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*““Charles always wanted to get into something big. He was always looking for
something that would match his imagination and his talents. He wanted to sell, to
build a retailing empire. Once he got started, there was nothing to stop him.”

—John Justin, Chairman of the Board,
Justin Industries, Inc.
““He had great vision. He just could see things that other people couldn’t see.”
—Dr. Bobby Brown, President,

American Baseball League

‘““He was a great businessman and he built one of the world’s great companies.
The Tandy we know today could never have happened without Radio Shack.
And Radio Shack, as we know it today, couldn’t have happened without him.”

—William L. Brown, former Chairman of the
Board, First National Bank of Boston
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Above all, Charles Tandy was a sales-
man. He started selling when he was 10
years old, peddling strips of scrap leather
from his father’s shop to his schoolmates
for a dime, teaching them to plait whips
from leather thongs. In high school, he
sold ladies’ belts made out of scrap leather.
While attending Texas Christian Univer-
sity and the Harvard Business School, he
sold ladies’ shoes. After serving in the U.S.
Navy during World War 11, he converted
his father’s shoe-findings shop into a thriv-
ing leathercrafts business, sold it for a
“‘back door’’ listing on the New York Stock
Exchange, then won it back in a bitter
battle with management. In 1963, he ac-
quired control of Radio Shack, a flounder-
ing Boston electronics retailer with nine
stores, and built it into the world’s largest
consumer electronics chain in one of the
great success stories of American retailing.

At times a whip-cracking tyrant, he
could be as brutal as he could be charming
to his executives, depending on the mode of
motivation he was employing; but he had a
sentimental streak as wide as his shoulders

(continued on back flap)



(continued front Nap)
were broad and was proud of the more
than 60 millionaires he created by pressur-
ing associates into buying Tandy stock.
This is the absorbing story of a fascinat-
ing man with an ego as big as Texas and a
drive for success to match it, whe played
hard and lived hard; but who, when he
died at the age of 60, had realized his
dream.

Irvin Farman
is an award-
winning news-
paperman and
public rela-
tions executive
and the author
of Centennial
Story, a His-
tory of the
Fort Worth
Club. He is a
graduate of the University of Missouri School
of Journalism and a longtime resident of Fort
Worth.
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To the memory of
Charles David Tandy
who made it all happen



“He was a man, take him for
all in all, I shall not look upon
his like again.”
—Hamlet
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Prologue

It was a lovely fall afternoon in New York, the kind of day meant for
walking along Park Avenue, enjoying the bright sunshine, the parade of
fashionably-dressed women strolling by, and the gentle breeze ruffling
the flags in front of the Waldorf-Astoria.

But for the group of men gathered in a smoke-filled suite inside the
hotel, there was no time for such frivolous pursuits. That Friday after-
noon, November 15, 1963, the seven members of the board of directors
of Tandy Corporation were meeting in the suite of their chairman,
Charles D. Tandy, and things were getting more than a little strained.

Some seven months earlier, Tandy had made a deal to take over man-
agement of Radio Shack Corporation, a Boston-based chain of nine
electronic stores that was teetering on the edge of bankruptcy. For a
mere $300,000, which represented a subordinated participation in a
loan to Radio Shack by the First National Bank of Boston, Tandy se-
cured an option to buy the controlling interest in Radio Shack.

Tandy had gone into the Radio Shack deal with his eyes wide open.
He perceived Radio Shack to be a victim of poor management and a
promising turnaround opportunity. More importantly, he saw a vehicle
to broaden the scope of Tandy Corporation by entering a dynamic,
emerging industry with great potential. Consumer electronics, Tandy
was convinced, was the wave of the future. Every household in Ameri-
ca was a potential Radio Shack customer. This was in stark contrast to
Tandy Corporation, whose primary business was leather goods and
leathercrafts. Although Tandy Corporation was making money and
growing, Charles Tandy knew that leather and leathercrafts, with their
limited scope, would never propel him to where his insatiable appetite
for achievement, recognition, and reward was driving him.

And, besides, he was getting control of Radio Shack for a pittance.
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2 PROLOGUE

When Tandy initially presented the Radio Shack deal to his fellow
board members in early April of 1963, they rubber-stamped their ap-
proval, as was their wont, even though some of the directors had mis-
givings over the venture. Now, at the November meeting at the
Waldorf, Tandy was asking the board to authorize a major commitment
of resources to reorganize Radio Shack and to begin building a nation-
wide chain of Radio Shack stores.

Radio Shack had lost $4.5 million the year before. It owed $7 million
to a bank and an insurance company and had a negative net worth of
$2.5 million. But Charles Tandy was convinced he could turn things
around, that he could increase Radio Shack’s modest gross margins to
the highly profitable levels he attained at Tandy Leather Company by
revamping the way Radio Shack did business. Give him a little time, he
said, and he would remake Radio Shack into a big winner.

The board members, all long-time associates of Tandy’s, had heard
that song before. Some of them, like James L. West, the president of
Tandy Corporation, whose tenure with the company dated back to its
early days as a family-run shoe-findings business, felt that their primary
mission was to try to keep a rein on their ebullient board chairman.

Jim West had watched Charles Tandy grow up, had helped teach him
the leather business. Now West led the assault on the Radio Shack ac-
quisition as the board meeting convened in Tandy’s suite at the Wal-
dorf that November afternoon in 1963.

“Are you crazy?” West asked Tandy.

“Why would you take on this kind of problem, a bankrupt situation,
that we don’t know anything about, and in Boston, Massachusetts, yet,
where we got burned once before? Who needs to bail out a bank and an
insurance company?”’

Tandy, ever-present cigar in hand, stood stolidly in front of the fire-
place in the sitting room of the suite, fighting to keep his emotions un-
der control. His tall, heavy-set presence dominated the room.

Other board members interjected their concerns.

Didn’t Tandy realize that in the past year he had acquired Cost Plus,
an import store operation, that was going to need large infusions of
money? Cost Plus and Radio Shack would be competing for the hard-
earned profits generated by the Tandy Leather Company, the corpora-
tion’s cash cow. Could they afford to build two national retail store
chains simultaneously?



PROLOGUE 3

But, perhaps most of all, they were worried, they told Tandy, that he
was spreading himself too thin by personally trying to run Radio Shack,
Tandy Leather Company, and Tandy Corporation all at the same time.

Prior to the board meeting, a majority of the directors had come up
with the idea that if Tandy persisted in pushing ahead with Radio
Shack, he should relinquish the reins of Tandy Corporation and Tandy
Leather Company for a limited period, say a year or two, and devote
himself exclusively to his pet project. Their choice of a temporary suc-
cessor to Tandy as board chairman was Carl C. Welhausen, the head of
the Tex Tan Welhausen Division and a corporate vice president and
member of the Tandy board.

The chore of presenting the proposal to Tandy was handed to Luther
A. Henderson, vice president and treasurer of Tandy Corporation,
member of the board, and a close friend of Tandy’s since their Sunday
School days at Broadway Baptist Church in Fort Worth.

Even though the proposal was not Henderson’s idea, nor did he par-
ticularly favor the idea, he carried out his mission like a good soldier.
He met Tandy for breakfast in his Waldorf suite on the morning of No-
vember 15.

All through the bacon and eggs, Henderson worked up his courage,
anticipating what Tandy’s response would be. Over the final cups of
coffee, he could stall no longer.

“The board has asked me to present an idea to you,” Henderson be-
gan, groping for the right words. “The directors think it would be bene-
ficial if you had more time to give to Radio Shack without worrying
about the rest of the company, say for a year or two, until you’ve had
time to put Radio Shack back on its feet...”

He never got to finish what he was trying to say, as Tandy interrupted
him with a string of expletives that left no doubt as to how he felt about
Henderson’s overture.

“What’s this crap you’re trying to hand me?” Tandy demanded.

“He was so mad, he nearly threw me out of the suite,” Henderson re-
called. “It placed our entire relationship in jeopardy. Eventually, he
calmed down when he realized I was just doing the board’s bidding and
hadn’t been conspiring against him. But he told me in no uncertain
terms where the board could go.”

When the board meeting convened at 2 o’clock that afternoon,
Tandy’s combative juices were flowing.
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He opened the meeting with the statement, “The Radio Shack acqui-
sition is a good deal for Tandy Corporation.”

Then he added, with a sharp glance at Henderson who was seated
on a sofa across from the fireplace, “I am perfectly capable of giving
Radio Shack the attention it needs and keeping the rest of the company
running.”

The directors remained unconvinced. Led by Jim West, they voiced
their doubts, giving Tandy every indication they were prepared to reject
his request for increasing the company’s stake in Radio Shack. This, in
Tandy’s mind, was tantamount to torpedoing the entire deal.

“Now, look, everyone of you has been doing what he has wanted to
be doing. One of you has been handling the accounting, and another
has been handling this or that,” Tandy stated. “At this time, | am mak-
ing my point clear. We are going to do what I want to do.

“If T don’t get an affirmative vote on this, then [ will sell
every share of stock I own in the corporation and I will, personally,
take this on my own hook.”

Tandy then strode out of the room.

The board sat there, too stunned to do anything for a few moments,
then began considering its options.

Tandy might be bluffing, but the board members were not of a mind
to call him and find out.

He was, -after all, the corporation’s largest stockholder and the dy-
namic force behind its solid growth. He had led the fight to regain con-
trol of the Tandy Leather Company after a brush with disaster only a
few years earlier. Tandy Corporation was now a highly profitable going
concern, with more than 170 leather and leathercrafts stores in the Unit-
ed States and Canada and sales of more than $20 million.

With most of their individual net worths tied up in Tandy stock, the
idea of going it alone without Tandy at the helm was simply not a via-
ble option to the directors.

“There were a few minutes of muddling, fumbling and grumbling,”
Bill Michero, an eyewitness to the confrontation, related, “and then it
was grudgingly decided to give Charles everything he wanted.”

Michero, the corporate secretary, was dispatched to escort Tandy
back into the room.

Exuding clouds of cigar smoke in his wake, Tandy returned from the
corridor outside the suite where he’d been waiting.
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Sir Laurence Olivier never made a better entrance.

“Okay, you bastards,” he said with a grin as wide as the map of Tex-
as, “now that you know who’s running this show, let’s go get ’em.”

Recalled Henderson, “We owed it to him to support him. So we ap-
proved the deal on his terms. And it worked.”

That sentence may be one of the classic understatements of all time.

From that November afternoon in 1963 to the day, 15 years later, on
November 4, 1978, when he died at the age of 60, Charles Tandy saw
his dream of a national chain of Radio Shacks come true.

Where he once had talked of hundreds of stores and $100 million in
sales, he lived to see nearly 7,000 Radio Shack outlets across the land-
scape of America and sales of more than $1 billion.

Today, Tandy Corporation, the company he built virtually from
scratch and to which he devoted his life, has grown into a multi-
faceted, multi-billion dollar enterprise. Its Radio Shack chain is the
largest electronics retailer in the world.

The day after his death, an editorial in the Fort Worth Star-Telegram
eulogized Charles Tandy as a builder and as a dreamer:

“His is a story of the American dream, of a man rising as high as his
desire and his ability and his enterprise will take him.

“Tandy wanted to ‘succeed and he worked long and hard to achieve
success. It was a dizzy, roller-coaster trip that paid off in a billion dollar
business...”

This is the story of the man and the trip.
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Chapter 1
Start on a Shoe String

On a sultry August day in 1925, a bedraggled young man arrived at
the Texas & Pacific Passenger Station in Fort Worth after an all-night
train ride from Tennessee. He carried his worldly possessions in a card-
board suitcase. In his pants pocket was $1.85, all that remained from
the $25 grubstake his father had given him to finance his way to Texas.
The young man’s name was Charlie Hillard and he had come to Fort
Worth because he had a job waiting for him there on a used car lot
owned by his mother’s nephew, J.B. Jordan.

