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Introduction

J.C. Penney is more than just a department store—it's a unique American story that
spans over a century of retail, entrepreneurship, triumph, challenge, and reinvention.
From a modest dry goods store in the coal-mining town of Kemmerer, Wyoming, to its
status as one of the most recognizable names in retail, the company has been
intricately woven into the fabric of American commerce and everyday life. This book
seeks to provide a comprehensive, in-depth look at J.C. Penney, tracing its origins,
chronicling its heyday, analyzing its hardships, and examining the path ahead for this
enduring brand.

At its heart, the story of J.C. Penney is a story of people and ideals. Founded by James
Cash Penney in 1902 with just $500 and a steadfast belief in the “Golden
Rule”—treating others as you wish to be treated—the company rapidly became known
for its integrity, quality, and customer service. Guided by Penney’s pioneering profit-
sharing philosophy and democratic business values, employees and customers alike
were invited to become true stakeholders in the company’s success. That ethos
powered J.C. Penney through decades of growth, helping it build trust with American
families across generations.

Yet, as with many iconic institutions, J.C. Penney's journey has been far from linear.
The company’s willingness to adapt, diversify, and innovate propelled it through boom
times and busts alike—through the turbulence of the Great Depression, the shopping
mall explosion of the postwar era, the digital revolution, and ultimately, the mass
disruption caused by online giants and cultural shifts in how Americans shop. Its
ventures into new sectors, experimentation with formats, and sometimes controversial
leadership decisions have sparked both dramatic highs and subsequent crisis points.

Recent years have tested J.C. Penney’s resilience as never before. Mounting debt,
shifting consumer preferences, rapid technological change, and the COVID-19
pandemic forced a bankruptcy filing long seen as unthinkable. But even through
financial hardship and uncertainty, loyal customers and dedicated employees kept the
brand alive, buoyed by its powerful legacy and deep connections to local communities.

Today, under new ownership and as part of the newly formed Catalyst Brands group,
J.C. Penney stands at a crossroads. With dramatic investments in both physical stores
and digital capabilities, and a renewed focus on serving middle-class American
families, the company seeks to reclaim its relevance in a transformed retail
environment. As it charts a new path forward—leveraging its storied past, embracing
innovation, and adapting to the evolving needs of a diverse customer base—the story
of J.C. Penney continues to be written.
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This book invites you to explore that story in full: to meet the entrepreneurs and
leaders at its helm, witness moments of adversity and breakthrough, and to reflect on
the lessons J.C. Penney offers for business, for community, and for the spirit of
American enterprise.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Roots of an Empire: From
Missouri Farm to Retail Visionary

The year is 1875. In the heart of rural Missouri, on a modest farm nestled near the
town of Hamilton, a child was born who would, in time, etch his name into the annals
of American retail. James Cash Penney Jr., the seventh of twelve children, entered a
world shaped by the strict discipline and unwavering values of his Baptist preacher
and farmer father, James Cash Penney Sr., and his mother, Mary Frances Paxton
Penney. Life on the farm was one of hard work and self-reliance, lessons that would
profoundly influence the young Penney and the business empire he would eventually
build.

From a tender age, Penney was taught the inherent value of a dollar. His father, a firm
believer in practical education, made young James responsible for earning his own
clothing money from the age of eight. This early exposure to the necessity of earning
and managing his own finances instilled in him a strong sense of thrift and the
importance of self-sufficiency. He even raised and sold livestock to meet this
requirement, an entrepreneurial endeavor that, while ultimately curtailed by
neighbors' complaints about noise, showcased his budding business acumen.

The family's commitment to education led them to move to a house in Hamilton,
ensuring the older Penney children could attend high school. James proved to be a
diligent student, particularly excelling in oration, where he would deliver speeches on
patriotism, hard work, and Christian values. His father’s influence extended beyond
financial discipline; he also instilled a strong ethical compass. A telling example of this
came when Penney, working as a clerk in a local store, discovered the owner was
diluting higher-priced coffee with cheaper varieties. His father, upon learning of this
deception, insisted he quit the job.

Upon graduating from Hamilton High School, Penney harbored aspirations of attending
college and pursuing a career in law. However, fate, in the form of his father's
untimely death, intervened. With the sudden loss, Penney's collegiate dreams were
put on hold, and he stepped up to help support his large family, taking on a job as a
store clerk. This unexpected turn of events, while a personal tragedy, marked the true
beginning of his journey into the world of retail.

The demanding nature of his new work, combined with underlying health concerns, led
to a doctor's recommendation that Penney seek a drier climate. In 1897, at the age of
22, he ventured west, settling in Longmont, Colorado. It was here, in the blossoming
American West, that Penney’s entrepreneurial spirit truly began to take root and
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flourish, albeit with a few initial stumbles.

His first foray into independent business in Longmont was a butcher shop. Penney
invested his life savings of $300 to become a part-owner, eventually buying out his
partner and renaming it the James C. Penney Meat Market. The venture, however,
faced an ethical dilemma that would prove its undoing. The market's largest customer,
the town’s most prominent hotel, had a cook who expected a weekly “tip” in the form
of a bottle of bourbon. Penney, driven by his unwavering principles, delivered one
bottle but refused to continue the practice, leading the hotel to take its business
elsewhere. Without its main client, the butcher shop quickly failed. This early setback,
though costly, solidified Penney's commitment to honest business practices, a
cornerstone of his future success.

Undeterred by this initial failure, Penney found work in December 1898 as a clerk at a
dry goods store in Longmont, known as "The Golden Rule." This small chain of stores,
operating in the western United States, specialized in essential items such as work
clothes, fabric, and sewing supplies, catering to the needs of working-class families. It
was within this environment that Penney's exceptional work ethic and innate
salesmanship truly shone. He impressed the store's owners, Guy Johnson and Thomas
Callahan, with his dedication and keen understanding of the retail business.

His performance was so notable that in 1899, Callahan offered Penney a one-third
interest in a new "Golden Rule" store they were opening in Evanston, Wyoming.
Penney, eager for the opportunity, accepted the offer without even inquiring about his
salary, a testament to his ambition and belief in the potential for growth. He married
Longmont resident Berta Hess in 1899, and together they embarked on this new
chapter in Wyoming.

This period proved to be an invaluable apprenticeship for Penney, allowing him to gain
hands-on experience in managing a retail operation and understanding the nuances of
customer needs in a frontier setting. It was a time of learning, adapting, and refining
the principles that would eventually define his own company. The lessons learned in
Evanston would soon be put to the ultimate test in a bustling coal-mining town that
would forever be linked with the origin of J.C. Penney.
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