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he outlook for Sears is bleak.  So say the retail analysts who diligently focus on the here and now of 
how and why things went wrong for this once-mighty company.  But before we write Sears off, let’s 

flip through the pages of history and explore some of the many innovations and achievements this 
venerable company made through the years, not just in the retail sector but also directly benefiting 
Chicago, home of the company’s national headquarters prior to 1995.  
 
In 1886, a young railroad station agent named Richard Sears who knew nothing about the mail order 
business began selling watches to railroad employees.  One thing led to another and Sears, Roebuck and 
Co. was incorporated in Chicago in 1893.  This corporate name endures to the present day even though 
Julius Rosenwald bought out Alvah Roebuck’s shares back in 1895 (logically, the business might have 
been renamed “Sears, Rosenwald and Co.” if it were not for Rosenwald’s modesty!). 
 
The mail order business was greatly enhanced and expanded in the decades that followed.  Innovations 
included “machines that open the mail at the rate of 450 letters a minute.”  Sears’ voluminous mail-order 
catalog even featured homes for sale.  By 1933, Sears had grown to encompass 380 retail stores, 10 mail 
order houses, an untold number of factories and warehouses, and 30,000 employees. 
 

               Sears’ national headquarters complex occupied 40 acres on Chicago's West Side at Homan Ave. and Arthington St.  
The company opened its very first department store in this complex in 1925.  

From www.searsarchives.com:  By 1931, despite the Depression, Sears retail store sales were surpassing 
their mail order business.  The company opened its State Street flagship in Chicago in March of 1932.  
This store was located in an 8-story building built in 1893 by Levi Z. Leiter, which for years housed 
the Stegel-Cooper department store. The Leiter Building was designed by famous skyscraper architect 
William LeBaron Jenny. 
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The half-square-block store sat on the east side of 
State Street between Van Buren and Congress. It 
cost over a million dollars to refurbish. This was 
the first Sears store in a downtown shopping 
district, the sixth store in Chicago, and the 381st 
store the company built.  Local newspapers 
reported that 15,000 shoppers visited the new store 
on opening day and several thousand people 
flooded the store’s employment office. Sears did 
everything it could to help put people to work, 
employing 750 Chicago workers for four months 

during the renovation and staffing the new store with over 1,000 people. 
 
Within the store, the sale of tombstones, farm tractors, and ready-made milking stalls caught 
customers’ attention. The sporting goods department featured a model hunting lodge. Other attractions 
included a candy shop, soda fountain, lunch counters, the Catalina Lounge, a shoe repair shop, a pet 
shop, dentists, chiropodists, a first aid station with a trained nurse, a children’s playground, and a 
department for demonstrating kitchen utensils. 
 

Sears, Roebuck and Co. at A Century of Progress, 1933-34 
 
The Sears exhibit at Chicago’s A Century of Progress Exposition featured  “a veritable pageant of merchandising 
during the last hundred years.”  Below:  The centerfold inside a multi-page souvenir booklet handed to visitors 
was a 3-D popup of the Sears building against a background aerial view of the fairgrounds.  
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Below: This handsome 1933 brochure encouraged fair visitors to visit the State Street store.   The print was navy 
blue and the gray shading was actually metallic silver ink.   
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There were many other milestones through the years.  Sears launched the Allstate Insurance Co. and a 
philanthropic organization, acquired Coldwell Banker and Dean Witter, introduced the Discover Card, 
and was the exclusive provider of many popular brands including Kenmore and Craftsman. 
 

From www.eagle-wing.net:   Some years ago Sears and Roebuck had an advertising slogan stating that "Sears 
Has Everything" [1969-72].  Well, it seems that Sears has something to offer that is more precious than 
merchandise. It is called "heart." This story has been checked out and it appears to be true. 

 “I hope you have all seen the reports about how Sears is treating its reservist employees who are 
called up? By law, they are required to hold their jobs open and available, but nothing more. Usually, 
people take a big pay cut and lose benefits as a result of being called up. 

 “Sears is voluntarily paying the difference in salaries and maintaining all benefits, including medical 
insurance and bonus programs, for all called-up reservist employees for up to two years. I submit that 
Sears is an exemplary corporate citizen and should be recognized for its contribution” (by Jerry Kivitz and 
Bob Morrisson, date of post unknown).  

The State Street store really did have everything.  Bicycles and 
baby carriages.  Hammond organs and ham steaks.  Going up 
from the main floor required changing escalators on a landing 
where fashion mannequins vied with Kenmore appliances for 
attention.  The sprawling toy department once featured an actual 
operating monorail ride.  Descending to the basement, you’d ride 
the world’s skinniest escalator.  Turn left and you were in a 
wonderland of Craftsman tools.   Turn right and you were in a 
Hillman’s grocery store.   
 
 

                                 Monorail ride in Sears Toy Department, November 8, 1946 
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By the fifties, Sears had shifted its focus towards developing new suburban stores.  The State Street 
flagship was never fully renovated; its main floor was characterized by yellowed terrazzo floors, beat-up 
counters, and really cheesy light fixtures.  There was an ever-present aroma of roasted peanuts (the 
lollipops at the candy counter were Sears suckers, not “seersuckers”).  Flocks of pigeons roosting on the 
Van Buren St. “L” would delight in bombarding pedestrians darting across the street between Goldblatt’s 
and Sears’ side entrances. 
 