The 19-year-old Hillard had grown up on his father’s farm in Oak-
field, Tennessee, and had graduated from high school that summer. His
father had offered to send him to Vanderbilt University in Nashville,
but Charlie had other ideas.

“Dad,” he told his father, “if you’ll stake me to $25, I'd like to go to
Texas and get a job.”

Now, disembarking from the long train ride, suitcase in hand, Hillard
began walking north along the sun-baked streets of downtown Fort
Worth towards Jordan’s used car business at 211 Commerce Street near
the Tarrant County Courthouse. Fort Worth was in the midst of an epi-
demic of oil fever at the time, with fortunes being made and lost daily.
Everywhere, there were signs of construction, with new buildings pok-
ing their heads skyward. Hillard took in the scene on his long, sweaty
walk of some 15 blocks from the depot to Jordan’s lot, looking into the
shops, restaurants, and bars along his route, observing the people stroll-
ing by and ogling the cars rolling past him on the hot-topped
streets—sedate sedans, jazzy roadsters, and sporty touring cars.

More than 65 years later, Hillard, by then the owner of one of Fort
Worth’s most successful automobile dealerships, recalled his walk in
the sun and his arrival at Jordan’s office.

7



8 START ON A SHOE STRING

“There was a guy in there, a slender, well-dressed man in his mid-
30s, smoking a cigar. He and Jordan were visiting when [ got there, and
he listened in on our conversation. After learning that I had just arrived
in town to go to work for Jordan, the man asked me where I was going
to live. I told him I didn’t have the slightest idea. He told me he knew a
place that was clean and reasonable. So I got into his car and he drove
me to the new YMCA building that had just opened in downtown Fort
Worth. He took me inside and told the clerk I needed a room. Then he
took $3 out of his pocket and put it down on the counter and said, ‘I
want to pay this boy’s rent for two weeks.” The man was Dave Tandy,
Charles Tandy’s father.”

Dave L. Tandy was a partner in a struggling shoe-findings business
located in a seedy end of downtown Fort Worth. That business, the
Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company, would become the forerunner of to-
day’s Tandy Corporation. The driving force behind its metamorphosis
from a two-man operation selling soles and shoelaces to shoe repair
shops into a global consumer electronics retailing giant would be Dave
Tandy’s son, Charles David Tandy.

In 1925, Dave Tandy was 36 years old and had been in the shoe-find-
ings business in Fort Worth since 1919. “Shoe-findings” was the term
given to businesses that supplied shoe repair shops with leather soles,
rubber and leather heels, shoe laces, shoe polish, and other items. It
stemmed from colonial days, when firms called “shoe-finders” provid-
ed the supplies for itinerant custom boot and shoemakers.

Dave Tandy and his partner, Norton Hinckley, made a good pair, the
feisty, cigar-smoking Tandy, an outgoing, fast-talking extrovert who
loved to sell, and the stolid, conservative Hinckley, who knew the mer-
chandise and liked to buy. Standing about 5-8 and never weighing more
than 150 pounds, Dave Tandy, in his later years, with his wire-rimmed
glasses, bow ties and double-breasted suits, would become a dead-ring-
er for President Harry Truman.

Early on, Hinckley and Tandy found their respective niches in the
business, with Tandy as “Mr. Outside” and Hinckley as “Mr. Inside.”
The two had become friends while working together in the shoe-
findings department of Padgett Brothers, a major Dallas leather house.
Hinckley, a Dallas native six years older than Tandy, had worked his
way up to manager of the shoe-findings department after a number of
years as a traveling salesman calling on shoe repair shops.
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Dave Tandy’s father, A.N. Tandy, was a successful farmer, shipping
his vegetables in crates that featured a big T trademark. Dave Tandy
grew up on his father’s farm in Brownsville in the Rio Grande Valley,
hating the long hours and backbreaking work. He wasted no time leav-
ing the farm after graduating from high school, and eventually wound
up in Temple, a central Texas town between Waco and Austin, where
he landed a job as a salesman in a shoe store. One day he sold a pair of
shoes to a local girl, Carmen McClain. It was love at first sight. They
were married in Temple on July 8, 1914,

“How could I help falling in love with Carmen?” Dave recalled in a
newspaper interview on their 50th wedding anniversary. “She was the
prettiest girl I ever did see.”

Dave was earning 20 cents an hour and working a 70-hour week
when he got married. There was no income tax. “When the income tax
went into effect in 1917, we screamed that the government was robbing
us,” he often recalled. “The tax was 1 percent.”

Dave and Carmen had just returned from their honeymoon in
Galveston when disaster struck. The shoe store where he was working
went out of business. Times were tough in Temple and job opportuni-
ties nonexistent. Dave decided to try his luck in Dallas. There, he
learned of an opening for a salesman in the shoe-findings department of
Padgett Brothers. Much as he disliked the thought of going on the road,
he applied for the job and was hired. His immediate supervisor was
Norton Hinckley.

Tandy sold shoe-findings on the road for Padgett until the United
States entered World War I in 1917. When his brothers, Cleve and
Clyde, were drafted, he responded to his father’s call and returned to
the family farm as their wartime replacement. He was exempt from
military service because by now he was the father of 2-year-old daugh-
ter, Margueritte. A second child, a boy, would be born on May 15,
1918, while Dave and Carmen were still living on the family farm in
Brownsville. He would be named Charles David.

Dave remained working for his father until his brothers came home
from the war. When the Armistice was signed on November 11, 1918,
Dave began looking forward to leaving the farm and getting back into
the leather business.

His hopes were answered through a fortuitous encounter with Norton
Hinckley on a street in Dallas in early 1919. Dave was in Dallas trying
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to collect some overdue vegetable accounts for his father when he ran
into Hinckley. The two hadn’t seen each other in nearly two years and
had a lot of catching up to do. Over a cup of coffee in a nearby cafe,
Tandy told Hinckley about his desire to get back into the leather busi-
ness and asked about his chances of returning to his job at Padgett
Brothers.

Hinckley had another idea. He wanted to go into business for himself.
Now he asked Tandy if he’d be interested in joining him. He had been
looking into the matter for some time and he believed that Fort Worth
was the place to locate. There were no shoe-findings houses there,
whereas Dallas already had five or six. Tandy was intrigued.

“How much will it take?” he asked.

“How much have you got?” Hinckley answered.

“I’ve got $5,000 in the bank,” Tandy informed his partner-to-be.

Dave had learned the importance of saving money from his father,
who had taught him as a boy to start putting 50 cents a week in the
bank. He had followed his father’s advice and had, over the years, dili-
gently put away 10 percent of everything he made.

“I’lIl match your $5,000,” Hinckley said. “With $10,000, we’ll have
enough to get started.”

They found an affordable store with a glass front in a one-story brick
building at 1607 Houston Street on the lower end of downtown Fort
Worth. The shop contained about 2,500 square feet of floor space that
included a small office in the rear. In spite of the high hopes of the two
fledgling entrepreneurs, the Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company got off
to an inauspicious start.

“They had a fire after only six months in business that nearly finished
them,” Norton Hinckley’s son, Douglas N. Hinckley of Dallas, report-
ed. “Starting up the new business was a strain. They were always
strapped for cash.”

Fort Worth, when Hinckley and Tandy set up shop in 1919, was in
the midst of a postwar boom. Already known as a “cowtown” because
of the many livestock and meatpacking businesses, Fort Worth was
now experiencing another major boost to its economy: oil. In 1911,
cowboys on the W.T. Waggoner Ranch near Wichita Falls struck oil
while drilling a water well. Fort Worth was the nearest major city to the
new oil field, and by 1912 two oil refineries had been built there. In
1917, wildcatters operating out of Fort Worth hit the jackpot with the
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discovery of a vast new oil field at Ranger. A year later, rich oil depos-
its were found at Desdemona and Burkburnett.

Fort Worth became a major center of the emerging petroleum indus-
try. Thousands of people jammed into the city. New companies were
born daily. By 1919, eight refineries were operating there and produc-
ing more than 50,000 barrels of oil per day. The tax value of property in
the city more than doubled, surpassing $100 million and the population
topped 100,000 for the first time. There were 12 banks in town with to-
tal deposits of more than $80 million and a downtown building boom
that would continue through the 1920s.

Other factors also contributed to Fort Worth’s growth. A major mili-
tary installation, Camp Bowie, was built in Fort Worth, and became the
home of the storied 36th Division that performed so valiantly in France.
Three military airfields were located in and around the city. Norton
Hinckley and Dave Tandy made the most of the atmosphere. At first
they divided up their business responsibilities. Hinckley called on shoe
repair shops in Fort Worth and Tandy worked the neighboring cities
and towns. As the business grew, they began hiring salesmen and both
became full-time managers, Tandy concentrating on sales and Hinckley
on buying.

“They were a good pair. They were congenial,” Doug Hinckley re-
called. “Dave was a talker, always with a cigar in his mouth. Dad was a
quiet person.”

In 1923, with the business now on a firmer footing, Hinckley-Tandy
Leather Company moved to a new location in larger quarters in a
three-story, turn-of-the-century building at 1600 Throckmorton Street,
at the southwest corner of 15th Street. It was only a block away from
the original site and was still in the heart of one of the tougher parts of
town, only a few blocks away from an area that had been known as
“Hell’s Half Acre” during the great cattle drives of the 1870s and ’80s.
Fort Worth then had been the last stopping-off point on the Chisholm
Trail, where cowboys could wet their whistles and enjoy some female
companionship before driving their herds of Longhorns across the Red
River into Indian Territory on the way to Dodge City and the other
Kansas railheads.

“It was tough country,” recalled Archie Wayman, who had worked
for the Cook Paint & Varnish Company store at 229 West 15th Street
in the mid-1920s. “You didn’t go down there much after dark. The rail-
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road tracks were right behind us. A guy was running on the street late
one night and ran into two policemen. They began running with him.
One of the cops said, ‘If a tough guy like you is running, we’d better
run, too.””

Throckmorton was a brick street and Hinckley-Tandy was a store
front, Wayman remembered. Next door was the Wagner Supply Com-
pany, an oil field supply house, and next to it was the Harlow Cone
Company, which made ice cream cones. The Cook Paint & Varnish
store was located between Throckmorton Street and the Jennings Ave-
nue Viaduct. Burrus Mills was nearby. Across the street was a black-
smith shop, which was still making horseshoes, although most of its
business was industrial machinery. On a shelf above the anvil, one of
the blacksmiths kept a half-gallon jug of corn whiskey out of which he
sipped all day long. His breath was frequently as fiery as his forge. On
the opposite comner of 15th and Throckmorton was a salvage store
owned by E.C. Dayton.

Wayman remembered Dave Tandy as “the front guy with his cigar,
while Hinckley stayed in the back. Hinckley did the buying and Dave
did the selling. Dave was always busy on some committee of the Rota-
ry Club or the Chamber of Commerce or the Sales Executives Club. He
was nervous, never could sit still, just the opposite of Hinckley. He was
a classy little guy, dressed real well, always wore a bow tie.”

It didn’t take long for the effervescent Tandy to carve out a niche for
himself on the local business scene. He joined the Rotary Club of Fort
Worth in 1921, became a director and would earn the distinction of
having 34 years of perfect attendance. He was a vice president and di-
rector of the Fort Worth Chamber of Commerce and led many trade trip
delegations across the state extolling the virtues of Fort Worth as a good
place in which to do business. He was one of the organizers and the
first president of the Fort Worth Sales Executives Club and one of the
early promoters of the city as a site for sales meetings and conventions.
He served as president of the Manufacturers and Wholesalers Associa-
tion just before it merged with the Chamber of Commerce in 1927.

