












"CHINA limb dolls" came in three sizes 

1 per cent, when cash accompanies orders." 
A five-dollar advance was required for 
C.O.D. orders, and later a ten per cent 
advance was required on C.O.D. orders 
over a hundred dollars. 

As time went on, the net period was 
lengthened, first to forty days and finally 
to sixty days. During the depression of 
1897, the firm's credit policies and require­
ments were explicitly spelled out: "Send 
money by Registered Mail, Express Money 
Order, or Draft on St. Paul, Chicago or 
New York. Do not send your own personal 
check. . . . Take a common sense view of 
our request for references. . . . Our goods 
represent cash capital to us and we must be 
as careful in granting a merchandise credit 
as you would be in loaning an equal amount 
of cash. . . . Merchants who desire to open 
a credit account with us will please refer 
us to some other wholesale house where 
they have bought goods on credit. We can­
not accept references to retailers or to local 
banks. If you are just starting in business, 
and wish to buy on time, send us a brief 
statement of the amount of cash capital 
you have in business, merchandise, good ac­
counts, notes, real estate, and state amount 
owing for merchandise, real estate, and 
other obligations. . . . Our terms may seem 
strict to dealers accustomed to long dating 
ahead and long terms of credit, but our 

goods are sold on a cash basis and our 
low prices must be the inducements to send 
us orders." 

Another evolving competitive device was 
the guarantee poHcy permitting merchan­
dise returns. This policy was first announced 
in the spring of 1886, and a few months 
later the guarantee was extended to nearly 
all lines, excepting those which had to be 
specially packed. It permitted the retailer 
to return at Sommers' expense goods he did 
not wish to keep. The company claimed to 
be the only house giving this service. The 
company also had an established policy of 
securing special order goods "outside," but 
made it clear that these goods could not be 
returned. 

By 1886, the company was selling to many 
types of retail outlets, including general 
stores, and grocery, drug, dry goods, hard­
ware, and notions stores. Orders also were 
received from department stores. The com­
pany listed bank references in Minnesota, 
Dakota, Iowa, Wisconsin, Montana, Oregon, 
and Washington. 

Circulars were sent to West Coast cus­
tomers shovdng the favorable freight rate 
structure from St. Paul compared with rates 
from Chicago. When the rate structure was 
changed before World War I, resulting in 
rates that were more nearly in accordance 
with distances, the Sommers firm notified 
its customers that it would equalize freight 
costs for those closer to competing whole­
sale centers, particularly Minneapolis. 

THERE ARE other phases of Sommers' 
operations which might be discussed, but 
these high lights will indicate the wealth of 
material contained in the catalogues. They 
constitute a panorama of the activities of 
a successful wholesale firm during a very 
interesting period of our history. The mar­
keting practices and policies outlined in 
them are of interest to the economic historian 
and the student of marketing history. The 
detailed product descriptions and illustra­
tions are very useful to anyone studying the 
types of products purchased by consumers 
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during this period or attempting to recreate 
family living patterns. The material for the 
years before World War I is particularly 
interesting in this connection. 

The price information is of considerable 
interest also. Product-line pricing, price dif­
ferentials, and historical changes in price 
can be studied and compared with other 
periods. The economist who is analyzing 
changes in competitive practices and pat­
terns likewise wfll find much that is useful. 
Here are a long series of empffical data 
which show how one firm actually con­
ducted its business over a span of nearly six­
ty years. 

Those engaged in historical studies of pro­
motion techniques will find many things 
worth noting. Packaging may be taken as 
an illustration. The types of packages used 
for toilet goods and cosmetics (a very im­
portant competitive factor today and, appar­
ently, then as well) reflect the fashion mores 
of the day. An 1883 issue of Our Leader 
describes a "Fish Bottle Perfume," and a 
hand cologne in "a large bottle representing 
a lady's hand with rings, &c; neatest thing in 

the market." Among the soap lines were 
"Baby Mine," a toilet soap packed in a mini­
ature wicker cradle; "Solace, 1 doz. in com­
plete writing desk"; and "Pastime," packed 
in a "fine checker-board box, with checkers 
complete." The brand names used during 
the last decades of the nineteenth century 
make a fascinating study in themselves, par­
ticularly when compared with the names 
used today. 

The Sommers catalogues were presented 
to the Minnesota Historical Society in 1943 
by former heads of the company which is­
sued them. They constitute the longest and 
most complete set of wholesale catalogues 
in the society's library, which also has series 
issued by the drug firm of Noyes Brothers 
and Cutler of St. Paul, the hardware firm of 
Janney, Semple, Hill and Company of Min­
neapolis, and other local concerns. A set of 
manufacturers' catalogues and lists covering 
the period from 1870 to 1888 also is of out­
standing value. All these materials reflect 
changes in the American way of lffe and pic­
ture vividly its physical aspects in the dec­
ades about the turn of the century. 

Memorials and Bequests 

THE MINNESOTA HISTORICAL SOCIETY has estab­
lished a Memorial Fund to which contributions 
can be made upon the loss of a relative or 
friend. Such gffts not only serve as appropriate 
expressions of sympathy and condolence, but 
they help to support work that is a fitting 
memorial to any Minnesotan. 

Whenever a contribution is made to the 
Memorial Fund, a suitable card is mailed to 
the bereaved famfly, and the names of those 
whose memories are honored, as well as of con­
tributors, are recorded in a Memorial Book. 

Minnesotans are urged to remember the 
society when making theff wills. Bequests, as 
well as contributions to the Memorial Fund, 
wfll be used in forwarding the society's program 
of collecting, preserving, and disseminating 
material on Minnesota and its history. 

USE the blank that follows in contributing to 
the Memorial Fund: 
ENCLOSED is my contribution of $ to the 
Minnesota Historical Society's Memorial Fund. 
PRESENTED in the name of 
Please send card to . 

Address 
Signed. 

Address-

THE following form is suggested for a clause in 
the will of anyone who plans to leave a bequest 
to the society: 

I BEQUEATH to the Minnesota Historical 
Society, incorporated under the laws of 
Minnesota, the sum of $ 

IF YOU prefer that a memorial or bequest be used for 
a specific purpose, check below: 
Purchase of books D, manuscripts D, pictures D, 
museum objects D; pubhcation work D-
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