Tonier stores along State Street and the suburban malls gradually lured shoppers away, but the final nail 
in the coffin was the ill-conceived 1979 reconfiguration of State Street into a transit mall.  Sears, 
Goldblatt’s, Wieboldt’s, and other stores along this stretch closed down in the early 1980s.  Today, the 
landmarked Leiter Building’s classic exterior appears much the same but the inside is not at all 
recognizable.  The building’s main tenant is currently Robert Morris University. 
 
In the ‘90s, City planners ultimately did the sensible thing—they rebuilt the failed transit mall into a 
pedestrian-and-vehicle-friendly thoroughfare.  An influx of optimistic retailers soon followed.  Sears’ 
bold decision to return a flagship-caliber store to State Street after an absence of 18 years stirred hope for 
a full-blown Loop retail renaissance.  The new store’s location at State & Madison, kitty-corner from 
Carsons’ venerable flagship, appeared to be an ideal customer magnet. 
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The 2 North State Street Building, Sears’ new home, reveled in its own colorful history.  From 1905 until 
1948, this Holabird & Roche masterpiece was anchored by The Boston Store, a full-service department 
store that evolved into a regional chain.  Later, the building was divided up into a Walgreens plus a 
smattering of smaller stores at street level with office space on the floors above.   A retail arcade below 
street level linked the 22 W. Madison office building entrance with a State St. subway station.  In later 
years, arcade tenants included Downtown Hobby (since moved to the Northwest Side and renamed 
Chicagoland Toys and Hobbies), the Chicago Clock Shop, and Walgreen’s cafeteria. 
 
The 2001 transformation of this prime corner property to a new Sears flagship was a dichotomy of sorts.  
To meld with the historic flavor of State Street, architects more or less replicated the building’s original 
pre-Walgreens façade.  But like the late, unlamented Montgomery Ward store two blocks south, the 
interior design emulated banal suburban mall discount stores with a muted color palette.  Not bad, just … 
blah.  A silver name plaque removed from the old Leiter Building and displayed on a column just inside 
the main entrance was Sears’ only nod to its previous Loop store. 
 

  
The new store was clean, bright, spacious, and stocked with practical merchandise and helpful sales 
associates.  But the business model was outdated and there was nothing here to make the shopping 
experience special.  Loop shoppers were not enamored with this store and went elsewhere to buy clothing 
and accessories.  Even before it opened, the company had been struggling to shed its dowdy image as a 
place to shop for Kenmore appliances, Craftsman tools, and work apparel; but not hip, trendy fashion.  
 
Despite losing millions on this store, Sears bravely (or foolishly) kept it afloat for 13 years.  In contrast to 
other Loop department store closings, the January, 2014 announcement of Sears’ closing and liquidation 
sale elicited some disappointment but few tears. The timing of Sears’ decision came right on the heels of 
the demise of the Dominick’s grocery chain, another iconic Chicago company. 
 
Camera in hand, I visited this store in late March of 2014, about ten days before it closed.  Gaudy 
clearance sale signs hung above the aisles and large emptied-out areas on the upper floors had been 
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cordoned off.  Security guards stared but didn’t object to the presence of my clunky Nikon.  I had hoped 
to take a photo of the old cornerstone plaque, but it had already been removed (hopefully not by a 
souvenir hunter). 
 

      
The street-level space at 2 North State remained vacant for the next two years.  Ironically, Walgreens 
recently announced plans to move back into in the former Sears space.  
 
As recently as 2006, State Street still boasted three old-school department stores—Marshall Field’s, 
Carson’s, and Sears.  In September of that year, Field’s became Macy’s.  Carson’s pulled out in early 
2007.  Pinned to the eroding fortunes of parent company Bon-Ton, Carson’s shelved plans to replace its 
Loop flagship store.  The prestigious Sullivan landmark long associated with Carson’s morphed into the 
mixed-use Sullivan Center.  In 2013, Target opened a retail store in a portion of the former Carson’s 
space, placing their bullseye “beacon” in a window above the ornate rotunda entrance where it glows 
incongruously.   
 
Since the 1950s, upscale retailers have gravitated to Michigan Avenue (north of the river).  Today, only 
Macy’s, a disappointing replacement for the uniqueness, quality and cachet of its predecessor Marshall 
Fields, survives as the sole remaining “traditional” department store in the Loop district.  Truth is, Sears’ 
closing had virtually no effect on State Street’s ongoing evolution into a college campus/strip mall served 
by the same national chain stores that you’d find in a suburban mall.   
 
Slow to adapt its strategies to an ever-changing retail market, Sears is a has-been whose stores continue to 
hemorrhage customers to Kohl’s, Target, Walmart, J.C. Penney, Macy’s, and, of course, e-commerce.  It 
may be premature to write an epitaph for this once-strong company because turnarounds do occur, but 
Wall Street does not share Sears’ CEO Edward Lampert’s optimistic visions.  On a more personal note, I 
recently visited the Sears stores at Golf Mill, and Six Corners and found both stores to be dreary and 
bereft of shoppers. 
 
No matter what the future brings, Sears’ legacy shall always remain a part of Chicago’s fabric.  It was 
Sears’ Julius Rosenwald who gave Chicago one of its most coveted treasures, the Museum of Science and 
Industry.  In 1974 the company built Sears Tower, then the tallest building in the world, as its new 
headquarters.  And, we must not dismiss the highly-regarded Kenmore and Craftsman brands, which will 
surely endure.  But changes are imminent.  Sears department stores as we know them today might not be 
around for much longer.  When the ignominious fade-out of this industry pioneer with its remarkable past 
and manifold contributions to Chicago finally does take place, it will be a sad chapter in Chicago’s 
history.   
 

“Trust people fairly and honestly and generously and their response will be fair and honest and 
generous.”—Julius Rosenwald 