In 1924, Dave Tandy chaired a committee that staged a rally for
1,000 traveling salesmen to demonstrate the city’s growing manufactur-
ing, wholesaling, retailing, and industrial capabilities. The Fort Worth
Star-Telegram called him “one of the most wide-awake businessmen of
the city, whose interests in Fort Worth are not limited to personal gain.”
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He also had a prescient eye to the future. In July 1927, he was quoted
in the Star-Telegram, “Air transportation is still in its infancy, so much
so that it is hard to imagine how greatly it can be developed. I wasn’t
sold on air as a means of practical transportation until recently when I
studied it in connection with the proposed mail route to South Texas. I
am convinced now that its possibilities are unlimited.” On December
19, 1928, Tandy took his first airplane ride, a short hop around Fort
Worth in the company of 11 other directors of the Chamber of
Commerce.

Hinckley-Tandy opened its first branch store in Beaumont in 1927 in
an effort to tap into the growing Gulf Coast market. But by 1932, in the
depths of the Depression, the store was closed, never having lived up to
expectations. Dave Tandy then offered Jim West, who had joined the
company two years earlier as manager of south Texas operations in
Houston, the chance to open a new store there. West, who would one
day become the president of Tandy Corporation, accepted the
challenge.

West had grown up in Corning, Iowa, and had received his early edu-
cation in a one-room country schoolhouse. After graduating from high
school, he enrolled in Grinnell College, a small liberal arts school in
Iowa, on a mathematics scholarship.

“I never took a course in math that I didn’t get a top grade in,” West
would later recall, “but I failed to graduate because I ran out of money.”

Later, he attended the St. Louis University School of Commerce
while working for the Chicago, Burlington & Quincy Railroad, and
then went to work for the Fulton Bag and Cotton Company. He was liv-
ing in St. Louis when Charles A. Lindbergh made aviation history with
the first transatlantic solo flight in “The Spirit of St. Louis” in 1927.
The entire city turned out to welcome Lindbergh when he made a tri-
umphant return to St. Louis. The Fulton Bag and Cotton Company gave
its employees the day off, which West put to good use by answering a
help wanted ad by the Seiberling Rubber Company. Seiberling was
looking for a sales representative in Fort Worth and West got the job.
In Fort Worth, one of the first people West met was Dave Tandy,
whose company was the state distributor for Seiberling products.

“I sold rubber heels to Hinckley-Tandy,” West was quoted in a news-
paper interview shortly before his death. “Goodyear had almost a mo-
nopoly on rubber heels, but Seiberling’s heels didn’t mark floors when
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you walked on them. With that advantage, Seiberling eventually got
half the sales in the state.”

In 1930, Tandy hired West and sent him to Houston to oversee
Hinckley-Tandy’s operations in south Texas.

“Dave knew that I knew how to sell and that [ wasn’t afraid of hard
work,” West later recalled. “After all, I’d already been selling him rub-
ber heels.”

Eunice West met her future husband in St. Louis while she was going
to secretarial school and Jim was attending St. Louis University. She
and West were married shortly after he moved to Houston. It was a
union that was predestined, she said with a laugh. “My maiden name
was East, so we proved the twain could meet.”

She recalled how hard Jim worked in those days.

“He managed the store in Houston and also delivered merchandise to
customers in the area. He was both on the road and inside. He had to do
it all. It was just a very plain store, downtown on Caroline Street. In
those days, it was a findings business, and Jim sold leathers for soles
and heels and shoelaces and shoe polish. The customers were from all
around. They would come in on Sunday and buy from Jim. All of the
shoe shops in Houston were customers. Those early days were awful.
There was nothing very prosperous about them. It was just a lot of hard
work. Jim went to work at 7 o’clock and it was usually 9 or 9:30 when
he got home.

“I used to go with him sometimes when he’d go on trips. He’d leave
on one day and come back the next, going to Goosecreek and Baytown
and those suburban areas and Galveston. We’d stay overnight in
Galveston because it was a resort. But a lot of times Jim would be in
those shoe shops until late at night. He’d deliver their orders to them.
We had a Ford coupe and it’d be full, chock full, of merchandise, and
we’d stop at all these individual shoe shops. The owners, of course,
worked late because most of them lived in the back of the shop. We’d
go in and Jim would stand around sometimes until 10 o’clock because
they’d be busy and he’d have to wait until they could see him. He’d
stay around to collect because they would pay a little bit at a time on
their account.”

West was lucky if he could collect anything from his customers in
those early 1930s days when a hole in the sole of one’s shoe was a
symbol of the times. While Al Jolson sang, “Brother, can you spare a
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dime,” there weren’t many people around who could spare one. West
struggled to keep his store in Houston going.

Back in Fort Worth Dave Tandy and Norton Hinckley, like so many
other small businessmen of the time, resorted to some creative mea-
sures to keep their struggling enterprise afloat. Tandy told a story of the
time the business had two invoices that it couldn’t pay. “What we did,”
he related with a sheepish grin, “was send a check made out to the
ABC Company to the XYZ Company, and the XYZ Company check to
the ABC Company. It took about two weeks for them to get the checks
back, and by then we had enough money to cover them.”

Hinckley-Tandy nearly went belly-up in 1937. It bought too much
merchandise on credit and lacked funds to pay. Dave Tandy saved the
day by going to each of the suppliers, pointing out that if they forced
Hinckley-Tandy into bankruptcy, they’d get nothing. But if they would
give the firm six to 12 months, they could sell the merchandise and pay
their bills. He convinced them that the the merchandise was saleable,
that Hinckley-Tandy had just bought more than they could sell right
then.

But even when things were at their bleakest, when the stock market
was hitting all-time lows and unemployment all-time highs, Dave
Tandy, ever the optimist, was making speeches at sales meetings
around the state exhorting people to keep their chins up. A news item in
the Star-Telegram declared: “Selling in spite of the Depression through
the use of modern packages will be discussed by Dave L. Tandy, presi-
dent and sales manager of Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company, at the
second annual Southwestern Sales Managers Conference at the Baker
Hotel in Dallas. Tandy will outline the evolution of the package from
the ‘ugly duckling’ stage to the present when it is being used to turn
sales curves upward.”

Dave Tandy also offered a Depression-era marketing tip to the shoe
repair industry that was published in a trade journal: “In the present
phase of merchandising, we find that psychology is playing a greater
part than ever before. The salesman, the advertiser, the manager, all are
using more psychology today than ever before. Therefore, we would
like to submit to you for your careful study a slight change in the
present universally used slogan by the shoe repair shops,
namely,—‘Shoes Repaired While You Wait.” We believe better psy-
chology would be to use—*Shoes Repaired While You REST,’ chang-
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ing the word ‘wait’ to the word ‘rest’. People today are living in a
hurry. They do not like to wait for trains, for shoes to be repaired, or
anything. But when they are tired, they might take a suggestion to
REST. Anyway we pass this on to you, and would be glad to know
what you think of the matter.”

During the 1930s, Dave Tandy became known as a public speaker
on leather lore. He developed a traveling road show he called the
“Romance in Leather,” and he became a sort of Paladin of the lecture
circuit: “Have Speech, Will Travel.”

A 1939 story in the Star-Telegram told of a talk Tandy made to the
Rotary Club in Brownsville, Texas, at which he displayed 60 pounds of
cow hides and horse hides, plus goat, sheep, lamb, reptile, alligator,
shark, and walrus hides.

In his remarks Tandy informed his fellow Rotarians that their area
had “a wonderful opportunity for a very profitable industry in catching
sharks for commercial purposes, because shark skin cannot be imitated
successfully and is valuable.” He also gave an account of what hap-
pened to the ostrich after the styles in women’s hats changed and os-
trich feathers were no longer in vogue.

“It became necessary to find some other use for the ostriches that had
been maintained for their feathers,” Tandy reported. “Then someone
discovered that the ostrich, when killed and skinned, furnished a very
fine leather that was very hard to imitate successfully. The birds be-
came so valuable for their leather that in a very short time all of the os-

“triches in the United States had been used and we began to import
ostrich hides from Australia. A law there prohibits the killing of the os-
trich for its skin alone, but it was found that the meat made a very fine
‘Wimpy Special.” Now the meat is used there, while the hides are
shipped to the United States.”

Hinckley-Tandy’s struggle for survival continued until the outbreak
of World War II. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor that plunged the
United States into the war had an immediate impact on the
country—and the company. The problem now was not selling the mer-
chandise, but finding the merchandise to sell.

Leather had become vital to the war effort, and the government soon
was taking almost all of the available leather. There was virtually none
left over for civilian use. However, specialty leathers soon began to be
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utilized by the armed forces for therapeutic leathercraft programs in
military hospitals and in recreation and rehabilitation centers.

Dave Tandy found he could get a priority for providing the armed
forces with specialty leathers, which worked very nicely for tooling
belts, billfolds, handbags and similar items. As the war progressed, the
specialty leather business continued to grow. This was Dave Tandy’s
bailiwick because it was outside of Norton Hinckley’s area of interest
and expertise.

For the first time, Tandy began to recognize the potential of leather-
crafts for the future of the business. Hinckley, on the other hand,
thought leathercrafts was a fad that would die with the end of the war.

Neither recognized it at the time, but the path to a split-up of the
company had been charted.

* * *

The family that Dave Tandy moved to Fort Worth in 1919 consisted
of his wife, Carmen; their two children, Margueritte and Charles; and
Carmen’s mother, Olive Anne McClain. Another son, Alfred R. (Bill)
Tandy was born in Fort Worth on August 19, 1921. Dave soon had
Carmen and his mother-in-law selling shoe polish and shoelaces door to
door. The family initially lived in a small house at 2240 Alston on the
city’s non-fashionable south side until the summer of 1929, when it
moved into a comfortable, two-story brick home that Tandy built at
1916 Berkeley Court in one of the city’s upwardly mobile areas.

Charles Tandy and his sister and brother grew up in a strict Southern
Baptist home that was dominated by his mother. “She really made them
toe the line,” recalled Eunice West. “Dave Tandy just let her take
over. He let her do it all, as far as the home and the children were
concerned.”

Dave Tandy joined the Presbyterian Church after a tent meeting in
Temple, but Carmen remained a staunch Southern Baptist and raised
the three children in that faith. They attended Broadway Baptist
Church, and it was there that Luther Henderson first met Charles
Tandy. Charles was 12 and Luther was 10.

“Our mothers were good friends through the church,” Henderson re-
called. “Charles lived on Berkeley Court and I lived on Park Hill, so we
were neighbors and got to be good friends. After we got a little older,
we didn’t find Sunday School classes too interesting. But we both
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wound up in the department for high school age people where there
were a lot of pretty girls around. We did that for two or three years and
thoroughly enjoyed it.”

Charles’ grandmother, Olive Anne McClain, whom he called “Mother
Mac,” had grown up in a very strict Baptist tradition. “She was strongly
against smoking and drinking, both of which Dave Tandy did, and this
was a source of irritation between them that never died out,” Luther
Henderson said.

According to Henderson, when Charles was about 14 or 15, his
grandmother promised him a car if he neither smoked nor drank until
he was 21. Charles accepted the challenge and, to the best of Hender-
son’s knowledge, lived up to the agreement.

“His grandmother did give him a car,” Henderson said. “I think,
though, that by the time Charles was 21 and one week he’d more than
made up for all that lost time. That’s when he started smoking his ci-
gars that became his trademark.”

Charles grew up in a world that was bounded by how far a boy could
roller skate or ride a bicycle, another boyhood friend, Phil R. North, re-
membered. North lived only a few houses away from Tandy when they
were growing up.

“Charles and I were the same age. His birthday was May 15 and mine
was July 6, so we played together from the time we met,” North said.
“The games we played were what we and the other neighborhood kids
could devise—shinny in the street, kick the tin can, touch football on a
vacant lot, baseball where there were two vacant lots together, digging
a cave in a vacant lot, building a clubhouse out of abandoned lumber,
counting the cars as they came by and seeing who could correctly iden-
tify them by make and model year.

