.


Early on, I started helping around the store. I saw the world through a child’s eyes. Though the store offered an assortment of sundries, my memories of those years are populated with toys and candy—with scooters and wagons and tricycles, with lemon drops and candy peanuts and chocolate-covered raisins. I became the official toy tester. My job was to play with the toys in front of the store to tantalize the neighborhood kids. In my mind’s eye, I see myself at age six wearing white leather holsters and a six-shooter on each hip. I see myself so seriously explaining how to spin a top just right.


When I was old enough, I got the additional duty (which I generously shared with my friends) of assembling the larger toys for sale, the ones that cost all of a dollar, the highest price in the store. On summer afternoons we would gather on the second floor and keep busy, except when we didn’t. One day we consulted and decided it would be a good idea to feast on an entire box from a shipment of Goo Goo Clusters—a delightful confection of chocolate, caramel, marshmallow, and peanuts—and that same day I had the less than delightful experience of getting my stomach pumped at the hospital.


The shopkeeper’s world was the one I knew. I imagined myself in that role when I grew up someday, though I hadn’t a clue about the nuts and bolts of running a business. That’s what parents were for. They were determined to make this venture succeed. Even as a little boy, I felt honored that they would want me to help around the store. They were demonstrating to me that by taking care of business, they were taking care of me. To do that, they needed to make money—and that meant, above all, caring for the customers. That much I could see. More for them didn’t mean less for me.


The Pulaski store opened as a franchise in the Ben Franklin chain of five-and-tens. Under the arrangement, my parents were expected to purchase virtually all their goods from warehouses operated by the Butler Brothers, the franchisor and wholesaler.


“With this store, you can expect to do $8,000 of business a year,” a Butler Brothers representative told them as they were getting ready to open the doors. That seemed like plenty for a place that mostly would be bringing in nickels and dimes. During that first year, however, those nickels and dimes and occasional dollars poured in, and they ended with $12,000 in revenue. They were young, but they were eager to learn and clearly were doing something right. They had what it took to keep the customers coming back.


That franchise arrangement lasted only a few years. My father had added a line of rugs that weren’t from the Butler Brothers inventory, and they were selling well. “Get them out of here!” a supervisor insisted when he stopped by the store one day. “That’s a violation of your contract.” Long story short: The Ben Franklin store became Zimmerman’s Five and Ten. The cousins in Fayetteville and Lewisburg, who also had been running Ben Franklin stores, likewise gave up their franchises about the same time.


By 1938, my father was looking at expansion, and his aspirations went well beyond Pulaski. He partnered with the Fayetteville cousin to purchase two stores in west Tennessee, and they added the operator of those stores as a third partner. Meanwhile, the other cousin began buying stores on his own.


My father and his partners decided in 1939 to start a wholesale business, establishing it in Union City and adding a fourth partner there to operate it. Rite Merchandising Company became the first cost-plus wholesaler in the country, selling at cost plus 10 percent. Within a few years, that fourth partner bought out the interests of my father and the others, who returned to managing their retail stores.


Rite Merchandising would go on to serve numerous small businesses in the years ahead—including a young fellow who had opened a store called Walton’s Five-and-Ten in Arkansas and was assembling his own collection of Ben Franklin franchises. His name was Sam Walton, who by the time he died in 1992 had grown Walmart into the largest retail chain in the United States. In his autobiography Sam Walton: Made in America, Walton wrote about those early days when he often would visit Rite Merchandising:


I was always looking for offbeat suppliers or sources. I started driving over to Tennessee to some fellows I found who would give me special buys at prices way below what Ben Franklin was charging me.… I’d work in the store all day, then take off around closing and drive that windy road over to the Mississippi River ferry at Cottonwood Point, Missouri, and then into Tennessee with an old homemade trailer hitched to my car. I’d stuff that car and trailer with whatever I could get good deals on.1


After leaving the wholesale business, my father and his partners continued to buy their merchandise from Rite for a while—and then, on December 7, 1941, Japanese bombers attacked Pearl Harbor. With the war years in full force, the government issued a slate of constraints on life and commerce. One of the bureaucratic overseers was the Office of Price Administration, which was established to control prices and regulate rationing. Among its decrees: A wholesaler cannot raise prices on old customers, only on new ones. The results were predictable. Rite no longer was supplying to my father and his partners. The company was catering to new customers who would pay more.


In those days of war shortages and ration stamps, it seemed that stores could sell whatever they could get—if they could get it. It took some creativity to keep our shelves stocked. The Fayetteville cousin struck a deal with an acquaintance at the nearby Camp Forrest in Tullahoma, one of the Army’s largest training bases at the time, to buy any excess merchandise from the PX stores, whatever was available. He then would divvy up the goods with my father. And what was available one day was a truckload of Hershey’s almond bars. The cousin bought the whole truckload and proudly displayed his share in his large store window on the Fayetteville town square. Candy was hard to come by, and getting this stash was quite a coup. And then the summer sun came out. Chocolate bars don’t fare very well in a hot store window. No matter. He broke the molten mess into chunks and sold it all.


I was still so young then, just getting into my double digits. I was aware that times had been tough for so many people, and I’d heard the talk of the big war going on somewhere over there, but I was blessed to have my boyhood and my innocence. Soon enough, the war would touch my family. For now, the seasons passed sweetly. In the summers, we had an ice cream cooler in front of the store—Mother was deft at curling each scoop to make it seem larger—and in the wintertime, we had a popcorn machine. The storefront of Zimmerman’s Five and Ten became a popular spot. I felt as if we were the center of the community.


I was oblivious to the brooding racial tensions of the time. I played with everyone, Black and White, and the fact that we had separate schools and separate water fountains—well, I didn’t wonder much about it then. Nor had it occurred to me yet that something was very wrong with the fact that my Black playmates had to make do with textbooks that the White schools deemed too tattered to use anymore. What I did know was we were buddies, the bunch of us, and we would range around town, our laughter echoing in the evening air. I felt secure and accepted growing up in Pulaski. I would have wished that feeling for all my young friends.


AN ANTIDOTE TO RACISM





A footnote on history here: Yes, my hometown of Pulaski, Tennessee, was the birthplace of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) after the Civil War. And, no, the people of Pulaski are not hateful and intolerant. Quite the contrary.


When I was a boy, we used to play near the building where the KKK founders had met. A plaque on the building pointed it out. Starting in the 1980s, the Klan began holding rallies in Pulaski, trying to capitalize on the birthplace distinction.


Disgusted, the new owner of the building decided to have the plaque dismantled—and then remounted backward, with the inscription against the brick. It served as a call for the good people of Pulaski to turn their back on racism.


And they did. During the next Klan rally, businesses for miles around closed for the day. Hotels and restaurants shut down. The Klansmen came but couldn’t find anywhere to eat or to buy gas or even to use a toilet. That kind of quiet solidarity has a way of unraveling a rally. When nobody is paying attention, what’s the point of a march?





The five-and-tens that my parents and cousins operated in those Tennessee towns helped keep us in touch. We were a close family—and those stores kept us closer. We lived amid the rhythms of a shopkeeper’s day. On Saturdays, after closing time, my parents often would drive to Fayetteville to see our cousins, or our cousins would come to Pulaski. Long past midnight, as I lay awake in bed, I could hear the murmur of the men as they played poker, six guys laughing around a table, their cigar smoke hanging in the air. It all felt so right, because we were together, and we had dreams. In those days I learned some of the first and enduring lessons of life. I was observing, day by day, what a thriving business could do for a family—and how much of a family a business could be.
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