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Simon “Kap” Kapstein (1886-1971)

The Original Owner of Standard 5-10-25¢
Excerpts by Bob Kerner, son of Simon “Kap” Kapstein
Revised 4/26/14
Frank Woolworth opened the first 5&10 on February 22, 1879. In the late 1800’s the Dime Store boldly asserted itself and at its peak in the 1970s there were thousands of these stores throughout the world. 

My father’s life spanned that of the heyday of the Five & Tens. During the 100 years that variety stores became part of daily life, my father, Simon Kapstein, was a part of the history of the Dime Stores. My father first went to work in a 5&10 in June 1902 and was active in that business until his death in 1971. Here is a history of his participation in the variety store business, including Standard 5 & 10 in San Francisco.

In 1902 Simon Kapstein’s hometown of Fall River, Massachusetts was a town of small individually-owned businesses, what we now describe as mom & pop operations. The chain store age was truly in its infancy and our omnipresent franchise operations had not sprung, full-fledged, into that less-complicated turn-of-the-century world. Plodding up and down Main Street searching for a “help wanted” sign, Simon’s eye was caught by a brilliant red and gold sign glittering in the hot afternoon sunlight, reading simply, “E.P. Charlton Company 5&10¢ store”.

Simon liked the idea of incorporating the prices in the vivid sign, it implied to him a kind of honesty and a straightforward approach that appealed to him. And, besides, he thought that the windows crammed with bright new merchandise were marvelous. It was a wonderful thing, he thought, to be able to offer quantities of such varied merchandise to all the people at low prices which almost all could afford.

So Simon approached Mr. Charlton right after graduation told him that he was looking for a job, could he get some work in his store? On the Monday morning of the following week, Simon went to work for the E.P. Charlton Company as a stock boy. Upon starting classes in business management at the Fall River Business College that fall, Simon was promised a steady job at the Five and Dime, and he acquired more skills and experience in the next three and a half years.

In Spring of 1906, Mr. Charlton approached the 20-year-old Simon, stating “Simon, our store in San Francisco has been entirely destroyed by the earthquake and fire. The building has been completely demolished.” Mr. Charlton asked Simon if he would like to go out West to assist in re-establishing the store. Simon’s parents thought he was too young to go so far from home, but Simon thought they were worried about the possibility of another disastrous earthquake. Within a year, the company located a store which was opened temporarily and where the company established itself until the former location was restored.
During the next several years, Simon opened new E.P. Charlton & Company stores in Halifax, Nova Scotia, St. John’s-Newfoundland, Quebec and Montreal, Salt Lake City, Ogden, Reno and Spokane. Then the Company purchased all the Pacific 5 and 10¢ stores, and Simon helped operate and open more Pacific 5&10 stores in Southern California. 

In 1911 , the E.P. Charlton Company, along with the Woolworth Company, S.H. Knox Company, Moore, and several other 5 & 10¢ stores merged into one large store operation, the F.W. Woolworth Company, and Simon Kapstein was appointed Superintendent of Woolworth’s San Francisco District.

In 1912, Simon took charge of the construction and opening of a new store in Oakland. During a trip home to visit his parents, Simon met a lovely young lady, Jeanette Bedrick, whom he subsequently married in 1914, bringing her back West to live in Oakland near the Oakland Woolworth’s store. Another transfer brought the Kapsteins to Portland for nearly a year, and Simon was called back to work at Woolworth’s main store at Powell and Market shortly after the record-breaking sales of the Exposition year of 1915, through most of the next 14 years.
One memorable event during this time was during the war, when the US Government placed an embargo on all merchandise coming from Germany. After Armistice was declared, a large shipment of German toys was purchased at the ridiculous offer of 8¢ a piece. For three days Woolworths advertised the sale of these toys and had 16 windows filled with them. The response was so overwhelming that two carpenters were hired to build a fence around the toy windows, and three plainclothes police and three policemen outside were enlisted to help with the crowds. Upon opening the doors, the crowd was so tremendous that Woolworths had to close the doors every two hours in order to relieve the pressure due to phenomenal sales. In spite of the 1915 Exposition, the store beat the Fair sales by several thousand dollars, and continued to be tremendous for the entire balance of the month.
Another historical event that resulted in increased sales for Woolworths was when radio sets were introduced. The consensus was that every record player company would go broke. As a result, every warehouse in San Francisco tried to unload their records as fast as they could. Woolworths bought the entire stock at 7-8¢ a piece, and sold over 50,000 of the records at bargain prices (and at a good profit) in three days.
In 1930, Simon Kapstein was told that the New York Office had decided they didn’t want a Jew to manage one of the largest stores in the United States, so they offered him a position in San Jose. Kapstein declined, and tendered his resignation from the Woolworth Company shortly thereafter, remaining on friendly terms with them for many years. The Kapsteins took a well-needed vacation along the Panama Canal, relocating to Boston until they realized they had left their hearts in San Francisco.