“At night during the summer in those days, we didn’t have much to
do,” North related. “We’d sit around outside because there was no air-
conditioning. We’d sit on the front sidewalk because it was cooler.
We’d sit out there and talk and watch the fireflies. We’d try to catch the
fireflies and put them in a bottle. And we’d talk about whether it would
be possible to ever make $10,000 a year. Both of us thought it was very
unlikely that we’d ever achieve such success, but it was something to
dream about. Neither of us had any clear idea of how we could amass
this fortune. When you’re 10 or 11 years old, the business world seems
very far away. It’s very vague to you. A boy at that age can imagine be-
ing a doctor, or a lawyer, or a professional baseball player. He can have
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clear aspirations as to what he wants to be at that age, but you don’t
think about having a business. I didn’t know what I was going to do
and neither did Charles.”

Although North’s father was editor of the Fort Worth Star-Telegram,
the city’s dominant newspaper, he and Charles delivered the Fort Worth
Press, an upstart afternoon paper owned by the Scripps-Howard chain,
after school. They also sold the Saturday Evening Post and other maga-
zines for additional pocket money.

“Our families were comfortable, in that we had nice homes and a
family car,” North said. “It wasn’t customary to give children vast al-
lowances. I think mine was 25 cents a week and I suspect Charles’ was
the same or less. And that’s when we were in high school.”

North recalled that Charles Tandy first displayed his aptitude for
salesmanship when he was about 10 years old and attending the Dag-
gett Elementary School on Fort Worth’s south side.

“Charles took leather scraps from his father’s shoe-findings store and
taught the kids how to make quirts and belts out of them. I think he
sold two leather strips for a dime. The strips were about a yard long.”

Tandy and North also engaged in a joint business venture, operating a
punchboard during school recess.

“We charged the kids a nickel or a dime to punch our punchboards.
You could win a nickel, a dime, a quarter, 50 cents or a dollar with one
punch,” North related. “We bought the boards from Herman Brothers
Supply for 15 cents, and if we sold the whole board we would net
$1.15, less the cost of the board, which gave us a whole dollar profit.”

The Depression-era summer of 1936 provided a special set of memo-
ries for everyone lucky enough to be living in Fort Worth. It was the
summer of Casa Manana, the show business extravaganza mounted by
Fort Worth to upstage Dallas which had been chosen as the site of the
Texas centennial celebration.

Billy Rose, the pint-sized showman from Broadway, was lured to
Fort Worth for the then unheard of fee of $1,000 a day to produce the
spectacle that featured a Sally Rand Nude Ranch, a lavish stage show
headlined by Paul Whiteman and his Orchestra, bevies of beautiful
girls, and spectacular scenery and costumes. Across the state billboards
proclaimed, “Dallas for Education. Fort Worth for Entertainment.”

For the 18-year-old Charles Tandy and Phil North, Casa Manana pro-
vided an idyllic summer of romance and enterprise. “In that Casa
Manana show,” Phil North remembered, “there was one number that
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had 50 chorus girls in it wearing gold cowboy boots. There were 55
chorus girls in all, with five having the night off every night. Charles
and 1 contracted to regild the five pairs of gold cowboy boots that
weren’t in use each night, for $5 a pair. We were 18, and that was as
much money as we’d ever seen. We also got to meet every single one
of the chorus girls.”

Slot machines were legal at Casa Manana that summer. Since North
and Tandy had to deliver the regilded boots to the dressing room before
each performance, they had about two hours to kill before they could
pick up the boots of the five girls who would not be performing the fol-
lowing evening.

“So we’d go over to Pioneer Palace, where the slot machines were,”
North recounted. “We’d take a dollar in nickels and dimes with us and
carefully survey the slot machine scene to see which machines were go-
ing for 100 percent profit. We’d stand behind old ladies and watch them
put their nickels and dimes in the machines, and then we’d decide
which machine to play that night. We never lost more than a dollar and
we never won more than a dollar because we quit after we won a dollar.
We were never greedy. Then, when the last show was over, we’d pick
up the five pairs of boots and take them home to regild.”

Another business venture in which Charles Tandy engaged as a teen-
ager was making ladies’ belts. His partner was John Justin, Jr., whose
family bootmaking name is as much a part of Western lore as are Stet-
son and Colt. The Justin Boot Company’s brand dates back to the sto-
ried days of the old cattle drives, when John Justin’s grandfather, H.J.
Justin, began making handmade boots for cowboys in a Chisholm Trail
town called Spanish Fort.

“I first knew Charlie Tandy when my father moved the family boot
business to Fort Worth from Nocona in 1925,” John Justin recalled. “I
was 7 years old at the time, the same age as Charles. We kind of grew
up running into each other. Charlie’s dad, Dave Tandy, took a very ac-
tive part in the Sales Executives Club and so did my dad. So I knew
Charlie through that, too. We’d see each other at meetings we’d go to
with our dads. By the time we got to high school, Charlie was very in-
terested in making some money, and so was I. Our fathers were rather
frugal with us, and Charlie kept coming up with ideas for putting a little
more change in our pockets. It was his idea for us to go into the ladies’
belt business together.
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“He said to me, ‘You’ve got a lot of scrap leather over at your fa-
ther’s boot factory. Why don’t we use it to make belts and sell them to
the department stores downtown?’

“At first, I didn’t think too much of the idea, but he kept talking
about it until I finally agreed. This was when both of us were in high
school. I found an old hand-mounted, 16-pound mallet that they used
for cutting out dies at the boot factory. And we bought a die. It was
kind of an oblong-shaped die with the comers cut off and had four
holes, two at each end. I’d bring all this heavy scrap leather home from
the boot factory and we’d go out to my garage. I lived on Medford
Court in Park Hill, not too far away from where Charlie lived.

“So we’d get in there, in my garage, and we’d start pounding that die
with the 16-pound mallet, cutting out belts in the shapes we wanted.
We’d place the die on the piece of leather and pound on it. One of us
‘would hit that thing until our arm would just give out. Then the other
guy would begin to hit. If you didn’t hit the die hard enough with the
mallet, it wouldn’t cut through the leather, and you’d have to hit it
again. Charlie and I sometimes stayed in my garage damn near all night
knocking those belts out, particularly when we had orders. He liked to
work. We worked nights because we were going to school.”

Justin laughed when he recalled the scene.

“When we were grinding out those belts, the sweat just rolled off us.
You take that big old 16-pound mallet and beat that die, and you’re
talking about exercise. We’d just do it until we’d give out.”

They used an old burning needle to burn borders around the belts and
to decorate them, usually by burning in brands from a book of cattle
brands they had acquired. Finally, they got to where they put their own
designs on their products, things like backward Ls.

“I think that’s one of the ways Charlie got interested in leathercrafts,”
Justin said.

They sold their belts to department stores and specialty shops and did
a pretty thriving business. “We were getting a buck or two apiece and
they were selling for around $4 in the stores,” Justin remembered.
“And, pretty soon, it got to where you’d see a lot of them around town.
Women were wearing them as a sort of novelty-type thing, because the
belts came without buckles. What we’d do is buy some strip leather and
put it through the holes at each end of the belt. You’d just tie the belts
in front instead of using a buckle.
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“We had a nice little business while it lasted,” Justin continued. “The
leather was free from scraps we collected at the boot company and
the labor was free. We never were able to use scrap leather from
Charles’ father’s business because we needed heavier leather than what
Hinckley-Tandy had.”

Justin remembered the Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company as a small,
struggling business that “did everything in the world” to try to sell
leather to his family’s boot company.

“But even in those days, my father was buying 100 times more leath-
er than Hinckley-Tandy ever stocked,” Justin said. “So there just wasn’t
any room for the middleman. The boot company was buying direct
from the tanneries.”

In later years, after Tandy and Justin returned home from sea duty
during World War II, they talked about joining forces again, Justin
revealed.

“Charlie was fascinated by the boot business, and he would call me
periodically about buying the boot company. But I didn’t own the com-
pany then and there was nothing I could do about it. Then, when I got
the boot company, he called me a time or two, but it just never worked
out and we just never got together. I probably made a bad mistake. I
probably could have made a lot of money if I'd sold the business to
Charlie for Tandy stock.”

No one in Fort Worth ever dreamed that Tandy would become a
“great entrepreneur,” Justin said. But it was apparent to those who
knew him that the Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company would never sat-
isfy his ambitions or his ego.

“Charles always wanted to get into something big,” Justin reported.
“He was always looking for something that would match his imagina-
tion and his talents. He wanted to sell, to build a retailing empire. Once
he got started, there was nothing to stop him.”

He would have to wait until after the war to make his start.




Chapter 2

Building a Business in Peace
and War

Tandy was already on active duty in the U.S. Navy when the bombs
began falling on Pearl Harbor. In the spring of 1941, with the war
clouds becoming more ominous, the Navy offered direct commissions
to students attending the Harvard Business School. He applied, was ac-
cepted, and was commissioned an ensign in the Regular Navy after
agreeing to a 6-year commitment.

He was called to active duty although he had not completed the re-
quirements for his MBA. He hoped the business school would award
him the degree under the extenuating circumstances, but it was never
forthcoming. This colored his opinion of Harvard MBAs forever after.
Tandy applied to the Harvard Business School after his graduation from
Texas Christian University in 1940, but he was turned down. He was
determined to go there, however, even if it meant pulling a few strings.
The strings were pulled by his grandmother, Olive Anne McClain, who
had grown up in Bonham, Texas, with Speaker of the House Sam Ray-
burn, one of the most powerful men in Washington.

“Charles’ grandmother got Sam Rayburn to write a letter to the Har-
vard Business School on Charles’ behalf,” Luther Henderson reported.
“That’s how he got in.”

Charles Tandy’s college career started inauspiciously. He flunked out
of the prestigious Rice Institute in Houston in his freshman year. Tandy
later said that flunking out of Rice was the best thing that ever hap-
pened to him because it taught him that he had to study rather than
spend all his time chasing coeds. He then enrolled at Texas Christian
University in Fort Worth. TCU would remain close to his heart for the
rest of his life.

“Charles was always more interested in girls than in academics,”
Henderson maintained. “Academic subjects never really interested him.

23
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He just did enough to get by. It was only after he graduated from TCU
that he became interested in preparing himself for a business career.”

While at TCU, Tandy worked as a salesman in the ladies’ shoe de-
partment of Monnig’s Department Store in downtown Fort Worth. He
initially worked for his father at Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company, but
he found selling ladies’ shoes far more rewarding. Not only was he was
on a commission at Monnig’s rather than on the minimal fixed salary
his father had paid him, but selling shoes was a great way to meet at-
tractive young women.

“Charles was always a good salesman,” Henderson said, “so he had
an above-average income for a college student in those days.”

Elton M. Hyder, Jr., a prominent Fort Worth attorney and one of
Charles’ closest friends, remembered Tandy saying, “A man ain’t worth
a damn unless he’s sold ladies’ shoes. If you can sell ladies’ shoes, you
can sell anything.”

Tandy was able to put his shoe-selling experience to immediate use
when he entered the Harvard Business School, landing a job in the la-
dies’ shoe department of the Jordan Marsh Department Store in Boston.

Reminiscing about his Harvard experience in later years, Tandy de-
scribed his first year there as one of the hardest of his life, and he fre-
quently recalled the two lonely Christmases he spent on the deserted
campus because he couldn’t afford to go home for the holidays. “It was
horrible,” he said.

During Tandy’s second year at Harvard, he only took courses that in-
terested him. “I didn’t have to worry because they don’t wash you out
until the end of the year,” he told Bill Vance, a former Tandy Leather
Company associate. “So I said to myself, ‘The hell with their schedule
and the courses they want me to take. I’m picking my own courses and
I’m picking the ones that fit exactly with what 1 want to do.””

