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A vacancy, and a void, on Main Street

Woolworth’s move closes chapter on five-and-dimes

The letter, wilted from heat, lay near a stack of coffee filters behind the lunch counter at the F.W. Woolworth store in Hyde Park. Though transparent with grease in spots, the message was clear:

"Dear Woolworth Associate: It is with regret that I inform you that F.W. Woolworth is closing its United States general merchandise stores." 

Eating at the counter, Syrelle Norton of Hyde Park savored a hamburger and memories. Like many other longtime Woolworth customers Thursday, she mourned the passing of an American institution.

"I'm not too happy," she said quietly.

Though it was business as usual at Woolworth's 22 Chicago-area stores, a pall hung over the Cheerful clothes hangers, Mead notebooks, spools of thread and dying plants. With an expiration date of May 21, 1998, the Rice Krispies on the shelf in Hyde Park have longer than the store itself.

Woolworth Corp. announced Thursday it would shutter all its 400 remaining five-and-dime stores nationwide and lay off 9,200 workers.

The dime-store era was over. The windows of the Loop store at 18 N. State St. reflected a world passing it by. Businessmen in Italian loafers scuffed past on the sidewalk while, across the street, construction crews built an Old Navy store that will sell stylish clothes but not a single piece of gerbil food.

But the death of what was once Main Street's general store signals the passing from the American landscape of more than a retail pioneer. Woolworth's represented a way of life in America, one in which a spool of thread sometimes shared shelf space with a plastic kazoo.

America's store for 117 years, Woolworth's was a great melting pot. Its stores on State Street still hold a diverse group each day at lunchtime, when businessmen in silk suits rub elbows with bag ladies.

In the 1960s, a Woolworth store in the Deep South even figured in some civil rights marches.

"It's definitely a piece of Americana," said Annette Shelstad, a distributor for World Book Encyclopedia in northern Illinois and Wisconsin, as she stood at her post Thursday in the store at 18 N. State.

"It's all the stuff you remember from when you were a kid. It has a lunch counter. How many places have a lunch counter? You feel like you've stepped back in time a little."

Leonard L. Berry, director of the center for retail studies at Texas A&M University, agreed. "But," he said, "walking back in time isn't salable."

"I look at the death of Woolworth's as inevitable," Berry said, "like the death of a human being. But the Woolworth's story isn't tragic. It lived to a ripe old age."

So ripe, in fact, that the stores had a distinctive odor, said Louis W. Stern, professor of marketing at the J.L. Kellogg Graduate School of Management at Northwestern University in Evanston.

"You could walk into a Woolworth's blindfolded, and if you sniffed the air, you could immediately tell you were in a Woolworth's," Stern said. "There's a distinctive smell that articulates the fact that it was known to us. It's been part of our lives. But it's like looking at one's dead great-grandparent in a casket."

For some of Woolworth's many longtime employees, the analogy of a death in the family was appropriate. Some have worked in the company for years, in some cases for decades. Those who only have a short association with the store took it hard, too--but for different reasons.

Norman P. Chandler, 27, of Hyde Park, took a break from stocking the shelves Thursday and sat on a box of Mead notebooks reading the letter informing employees of the news.

"It was kind of financially upsetting," he said, "because right now, the job search is hard unless you have been to school. I feel kind of hurt, to be honest."

The closing of a Woolworth's hits especially hard in neighborhoods such as Hyde Park, which possess neither the glitzy specialty shops of downtown nor the sparkling new Wal-Marts of the suburbs--and isn't even particularly close to any of them.

"Not everyone can go out to the suburban malls," Norton said.

Many shoppers walk to the Hyde Park store. "This is just kind of a local store," Norton said. "If you need something, you can get things here you can't find anywhere else."

Some customers come for essentials; others come to sit at the lunch counter and be a part of the world.

"I kinda depend on it," said Claude Span, who sat drinking a cup of coffee and reading the paper. "I'm a bachelor, so I don't cook. I come every morning for breakfast, and I see a lot of friends here. It's a social gathering, so to speak."

The Woolworth store in a shopping center on East 55th Street sits directly across the sidewalk from a bustling food co-op and fills the same basic needs at similarly low prices.

"In communities such as inner-city neighborhoods and low-income communities where Woolworth's was the only game in town, it is a particularly sad event for their store to close," Berry said.

Although the store was not crowded, a steady stream of people filed in and out of the Hyde Park store Thursday. Ebony Coward, 25, bought a journal in which to write, and Bertha Brown, 75, bought tape and brown paper for wrapping a package.

"At Marshall Field's, you can't buy thread or buttons," Norton said.

Norton and friends Alice Rubovits and Esther Rosen were headed to the co-op after eating lunch at Woolworth's. After hearing Thursday that the store would close, the women had decided during a morning phone conversation to make a point of visiting the lunch counter that day.

Rubovits ordered the patty melt, but she, Rosen and Norton had really come for a taste of yesteryear.

"It's the end of an era," Rubovits said.

Norton savored memories along with her hamburger. She once bought her son, Jonathan, a goldfish in the store on South State Street. "He lived for eight years," she said, smiling and shaking her head in amazement.

In a way, Woolworth's, too, has lived longer than anyone expected. "The variety store is a dodo bird," Stern said.

Woolworth's stores had undergone a transformation in recent years, carrying less and echoing more. "At Christmas time I used to come in to buy gifts--scarf-and-glove sets. They didn't have that this year," Norton said.

Employees say they felt the end coming. Waitresses behind the lunch counter at the Hyde Park store had to scurry to serve everyone at noon now that staffing levels aren't what they used to be.

The one-page letter employees received this week ended with this: "We deeply regret the impact of this decision on our associates during this difficult transition."

Berry said he feels saddened by the loss of a store full of childhood memories. But he and Stern were matter-of-fact.

"It's an era, and it's gone," Stern said. "We have to move on."

