NOW &THEN

A Mail-Order Business Grows up with Seattle
The Sears catalog was
the local 'wish book'
WRITTEN BY PAUL DORPAT

A

t the turn of the c'entury, one
of the facts of farm life was
distance between goods and

services. In 1910 the Sears

and Roebuck Co. rented warehouse
space in Seattle to reach those out-ofthe-way farmers. The Sears catalog
became known among rural folk as

the "wish book" ·and a second favorite after the Bible in many homes.

That first year, Sears' Seattle
location made $320,000 in the mail-

order business. In four years that
figure grew nearly 25-fold. Sears had
exploded into the world's biggest
mail-order

business

"satisfaction

by

promising

guaranteed

or your

money back."
In 1913, the company bought cheap

land on the still-wet tideflats south of
Pioneer Square, at Utah and Lander

streets.
By 1915, Sears had added 800

The puddle has been paved over and the Sears building refinished in beige.
both of this week's pictures. But
customers couldn't walk in off the
sidewalk and buy one of Sears'
laboratory-tested products. You still
had to use the book, and most of the
buyers were still in the sticks.
Today's historical image was taken by a civil servant from the Seattle
Engineering Department on May 6,

square feet to its Utah Street oper-

1918.

ation with another and bigger warehouse topped by the tower we see in

The final landfill of this old
tideland was not completed until the

.

1930s. By then Sears had opened its
doors and invited customers in to
shop - without the catalog.
Paul Dorpat's new book, "Seattle
Now & Then, Vol. II ," includes
information contained in his Pacific
magazine series. The book is avail·
able for $12.95 from Tartu Publications, P.O. Box 85208, Seattle WA
98145.
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