Vance called this “one of the smartest things that Charles ever did,
because he was able to concentrate on financial subjects taught by peo-
ple with the best financial minds, and Charles had a mind like a sponge.
He just drank it all in.”

Phil North added, “Charles enjoyed Harvard. He enjoyed the people
there. He got out of it what he wanted. But he never regretted not get-
ting his MBA. What you had in your head or in your heart was what
was important. If he had a degree from Oxford or was a don, he’d never
tell people. He’d never have worn a Phi Beta Kappa key had he won
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one. Charles’ lack of a diploma from Harvard and flunking out of Rice
were merit badges in his book.”

Tandy’s first assignment with the Navy after being called to active
duty was selling war bonds in Hawaii. In 1942, while still an ensign, he
sold $1,179,637.50 in war bonds, a record for war bond issuing offices
nationwide. He concentrated his sales efforts on civilians holding
draft-exempt jobs in Navy shipyards.

It was during his tour of duty in Hawaii that he became aware of the
therapeutic and recreational applications of leathercrafts in Navy hospi-
tals. He wrote to Dave Tandy about what he had seen, suggesting that
leathercraft might offer an opportunity for the expansion of Hinckley-
Tandy’s business after the war.

Tandy’s next assignment took him to sea as a supply officer on an oil
tanker, the USS Pecos, in the Pacific. William W. Collins, who had
grown up with Tandy in Fort Worth and later became a Radio Shack
executive, recalled an experience that took place in heavy seas off the
Aleutian Islands shortly after the Battle of Midway.

“Charles was on an oil tanker that came up to the Aleutians to refuel
our task force. I was a junior engineering officer on the heavy cruiser,
the Indianapolis, in charge of one of the diesel fuel connections. The
seas were rough and it was a really dangerous situation. These were big
ships and they were bobbing up and down. Charles knew I was on the
Indianapolis, and he knew that I had no way of knowing that he was on
the Pecos.

“So Tandy got on the bullhorn and called out for everyone to hear,
‘All right, Collins, get off your dead ass and hurry up and make that
diesel connection.’

“I heard that voice across the roaring seas, and I could see that the
captain on the bridge of the Indianapolis heard it, too. The hose was
still about 20 feet out, and I got word from the captain, ‘Collins, I want
you to make haste with that diesel connection. You heard that supply
officer over there on the tanker saying things are going too slow.’ I an-
swered, ‘Yes, captain, sir.’

“Then I looked over at the tanker and I recognized Tandy. He was
doubled over laughing. He thought that was the funniest thing, because
I’d gotten my ass eaten out by the captain of my ship. That happened
right off Kiska, and there were a lot of German submarines around, and
we needed the fuel.”
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Collins added a postscript to the Aleutian incident.

“Just after I joined Radio Shack, I was working in the store in down-
town Dallas to learn the business. Charles came over to the store one
evening. I didn’t even know he was there. We were busy, it being
Christmas time, and we were selling these little bullhorns. Charles went
over to a comner of the store, got one of the bullhorns out and said, ‘All
right, Collins, get off your butt and hurry up and make that sale.” I’ll
tell you, he thought that was funny as hell, too.”

After a tour of sea duty, Tandy was one of about 100 officers accept-
ed to attend the Naval Accounting School at Harvard. Luther Hender-
son, a naval officer then stationed in the Aleutian Islands, also applied
for the Accounting School assignment and was accepted.

“You can imagine our mutual surprise when we ran into each other
on the Harvard campus,” Henderson said. “We immediately signed up
to room together.” As it turned out, they became roommates, but not in
the Harvard dormitory to which they were assigned.

“Charles knew a family in Boston, the Meyers, who were in the
leather tanning business and had done business with Hinckley-Tandy,”
Henderson recounted. “So Charles called Mr. Meyers, and when he
learned that Charles was stationed at Harvard, he invited him to live at
his home and bring a friend. So Charles and I moved into the Meyers’
home. We went to school from 9 to 4 and the rest of the time we were
on our own. The Meyers really made us a part of their family, intro-
duced us to lots of people. Since there was a shortage of men, we got
invited to lots of parties, met lots of pretty girls. After that, we went to
separate duty stations and didn’t see each other again until after the war
was over. Charles stayed in the Navy for about a year after the war end-
ed because of his six-year Regular Navy commitment. He spent the
year in the States working primarily on disposal of war surplus
equipment.”

Tandy chafed under that extra year of active duty while his peers
were getting started on their postwar careers. When he got out in 1947,
he was a man in a hurry. The war had taken six years out of his life and
he had a lot of catching up to do.

He came back from the war with a wife, the former Gwendolyn
Purdy Johnston, an attractive, vivacious, and wealthy widow. She and
Charles had been married in Seattle on October 25, 1945, after a whirl-
wind courtship. He was 27 and she was 41 and the mother of an 18-
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year-old daughter and a 15-year-old son. Gwen had been widowed
eight years earlier when her husband, Sherwood Johnston, was killed in
a plane crash. Johnston was the scion of a wealthy family with exten-
sive holdings in Mexico, including a sugar plantation and sugar refiner-
ies in Los Mochos, among other interests. The family maintained
estates in Burlingame, California, near San Francisco, and Rye, New
York, plus homes in Cuernavaca and Mexico City.

Charles and Gwen met while he was stationed in San Francisco. They
were introduced by Gwen’s daughter, Connie, a freshman at Stanford
University and a volunteer driver for the Red Cross assigned to the
Navy. She met Charles when he was escorting a group of admirals in a
staff car driven by Connie. One of the staff car’s tires suffered a blow-
out. Taking advantage of the privileges of rank, the admirals watched
while the young woman got out of the car to change the tire. Charles,
who was then a lieutenant, offered his assistance even though it meant
soiling his sparkling Navy whites. Connie was so grateful, she invited
the chivalrous young officer to her home in Burlingame, where he met
Gwen.

Hazel Vernon of Fort Worth, who was living in the Bay Area at the
time with her Navy husband and was a close friend of Gwen
Johnston’s, remembered when Charles came to call for the first time.

“It was a Sunday afternoon at Gwen’s beautiful home in Burlingame.
We had just finished lunch at the Burlingame Country Club and had
come back to the house to have a swim when Charles arrived. He was
smoking a cigar at least a foot long and I could hear him talking up a
storm to a group of young ladies. He was really something. I wondered,
who is that brash young man?”

Mrs. Vernon asked Tandy what he was going to do after the war,
and he said, “I’m going back to Fort Worth and put my family’s busi-
ness on the map. I’'m going to make us all millionaires, my father, my
brother, and my sister.”

Gwen and Charles began dating and were married shortly after Tandy
was transferred to Seattle in October of 1945. Mrs. Vernon, who later
moved to Fort Worth where she became a successful realtor, acted as a
“baby-sitter” for Connie and her brother, Sherwood, while Gwen was in
Seattle for the nuptials.

When Gwen and Charles arrived in Fort Worth in 1947 following his
separation from the service, they set up light housekeeping in a small
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apartment without air-conditioning and other amenities near the TCU
campus. The experience provided Gwen with a severe case of culture
shock. Not only had her lifestyle changed drastically, but her adjust-
ment wasn’t helped at all by the 12 to 14-hour days Charles began put-
ting in at the Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company.

“Hours didn’t mean a thing to Charles,” Eunice West said. “He
worked from early morning until, a lot of times, 9 or 10 o’clock at
night. Charles would stay down there after they closed the store. I know
Gwen would get so provoked. She’d call me and ask, ‘Is Jim home
yet?” And I’d say, ‘No.” And she’d say, ‘I wonder where they are?’ and
I’d say, ‘They’re down there someplace.””

Bill Collins remembered the day Gwen and Charles arrived in Fort
Worth upon his return from the service. “They drove up to my house in
a Duesenberg roadster that Gwen owned and there was this big dog
standing up in the back seat. It was like something out of The Great
Gatsby.” Harlan Swain, who began working for the Hinckley-Tandy
Leather Company in 1942, found that Tandy lost no time making his
presence felt upon his return to work.

“After Charles came back into the business, life became pretty much
hell for everybody, so to speak. I thought he was real hard in those
days. That was before I got to know him for what he really was, which
was a warm, big-hearted, totally unselfish person. But he didn’t come
across that way at first. He was very impatient. But he could see exact-
ly where the future lay. At the beginning, when he couldn’t get people
to see what he saw, it was very, very frustrating for him. He was hard,
tough, demanding, and profane.”

Swain recalled an incident in which he felt he was victimized by
Tandy’s apparent lack of sensitivity to other people’s feelings. It hap-
pened shortly after Charles’ arrival on the scene and was something
Swain said he never forgot. A great-uncle of his had died and he had
asked Dave Tandy for time off to attend the funeral because the great-
uncle had been especially close to Swain’s mother.

“Charles found out about it and was furious,” Swain reported. “He
didn’t think I should have taken off to attend a funeral for a great-uncle.
He said to me, ‘I had a chicken once that died and I didn’t take time off
from work.” In retrospect, I can hardly believe that he really said that,
but it has subconsciously stayed with me over all these years. I know
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now, and I got to believe later, that he really wasn’t that insensitive.
But, I guess, that was the one thing above all others that doomed me to
a life of intimidation at the hands of Charles Tandy.”

Swain paused for a moment as if composing his thoughts, then added,
“You know, Winston Churchill once said, ‘Never have so many owed
so much to so few.” Well, I'd say about Charles Tandy, ‘never has any-
body accomplished so much with so little.” By that I mean he took ordi-
nary people like myself, people with humble backgrounds and not
much education, and by dint of his tremendous energy and determina-
tion, flogged us into doing more than we thought we could do. I’'m ab-
solutely convinced that there is no one that could have done what he
did with the people that he did it with. Not that he picked dumb people.
I don’t mean that. I mean that he picked ordinary people, and by the
unselfish remuneration plans that he devised and by the judicious use of
the cat-o’-nine-tails, he accomplished miracles.”

Swain recalled how in later years Tandy accompanied him and other
employees to the Fort Worth National Bank, “hat in hand, so to speak,
so that we could borrow money to invest in our stores and to buy
Tandy stock, and a lot of us became millionaires because of that. It’s
unbelievable that it could happen. But it happened because of Charles
Tandy. To build an empire as he did, it was just phenomenal.”

Swain began working as a stock boy at Hinckley-Tandy Leather
Company in September of 1942, right after high school graduation, at a
starting wage of 30 cents an hour. He had learned about the Hinckley-
Tandy job opening at the Texas Employment Commission Office in
downtown Fort Worth and had been instructed to talk to a Mr. D. L.
Tandy.

He recalled his meeting with Dave Tandy.

“He was very animated, very energetic, and had a cigar in his mouth.
He talked with me for a while, then excused himself and went over and
got Mr. Hinckley. He and Mr. Hinckley conferred and then Mr. Tandy
came back and told me I was hired.”

Hinckley-Tandy’s business was still shoe findings, supplying shoe re-
pairmen with all of their needs, including the machinery they utilized.

“Of course at that time, shoe repairing was a pretty big thing, much
more so than it is today,” Swain said. “People got their shoes repaired
and kept them until they wore them out. Hinckley-Tandy had three
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salesmen working out of Fort Worth, covering west Texas, east Texas,
north Texas, and southern Oklahoma. We also did some mail order
business. The shoe repairmen would mail in their orders for their fill-in
needs in-between calls by the salesmen, but generally you had to call
on the shoe repair men personally to maintain their business; not only
to retain their business, but to see that they paid. There were three kinds
of customers: those that would and could pay their bills, those who
would pay but couldn’t, and those who could pay but wouldn’t. The ef-
fect was the same with each of the latter two. You didn’t get your mon-
ey. But our company had good credit, paid its bills, and was always
properly financed to conduct the kind of business it was doing.”