Returning to SF in November 1931, Simon had several opportunities to go into business, and decided to work as General Manager of the FW Grand’s Western stores, differing from the F.W. Woolworth’s price limit of 15¢ or less for everything in the store. The Grand stores allowed higher price lines such as tools and soft goods, allowing Grand and other similar chains to make big progress. Simon meanwhile started a wholesale business, and decided to open his own Five and Dime.

Simon first leased 1620 Polk Street (between Sacramento and Clay and close to Woolworths) and operated it for about 1-1/2 years before opening another store in North Beach on the NW corner of Stockton and Broadway. He opened 32 concessions in supermarkets (called Miniature 5&10s), using all staple merchandise that women would want. Simon closed the Polk Street and North Beach Stores and the supermarket concessions because the manager hired to run the concessions stole the profits and forced the Kapsteins into bankruptcy.

Then started the era of Standard 5 & 10 (originally Standard 5 - 10- & 25¢). The Kapsteins leased a store at 5435 Geary Boulevard, and it was truly a Mom & Pop for a short time, but Simon told his wife that he didn’t like the idea of man and wife working in the same store so 
they decided she would do something for herself. Jeanette Kapstein stated a successful interior decorating business, even helping decorate the White House under Jacqueline Kennedy. Later she would become Vice-President of the American Institute of Decorators; the Altar Cloth at Temple Emanu-El in San Francisco was designed and installed by Jeanette.
All three children, John, Bob and Dorothy worked at the store while growing up, son John even getting his drivers’ license when he was 14 in order to help with Dad’s business delivering and fetching.

After getting out of the service, Bob had no definite plans. His father told Bob “You come with me and you can be your own boss. I will give you a one-half interest in our business and it will be for you and I to build it up.” In 1949, Mr. Vincent Nicolai, who had a grocery store next to the 5&10 on Geary, leased Simon a 30 x 30 section of his store on California Street on a 10-year lease. It enjoyed a very nice business and they renewed the lease after 10 years for another 10 with two five-year options. Manager Evelyn Speers and son Bob worked at the store, and after a scuffle with the landlord, they opened a larger store at 3445 California Street. 

The new location still wasn’t big enough for the successful store, and one day Mr. Frank Conti, who managed the property at 3473 California Street for the Lang family, came into the Geary Street store. He said the current tenant, the Hickory Pit, had refused to accept a rent increase from $600 to $900. He was prepared to lease the store to the Kapsteins if they made him a good offer. Bob offered to pay $1,200, Frank pulled out the lease and said “Sign!” Bob signed without even reading the lease thoroughly because it was such a good deal. The store was 40’ x 82’ and was enlarged to 60’ x 82’ when Mr. Conti offered the next door store.

Time went by and they opened two more Standard 5-10 & 25¢ stores. The store in Belvedere in the Boardwalk Shopping Center was only marginally profitable through the 1980s, and closed in 1996. A third store opened in Lakeside Village at 2616 Ocean (formerly the location of the Mercury 5&10). Stonestown adversely affected this store’s sales and it never seemed to get off the ground. 

During this time Simon also went into the wholesale business, manufacturing novelties of all kinds. Kay Novelties Company, selling red Christmas bow ribbon to Woolworths and Newberrys, and imported and sold items as varied as Italian summer hats, foil butterflies and plastic candle holders, all sold to the variety store chains Simon had come to know so well, as well as local florists including Podesta Baldocchi on Post Street.

Additionally, Bob also operated six successful Hallmark Shops; three in San Francisco: Sutter & Stockton, in Ghirardelli Square, and 333 Market Street, plus stores in Fremont, Burlingame, and Millbrae.
In his memoirs, Simon stated “Upon reflection, I am very happy that I resigned from Woolworth’s and my contention is that it is unfortunate that American Corporations do not hire young men of the minority groups since they work twice as hard in order to reach the top of the ladder.” He also added “At no time did I ever accept a bribe, although at times I was offered many but I felt that I should serve one master only.”
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