All new employees started out on the packing table, packing mer-
chandise for shipment, Swain said. “Then, after you accumulated
knowledge of the merchandise, you got to be an order filler, the guy
who went around with a clipboard filling orders. Then there were the
shipping clerks who, after the orders were filled and packed, had to
know which truck lines went where, and whether the package should
go by truck or railway express or parcel post.

“Mr. Hinckley was strictly a shoe findings man,” Swain continued.
“He was in charge of buying and inventory control for everything ex-
cept what we called the upper leathers, which were mostly calfskin and
kangaroo skins from which the upper parts of boots and shoes were
made. The customers for upper leathers were custom bootmakers and
shoemakers. Mr. Tandy handled that phase of the business. But he was
principally an outside man, a salesman, an outgoing, extroverted fei-
low. He also handled the advertising and the merchandising for the
whole business.” ,

The Hinckley and Tandy division of labor apparently worked, Swain
decided. “They got along pretty well, although, on occasions, you could
hear their voices raised. Mr. Hinckley was a quiet man. He never
had much to do with directing the employees. Mr. Tandy did all that
sort of thing, and with all of his nervous energy he could keep things
stired up. Mr. Hinckley represented a sort of quiet, stabilizing
influence.”

After Charles Tandy’s return from the Navy, Hinckley-Tandy began a
modest expansion program, opening new stores in Amarillo, Dallas,
and Albuquerque, which necessitated hiring some part-time help. One
of those applying for a job was Bill Michero, a newly-returned Navy




BUILDING A BUSINESS IN PEACE AND WAR 31

veteran, who needed to augment his GI Bill stipend while he finished
work toward his degree in business at TCU.

“It was in December of 1947,” Michero recalled. “I spotted a 3-by-5
card tacked on the wall of the business school that invited part-time job
applicants. So I drove my 1932 Reo to this place in the seedy end of
downtown near the wino district at 15th and Throckmorton Streets,
where I eventually found the headquarters of the Hinckley-Tandy
Leather Company.

“The building was a typical, crummy pre-World War I structure, sort
of oblong-shaped, four floors, including a basement. The back of it and
the freight doors faced on Lancaster. Two blocks east was the Richelieu
Grill, which had been down there for years since the advent of the rail-
road. The freight elevator had this giant, 6-foot diameter wheel that was
pulled by rope, and if you overloaded it the brake failed and everything
would go to the basement. It was a pretty primitive environment.”

Michero was interviewed first by Charles Tandy, then by Dave Tandy
before they hired him at $1.10 an hour, which was 10 or 15 cents above
the minimum wage at the time. Michero began working in January of
1948 filling orders in the warehouse, helping in the shipping depart-
ment, wrapping packages, and servicing mail order customers.

“By the time I got there,” Michero related, “a good part of the sales
were coming from customers who were not shoe repair people, but
people who were doing other things. Some advertising pieces were be-
ing done and some modest little homemade mailing pieces were being
produced and aimed at this new market for leather. Dave Tandy created
these little advertising and mailing pieces on his kitchen table.”

Another Navy veteran, Bill Vance, who spent the war as a medic on a
small water tanker in the South Pacific, had also returned home and en-
rolled in the TCU School of Business. He had just gotten married and
had mentioned to one of his professors that he was looking for a job.
The professor referred him to the Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company.

“The building it’s in looks like it’s about to cave in,” the professor
told Vance, “but there’s a young man there who impresses me no end. I
think, if he can get some help, he can do something with the business.
His name is Charles Tandy. You ought to go and talk to him.”

A few days later, on a Saturday afternoon, Vance drove downtown to
answer a Burroughs Business Machine Company want ad only to dis-
cover the office was closed. Getting back into his car, he began driving
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south. At the corner of 15th and Throckmorton Streets, he saw a sign
that said, “Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company” on an “old, yellow stuc-
co building,” and he remembered his conversation with the professor.
Parking his car in front of the building, Vance went inside to be greeted
by a less than inviting setting.

“I’m not kidding,” he avowed, “I actually walked through some cob-
webs going in. I walked up two or three little steps and came to a little
wall at the back of the room. Then I turned left and that put me in the
office. Just a couple of lights were on. At least it was pretty dim in
there. I couldn’t see anybody and I couldn’t hear anybody. But the door
was open and I said to myself, ‘There’s gotta be someone here.” So I
walked in and then I saw two big feet sticking out from under a desk
and I figured there had to be a body somewhere under those feet. So I
said, ‘Hello.” The feet kind of rustled and then I saw a big guy about 6
feet 2 and 200 pounds pushing himself out from underneath the desk,
looking up at me with a big smile on his face and saying, ‘Hi, what can
I do for you?’”

That was Bill Vance’s introduction to Charles Tandy.

Vance told Tandy he was looking for a job and Tandy said, “Come in
and let’s talk.” He explained that he’d been lying on the floor plugging
in a new IBM electric typewriter. “I want to see what it can do,” he
added.

“We began talking,” Vance said, “and then Charles asked me if I
minded working on Sunday. By this time it was 4 o’clock on Saturday
afternoon. I answered, ‘I don’t like to work on Sunday. I worked on
Sunday when I worked in a restaurant. But if the ox is in the ditch, I'm
more than happy to get him out.””

Tandy replied, “Well, we’ve got a big ox in the ditch. How about 7
o’clock tomorrow morning?”

The job was installing fixtures Tandy had bought from a friend who
made knockdown furniture and fixtures. The fixtures were cheaply
made and didn’t fit very well, but Tandy wanted them installed to make
racks for a shipment of western belts that had just arrived. Vance and
Tandy finished the job about 7 o’clock Sunday night. Then Vance
brought up the subject of permanent employment.

“Charles said they really didn’t have a spot open, but would I be will-
ing to work for $25 a week to find out if I fitted in somewhere? I told
him I would if I could start in the bookkeeping department. When he
asked me why the bookkeeping department, I told him that was the best
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place to learn the business. He nodded his head and said, ‘I guess that
makes sense.” He told me to report for work the following morning for
a week’s tryout.”

The head bookkeeper, Bush Jones, wasn’t particularly happy to see
Vance, informing him that there was really nothing for him to do. But
after a while Jones reappeared and said, “Here’s a statement from the
Albuquerque bank that’s wrong. I don’t know what’s wrong with it, but
you find out.” Vance discovered that the bank had made a $10 error in
its favor. The next day the young woman who did the invoices called in
sick, so Vance sat down at her desk and did the billing. Then he got his
big break. The man who did the pricing became ill and was hospitalized
in the Veterans Administration Hospital in Dallas. It was his job to
check the catalog when the orders came in and price all the orders.
Vance was assigned that task.

“Dave Tandy began warming up to me when I began pricing,” Vance
said. “He gave me half a day to see how I was doing and checked up on
me. Since he did the buying of the upper leathers, he was familiar with
the upper, leather prices. When he didn’t find any mistakes in my pric-
ing he went back to his desk. I worked that way all week without being
told whether I'd been hired permanently or not.”

On Friday night near quitting time Vance approached Charles, who
told him, “Let’s go see Dad.” They found Dave Tandy in a receptive
mood. “I guess so,” he said when Charles asked him if Vance was
hired. “What I didn’t know,” Vance added, “is that Dave had just found
out his pricer was going to be laid up in the hospital for three months.”

The relationship between Dave and Charles Tandy was frequently
stormy. Both had a propensity to giving vent to their feelings and didn’t
mind being overheard. “They’d yell at each other, but they also really
liked each other. It was that kind of a fun ball game. Everybody used to
yell at each other,” Michero reported.

But there was also ¢ lot of mutual respect.

Charles Tandy often said that he learned more about business from
his father than he ever did at the Harvard Business School.

“My dad probably taught me the biggest part of the most important
things I know,” he once told Vance. “He always taught me in a simple
way that was easy to understand,” and he gave as an illustration the
time his father permitted him to buy shoe dye for the first time.

“He gave me an amount of money to spend and told me 1 was on my
own. There were about 25 or so colors available, so I divided them up
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equally and bought 10 bottles of everything. When the shoe dye ar-
rived, we quickly sold out of two or three of the most popular colors.
But I had no money left to replace them. I asked my dad where I’d
gone wrong.”

“‘Charles,” Dad said, ‘I’ve never considered myself an expert inven-
tory man, but I have learned this over the years. When you look at that
dye and you find out what you’re selling, you’ll find that you sell about
20 bottles of white to every bottle of purple. Now, if you’re gonna run
out of a color, which one would you rather run out of?’ Then dad
asked, ‘How many sales would you miss if you were out of purple for a
month?’ I told him, ‘Maybe none.” Then he asked me, ‘How many
sales would you lose if you were out of white for a month?’ I never for-
got that conversation. To this day, when I’m thinking about inventory, I
always ask myself if I have enough white dye or too much purple?’”

By early 1948, Hinckley-Tandy had stores in Dallas, Amarillo, Albu-
querque, and Houston, in addition to Fort Worth, and a small catalog
business.

Vance and Charles Tandy used to drink coffee together at 10 o’clock
every morning at the Texas & Pacific Passenger Depot across Lancaster
Avenue from the Hinckley-Tandy offices. They always talked business.
“Charles wasn’t interested in gossip or sports,” Vance said. “We’d
spend about 15 minutes talking and Charles was always full of ideas.
Charles always wanted to set sales goals, but they really weren’t goals.
They were more like hopes. Our annual sales then were about
$750,000. Charles would say, ‘I hope that sometime we can build it up
to $5 million.””

Vance was the 14th person hired by Hinckley-Tandy in Fort Worth.
The work was hard, Vance recalled, but it had one redeeming feature. It
was steady. No one ever was let go.

“Dave and Charles didn’t like to fire anybody,” Vance explained.
“The only person they ever fired, they caught him stealing one Sunday
when they came down to do some extra work. They didn’t have any
choice. Then they went home and moped about it. Charles’ mother told
me, ‘Dave can’t fire anyone and neither can Charles. They bark but
they don’t bite.””

There was also a special feeling about the place, Bill Michero re-
membered. “I started out with the company at 23,” he explained. “I
knew it was a small organization, but we were doing a little more busi-
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ness each month. The ambience and atmosphere were crappy, and I
knew that all of my classmates were making the same money that I was
with a lot less effort, but it was fun to be there even though I was work-
ing my fanny to a frazzle. Perhaps it was Charles and Dave and the oth-
er guys, but you had the feeling you were a part of a team that was
building something. In a short while I had seen the evolution out of the
staid shoe-findings business into a new, interesting direction. Sure there
were those who didn’t find it all that great. They went on to work
somewhere else. It was a self-screening environment.”
* * *

Hinckley-Tandy’s leathercraft business, begun as a wartime sideline,
began to expand after Charles Tandy’s return.

“There were a lot of servicemen coming back home wounded and in-
capacitated in varying degrees and they were placed in Veterans hospi-
tals for treatment and rehabilitation,” Harlan Swain reported. “The
occupational therapists, looking for things to help them occupy their
time and get back some of their confidence, found that working with
leather had a great deal of therapeutic value.” In addition, leathercraft
provided an opportunity for people to augment their incomes because
the finished products possessed genuine value.

“Dave Tandy initially recognized the possibilities of leathercraft, but
the aggressive pursuit of it as a business came from Charles,” Michero
asserted. “Dave had 30 years in the business and knew the merchan-
dise. Charles didn’t know the merchandise that well, but he was keenly
aware of what was happening in the marketplace, and he was con-
vinced that a large, untapped market existed for leathercrafts. So the
combination worked out pretty well. Charles and Dave admired each
other very much, and Dave deferred to Charles when he kept insisting
the future of the business lay in leathercrafts and not in shoe findings.”

Luther Henderson recalled, “When Charles returned from the Navy,
he didn’t take a line job in the family business. He was a general all-
around person, He was trying to find a way to make the business grow.
He thought in terms of having a little better, a little bigger, a little nicer
place for people to go to have their shoes repaired. He thought very se-
riously about this and was trying to find locations and things like that.
But he never actually tried it. The next phase of the story is that he did
begin to get interested in the leathercraft side of the business and he re-
alized the difference in the amount of gross profit it was contributing in
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relation to the sales volume. The shoe-findings business was so com-
petitive, with pretty tight gross margins and a lot of expenses. It operat-
ed on a gross margin of 25 percent, while the leathercrafts gross
margins were at the virtually unheard of rate of 38 percent to 39
percent.”

The split-up of Hinckley-Tandy was inevitable. Norton Hinckley, a
dyed-in-the-wool shoe-findings man, saw no future in leathercrafts.
Charles Tandy wanted the company to spend all of its resources in
building up leathercrafts. Norton felt that Charles was an opinionated,
pushy young man whose talk about creating a nationwide chain of
leathercrafts stores was a pipe dream.

Dave Tandy was “a reluctant recruit” to the leathercrafts side of the
business, Henderson opined. “I think if he’d been given a free vote,
he’d probably have voted against the split-up with Hinckley. But be-
cause Charles did have this enthusiasm, and the fact that Charles could
marshal some pretty good arguments, Dave agreed to the proposition.”

Charles Tandy held firmly to his beliefs, as he explained in a talk at
Brigham Young University in 1973. “After 1 had been in my father’s
business for about a year-and-a-half, doing my best in research and
study, I came to the conclusion that the only thing that looked as if it
was worthwhile was leathercraft,” he revealed. “This was doing about
$300,000 a year in sales at that time. Shoe repair supplies were running,
maybe, a million dollars. We were making a living and that was all. |
knew from observing other types of businesses around the world that
there had to be a better way. There had to be more opportunities. I had
studied enough to know that there was another way, and that we had to
find it.”

The beginning of the parting of the ways came at a special meeting of
the board of directors of the Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company in the
company offices at 1600 Throckmorton Street on May 31, 1949.
Norton Hinckley and Dave Tandy were present as the firm’s directors
and stockholders. Also in attendance were Douglas N. Hinckley,
Charles D. Tandy, and James L. West. Norton Hinckley, acting as
chairman, announced that the purpose of the meeting was to consider
“a feasible plan of departmentalized operations.”

Dave Tandy, acting as secretary, reported that the company was oper-
ating a wholesale, retail and mail order business with two distinct class-
es of merchandise: shoe findings and upper leathers. “Under the system
of operation presently used,” Tandy stated, “it cannot be determined the
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amount of profit made from each class of business.” He cited an exam-
ple from the operating results of the year ended May 31, 1949, com-
pared to the previous year’s operations. “Sales of $535,362 in the prior
year provided a net profit of $21,959, while sales of $578,798 in the
year just ended produced a loss of $1,012. It cannot be determined from
the present method of operations which class of business produced
profits or losses. For this reason, it is necessary that the business be
departmentalized.”

The minutes of the meeting declared, “After much discussion, it was
resolved that the business shall be divided into two departments, one
department to be described as the shoe-findings department, the other
to be described as the upper leather department, effective for the fiscal
year beginning June 1, 1949, and ending May 31, 1950. The net assets
of the company shall be divided between the two departments in a man-
ner sufficient to meet the requirements of the plan, and each department
shall maintain a complete set of books and shall account for all busi-
ness transactions of every kind and character, shall render monthly op-
erating statements and shall maintain separate bank accounts.”

Norton and Douglas Hinckley were named operators and managers of
the shoe-findings department, which would occupy three floors of the
building at a rental of $225 per month. As an incentive, it was stipu-
lated they would receive, in addition to their salaries, a bonus equal to
25 percent of the net profits of their department after income taxes
were prorated.

Dave and Charles Tandy were named operators and managers of the
upper leather department, which would occupy two floors of the build-
ing at a rental of $150 per month. They, too, received an incentive bo-
nus of 25 percent of their net profits after taxes.

Bill Michero recalled the separation. “We physically separated the in-
ventories of the upper leather and the shoe-findings departments. The
upper leather department later became our leather business. We split
the building and we allocated the people. There were about 13 of us
working there. There were about 45,000 square feet in the building,
roughly 15,000 on each of the three floors. So the physical separation
was made, and this group of employees stayed with the shoe-findings
business and this group stayed with the upper leathers.”

The separation agreement lasted for nearly a year, but it soon became
apparent that a divorce was inevitable as the two entities drew farther
apart. The official end of Hinckley-Tandy Leather Company came on
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March 31, 1950, when a final settlement was consummated. Dave
Tandy agreed to pay Norton Hinckley $155,848, half in cash and half
in promissory notes, for the Hinckley-Tandy operations in Fort Worth,
Houston, Amarillo, and Albuquerque. The notes totaling $78,588 were
secured by a lien on property owned by Dave Tandy in Fort Worth, and
were payable in three annual installments of $26,196, due April 1, 1951
through April 1, 1953.

Hinckley retained the Dallas shoe-findings operation, for which he
agreed to pay Dave and Charles Tandy $14,918. He was joined in the
business by his son, Douglas Hinckley. Norton Hinckley maintained his
home in Fort Worth after the split, and commuted to Dallas by car. He
died in Fort Worth on October 14, 1964, at the age of 83.

The Tandy Leather Company was established on May 31, 1950, with
about a dozen investors, with Charles and Dave Tandy holding the ma-
jority ownership. Other original investors included Bill Tandy, Jim
West, Bill Michero, Bill Vance, and Harlan Swain.

The Tandy Leather Company took over the premises at 1600 Throck-
morton. It would remain there until 1952, when it moved 13 blocks
north to a new location at 2nd and Throckmorton streets, an area of
downtown Fort Worth that would 26 years later become a part of the
Tandy Center.

A new era was about to unfold, with Charles Tandy firmly in the
driver’s seat.



Chapter 3

Tandy Leather Company
Spreads Its Wings

The move of the Tandy Leather Company to 2nd and Throckmorton
Streets satisfied the growing company’s need for larger quarters, but it
also was a manifestation of Charles Tandy’s longing to improve the
firm’s public image and establish his own.

Dave Tandy, despite his involvement in the Chamber of Commerce,

Sales Executives Club, and Rotary, had never been granted entry into
the Fort Worth power structure dominated by the big downtown banks,
utilities, law firms, oil companies, and monied families. So to Charles
“the trek uptown to a location across the street from Leonards Depart-
ment Store, the city’s dominant retailing force, represented an upwardly
mobile step, something akin to a family moving across town to the
“right” side of the tracks.

The new home of Tandy Leather Company was a post World War I
four-story brick building with a glass storefront at street level that stood
stoically on a 50-foot corner lot amid more imposing structures. The
Leonards Department Store complex sprawled catty-corner across a full
city block from the Tandy Leather site.

On the first floor of the rented premises occupied by the Tandy
Leather Company was a leather and leathercrafts store, behind which
was the mail order department. Unfortunately this arrangement meant
that order fillers were constantly elbowing their way past the customers
to get to the merchandise on display. The street floor was concrete, but
the three floors above were of wood that had become impregnated with
oil over the years. A freight elevator large enough to accommodate a
good-sized truck served the building.

The offices were located on the second floor and were wide open,
devoid of partitions, as they had been at the Hinckley-Tandy Leather
Company, but now several four-foot planters graced the premises.

39
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Everyone, however, was still within easy shouting distance of everyone
else, and there was still no privacy for anyone. Lined up against the
back wall were the desks belonging to Charles Tandy, Dave Tandy and
Jim West.

“You could hear every telephone conversation, every argument,” re-
called Rachel Barber, who began working there in June of 1952.
“Charles, his father and Mr. West rarely spoke in quiet voices. They re-
ally enjoyed a good argument with a great deal of shouting. They’d be
at each other’s throats, criticizing each other. Then, at the stroke of 12,
they’d say, ‘Hey, it’s time to go to lunch,” and all smiling they’d go out
together. They picked each other’s brains openly. There were no se-
crets, no intrigue. Everybody knew what was going on. It was wide
open. [ loved it.”

Miss Barber, who would later become director of corporate and
shareholder relations for Tandy Corporation, was working for the Justin
Boot Company in advertising, print materials, and communications in
1952, when a friend advised her that Tandy Leather Company was
looking for someone with experience in advertising and direct mail.

She remembered walking through the retail store on the way to her
first meeting with Charles Tandy and being impressed that it was
“crammed with merchandise” and “full of customers.” Tandy offered
her a job, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to take it. After that, nearly
every Friday evening, when the store stayed open until 9 o’clock, she
would drop by and chat with Charles, who was already obsessed with
his dream of building a nationwide chain of leathercraft stores. Tandy
finally persuaded her to leave her better paying job at Justin and join
Tandy Leather at a starting salary of $250 a month.

“We had a subsidiary called Cardat Leather Goods Company, which
sold finished manufactured leather goods—belts, billfolds, handbags,
watchbands primarily,” she recalled. “Charles had split the merchandis-
ing into two parts and he gave me the billfolds and watchbands to ride
herd on and a man named Don Frazier had the belts and handbags. We
had catalogs and we sold through retailers and jobbers. We contracted
for the manufacturing and we did the designing, the projections, the
buying, the advertising and the shipping. This was all on the second
floor. Even the shipping room was on the second floor. They were also
shipping to all of the Tandy Leather Company stores from the second
and third floors, and, eventually, they had to have more room. So they
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put the shipping and warehousing for Cardat up on the fourth floor and
moved accounting to the third floor. They moved me up to the fourth
floor which had no air-conditioning. It had 24 windows and some big
fans, but it really got hot up there.”

The heat, however, didn’t deter Tandy from coming up to the fourth
floor for the daily grillings and harangues she suffered at his hands.
“He would come by asking questions and lecturing and preaching to
me. With the hours we were keeping, from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m., I was be-
ginning to get a little weary. And one night, I went up to him and asked
him, ‘Why do you pick on me?” And he answered, ‘If I didn’t think
you had it in you, I wouldn’t even bother with you.’

“When he picked on me, it was always about merchandising. He
taught you by asking questions. He asked you questions and when you
answered, he piggy-backed on your answer. ‘Why is that?’ Pretty soon
you were admitting that you could quadruple sales. He suggested I
could increase sales by zeroing in on wealthy people in town by com-
ing up with special designs. He taught me how to figure costs, what my
profit should be, what I should charge. He spent hours giving me sug-
gestions and explanations and making me think. He gave me a fantastic
education. He could be real mean to people, but he was teaching them
constantly. I appreciated that he didn’t care whether you were a woman.
He treated men and women exactly alike. All he cared about was for
you to produce. His only concern was sales and profits. You got a P&L
every month and that’s all that counted.”

One of Charles Tandy’s first moves after the formation of the Tandy
Leather Company was to open two retail stores specializing exclusively
in leathercraft. The pilot stores were located in El Paso and San Anto-
nio where the company was already enjoying a good mail order busi-
ness. It was Charles’ idea that wherever there were 1,000 catalog
customers a store could be operated profitably. Bill Healy was named
manager of the El Paso store and Barney Barnett manager of the San
Antonio store.

The stores sold to individuals and institutions, “anybody that was do-
ing leather work,” Bill Michero said. “There were an awful lot of things
you could make for much less than they would cost you at a retail store,
particularly ladies’ handbags. So lots of people were getting into it.”

The two new stores exceeded even Charles’ optimistic forecasts,
racking up a whopping 100 percent return on investment in their first
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year of operation and bolstering Tandy’s conviction that his formula for
developing a leathercraft chain store operation was sound.

A major factor in the success of the program was the company cata-
log. The first one, published in 1950, contained only eight pages. Rob-
ert R. Lowdon, then a young printing salesman for the Stafford-
Lowdon Printing Company in Fort Worth, remembered that the first
Tandy Leather Company catalogs were printed on a multilith press that
was really too small to do the job.

“We had the only web press in this part of Texas, so I finally con-
vinced Dave Tandy to give us the business. This was in the early
1950s, and by then the number of catalogs they were printing had
grown to 30,000 and the number of pages to 32. So this represented a
big order for me.”

Problems arose immediately, however. To hold down costs, Dave
Tandy made liberal use of illustrations from competitors’ catalogs as
artwork for his catalog, Lowdon learned.

“If he needed a picture of a mallet, he’d cut it out of a competitor’s
catalog. And if he needed a $17.50 price, he’d go through the catalog
until he found one. “Then he’d paste four or five of those things down
on a sheet of paper to make a catalog page. But he always used only
one drop of rubber cement. ‘I don’t want to waste any cement,’ he said.
Well, the first catalog we printed, after he put the pages together using-
one drop of cement, the cement didn’t hold. By the time I got back to
the office, some of the items had shifted around. The $17.50 price tag
had shifted down to a pair of scissors costing $4.50, and the $4.50 price
tag had shifted to something else more expensive. So when the catalogs
came off the press, we had a lot of wrong prices.”

To keep Tandy’s goodwill, Lowdon offered to publish a correction
sheet at Stafford-Lowdon’s expense. Corrections were printed on both
sides of an 8!2-by-11-inch sheet of paper that was inserted inside the
catalog. “We did this rather than having to print the whole 30,000 cata-
logs over,” Lowdon related. “The funny thing is that Mr. Tandy got
some prices on that wrong, too. Charles really got a kick out of that. He
said, ‘We’re gonna have to put out a correction sheet for the correction
sheet.””

These catalogs and other direct mail items were not slick, but when
sent to the right people, they triggered sales. Mailing lists were devel-
oped by placing small ads in the back of Popular Science magazine and
by enclosing ads in shipments.
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“Compared to the catalogs you see today, their first catalogs were not
outstanding,” Luther Henderson said. “But they were a big factor in the
success of the business because the catalog was the only place where
people interested in leathercraft could find a source for the different
supplies they needed to make something out of leather. Prisons became
big catalog customers for this reason.”

The new stores that were opened in the early 1950s were located near
prisons that were buying leathercraft materials from Tandy Leather
Company for their rehabilitation and recreation programs. Leathercraft
not only gave the prisoners something to do in their spare time, it pro-
vided them with extra income from the sale of their finished products to
other prisoners. “Those first stores,” Henderson added, “were sort of
outposts of the mail order business. The stores did mail order as well as
retail, and in those early years mail order was half or more of the total
sales volume.”

In 1952, with the mail order business growing rapidly and the num-
ber of stores mounting, the need for a centralized accounting system
became acute.

“Charles had taken accounting courses and had a reasonable knowl-
edge of bookkeeping and accounting,” Henderson noted. “I had ma-
jored in it and was a CPA. In addition, my family owned the
Chickasaw Lumber Company which operated a number of branches. I
had grown up in the business and was familiar with the problems of
branch store reporting and accounting. So Charles asked me if I'd give
him a hand.”

Henderson began coming into the office after finishing his day’s
work at the family lumber yard.

“ tried to set up a better accounting system for Charles and super-
vised its operation,” Henderson recounted. “That’s when I first began to
get familiar with the numbers in his business and saw that the profit po-
tential appeared to be considerably greater in leathercrafts than in sell-
ing two-by-fours. Everybody and his brother can sell two-by-fours at a
very tight margin. Nobody was selling leathercraft. So that’s how I got
started with Charles.”

Tandy Leather Company was now operating eight stores, including
new outlets in Beaumont, Salt Lake City and Charlotte. The Charlotte
store, which served prisons in North Carolina and Georgia marked
the firm’s first venture east of the Mississippi. All of the stores were
company-owned and separately incorporated to take advantage of the
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federal income tax regulation then in effect that exempted the first
$25,000 of a corporation’s earnings. Each store manager had a 25 per-
cent interest in the venture.

Charles Tandy would tell his prospective store managers, “If you
want to manage a store, you won’t get much in salary. But I'll guaran-
tee you 25 percent of the profits if you invest 25 percent of the cost of
the initial inventory.”

Harlan Swain, who became manager of the Tandy Leather store in
Fort Worth in 1952, said Tandy was convinced that his investment/
compensation plan would form the basis for building a national chain
of leathercrafts stores. Tandy believed his program would not only mo-
tivate his store managers but would raise some needed capital as well.

“If a guy has his own money tied up in a store,” Charles told Swain,
“he’s going to work a lot of extra hours, not for you, not for the compa-
ny, but for himself. Why? Because it’s his own money that’s at risk.
And he knows that if he loses it, it’s gone for good.”

When it turned out that few, if any, of the aspiring store managers
had the funds to put up the initial 25 percent investment, Tandy co-
signed the notes for the store managers at the Fort Worth National
Bank. The average loan was for about $2,500.

“This worked very well,” Swain said. “Now Charles could really
hammer on you, not about what you were doing for the company but
what you were doing for yourself.”

Tandy offered all employees an opportunity to invest in the new
stores. Rachel Barber remembered that to open a new store usually re-
quired about $10,000. “Charles would go around the office and collect
$1,000 here and a $1,000 there. If you didn’t have the money, and most
of us didn’t, he’d co-sign a note for you at the bank.”

When he opened the first two leathercraft stores, Tandy worked out a
formula where they operated with 10 percent less gross profit than he
was sure his competitors were realizing, Harlan Swain said.

“He figured he could regain 5 percent of that by representing tanner-
ies, but to represent tanneries he had to have a top salesman out selling.
That’s why he convinced his father to bring Jim West to Fort Worth
from Houston. West would be paid $500 per month, but would have to
sell at least enough leather to pay his salary and his traveling expenses.
By doing this, however, he would be keeping the tanneries happy, and
Charles would be getting the 5 percent edge he was seeking. That gave
Charles some margin to play with. The last thing he put down on his
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original profit and loss pro forma statements was salary. That was the
one thing he felt he could control. You could beat the salaries Charles
paid on almost every block in town.”

Swain had opened a Tandy Leather store in Dallas in early 1951 and
was the first manager of the Charlotte store when it opened in Novem-
ber of 1951. He had borrowed the $3,000 for his 25 percent interest in
the Charlotte store, with Charles Tandy guaranteeing the note at the
Fort Worth National Bank.

“The store managers selected the store sites in those days,” Swain
said. “What we looked for was a well-known street. It didn’t have to be
a 100 percent retail location. Generally, we were looking for a street
that was just off the main street, a street that was known, not only to
everybody in the city itself, but to the whole trade territory. If people
knew the street, we knew they could find the store. That’s the way we
looked for locations. In San Francisco, where I opened a store in 1953,
we located our store on Mission Street. Everybody in the Bay Area
knows where Mission Street is. In Dallas, we located on Pacific Street
in the heart of the downtown area.”

Kenneth L. Gregson, a former store manager who later became chair-
man of the board and chief executive officer of Tandycrafts, Inc., re-
called Charles Tandy’s instructions on finding store sites.

“We want a store in this town. Find a street in town that everybody
knows, and then keep on walking on that street until you come to where
we can afford the rent. When you rent the building, here’s 10 bucks and
a bag of nails, and you put the store together. And what petty cash you
have left over is what you open the store on.”

In Beverly Hills, the Tandy Leather Company store was located on
Wilshire Boulevard. But, said Gregson, “It wasn’t down where people
think of when they think of Wilshire Boulevard. It was out where we
could afford the rent.”

In St. Louis, Gregson opened three leather stores on Olive Street.
“Everybody in St. Louis and everybody coming in from southern Illi-
nois and northern and southern Missouri knows where Olive Street is,”
he explained. “Sure, they might have to go west a long way on Olive
Street, but sooner or later they were going to run into one of our
stores.”

In the fall of 1952, Bill Vance, who had just gotten back from two
years of recall duty in the Korean War, was getting ready to take over
management of the Tandy Leather advertising department, when the
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manager of the retail store at 2nd and Throckmorton became ill.
Charles asked Vance to take over as store manager. Vance recounted
how Tandy’s constant nagging motivated him to break a store sales
record.

“Charles was the kind of guy who was always looking over your
sales and asking, ‘Is this the best you can do?’” Vance said. “I think he
did that about my third or fourth day as a store manager. I hadn’t even
had time to find out what kind of sales we had done. A week or two lat-
er, Charles again came down to the store and he asked me again, ‘Is this
the best you can do?’ I said, ‘No, that’s not the best I can do.’

“This was probably about September 1, and I was so steamed up that
I told him that before the year was over, I’d have at least one $30,000
sales month. Charles said, ‘There’s no need to be silly about this.
You’re not going to be able to do $30,000.” Up to then our highest
month had been about $16,000 in the previous December. But I said,
‘My figure still goes, $30,000.” Charles said, ‘Okay, I’ll hold you to it.’
After he left, I asked myself how in the devil I was gonna do it? But we
went to work, and in November our sales went to $26,000 and in De-
cember we did $31,000 and something.”

Tandy Leather’s business at that time, Vance revealed, wasn’t nearly
as advanced as it eventually became. “We were selling a few kits, but
mostly it was hides, tools and instruction books, and cutout pieces. And
we had only two or three instruction books. We still were learning how
to sell leathercraft.”

But the system was working. The ads were getting results, the inquir-
ies were coming in, and new stores were being opened. The cycle was
self-perpetuating: One of the criteria for selecting store locations was
the number of inquiries received from the immediate area.

But Charles Tandy was now looking for other ways to grow, and in
October of 1952 he found a likely candidate in American Handicrafts
Company, a firm based in East Orange, New Jersey, that would have
the distinction of becoming Tandy Leather Company’s first acquisition.

“This was the first big deal Charles and I worked on together,” Luther
Henderson recalled. “American Handicrafts was primarily a mail order
business that had two retail stores. Charles saw an affinity between
Tandy Leather and a catalog business selling a full line of crafts and
leathercrafts. The fact that American Handicrafts was about to go bank-
rupt was an asset rather than a liability as far as Charles was concerned.
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He thought he could make it profitable.” Charles Tandy, Luther Hen-
derson and Bill Michero flew up to New Jersey to negotiate the pur-
chase. The owner wanted too high a price, in their estimation, and
negotiations were about to break down.

“Charles and I sat around that night and decided what we thought we
could pay,” Henderson recounted. “So I wrote out a proposal on a sheet
of yellow paper. The next day Charles took it down to this guy and told
him, ‘Here are the terms I’'m willing to pay for your business. Take it
or leave it.’ The guy sputtered and fumed, but his back was really
against the wall. So he took it. It was a fairly complicated deal because
there were a lot of debts involved. We didn’t pay the guy very much,
about $90,000 in cash, and we absorbed all the liabilities. But his equity
didn’t amount to very much as a result of the debts he owed.”

Bill Michero was tapped by Tandy to return to New Jersey to liqui-
date the excess inventory and run the American Handicrafts operation.
Michero by now had gained considerable managerial experience in a
variety of jobs that had included a stint as credit manager of the Tandy
Leather operation after the Hinckley-Tandy split-up. His initial assign-
ment had paired him with Jim West to effect the winding down of the
accounts receivable.

“If you can,” Michero said, “try to envision the quality of the ac-
counts receivable of a small, independent shoe repair shop—cobblers
that Jim West had been selling to all these years. Our task was to clean
up the receivables. But Jim’s task also was to unload a lot of inventory
that needed to be unloaded. You’ve got a conflict right there. He’s got
to move all this inventory, but I also want to collect for it. So that was
my first introduction to Jim West and it was not a pleasant one. | was a
wet-nosed kid and he was a veteran. It was tough going. I remember
one account in San Antonio, where we took a horse as payment in lieu
of cash.”

That was his first introduction, Michero added, to Charles Tandy’s
virtuosity in setting two people to competitive tasks in order to get a
tough job done.

In the fall of 1952, Michero and his young family migrated east to
tak