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Sixth D istrict T rade in 1 9 4 5
T h e  retail distribution of merchandise in the Sixth District 

was greater in 1945 than it has ever been.
► Confidential reports made to this bank by more than ninety 
department stores scattered over the District disclose that the 
dollar volume of sales was 13 percent larger in 1945 than it 
was in 1944. For many years the Federal Reserve Bank of 
Atlanta has received confidential reports from a representa
tive group of department stores in the District and, with the 
sales figures thus reported, has maintained an index of the 
daily average rate of such sales. The index goes back to Jan
uary 1919. It makes possible a comparison of department store 
sales by months and years back to that time. Daily average 
sales in the five-year period 1935 through 1939 are repre
sented by 100 percent and the index for each month in the 
series shows how sales in that month compared with those in 
the five-year base period. This is also true of the annual in
dexes.

The annual index of Sixth District department store sales 
in 1945 was 275. The total sales volume in 1945, therefore, 
was two and three fourths times what it was in the 1935-39 
period. The annual index has been rising for the past seven 
years. Indeed, except for a two-point drop in 1938, it has 
risen each year since the depression level that was recorded 
in 1932. In that year sales amounted to only 60 percent of 
the 1935-39 average. The index of 275 for 1945 means that 
sales in that year were more than four and a half times as 
great in dollar volume as the 1932 sales.

In the past seven years the largest rise occurred in 1943. 
There had been increases of 10 percent and 9 percent, re
spectively, in 1939 and 1940. In 1941 sales increased 18 
percent over those for 1940. In 1942 the increase over the
1941 figures was only 12 percent, but in 1943 there was a 
gain of 26 percent, and in 1944 a further rise of 19 percent.
► The rise of 13 percent from 1944 to 1945 was not shared 
equally by all reporting cities in the District. The largest in
crease of 1945 sales, 20 percent, occurred at Augusta, Geor
gia. Augusta is a city that, in the earlier years of the war, 
benefited much less from war activities than some of the 
other places in the District, but it is a separation center 
where many members of the armed forces are receiving their 
discharges from the service and this has undoubtedly been 
an im portant factor in the large increase in 1945 sales. Mont
gomery and Atlanta had gains of 19 percent, and Miami, 
Baton Rouge, and Nashville followed with increases of 17 
percent. Next in size of increase was Bristol with a gain of
16 percent, followed by Chattanooga and Jackson with in
creases of 14 percent. At most of the other reporting cities 
gains were smaller than the average of 13 percent, and at 
Mobile, because of the discontinuance of operations at ship
yards and other war plants in the area, 1945 sales were 3 
percent less than they were in 1944. At Knoxville 1945 sales 
were up 8 percent from sales of the year before, but it is 
notable that for almost % year and a half, from August 1943 
through December 1944, the increases at Knoxville over the 
corresponding months a year earlier were larger than those 
at any other reporting city in the District. At the time there 
was considerable speculation about the reason for such large 
gains at Knoxville, but they can now be attributed in large

part to the location of the atomic-bomb plant at near-by 
Oak Ridge, a city of some 75,000 people, about which little 
was known until recently.
► During 1945 the largest increases over corresponding 
months in 1944 came in the first quarter of the year. The in 
dex for January, at 214 percent of the 1935-39 average, was 
up 20 percent from that in 1944, and the index for February 
was up 22 percent. At 282, the M arch index was 28 percent 
higher last year than it was in 1944, whereas in A pril there 
was an actual decrease of something less than one half of 
one percent. This is accounted for by the earlier date of 
Easter in 1945, A pril 1. Easter buying thus took place en
tirely in March, but in 1944 the date of Easter, A pril 9, had 
allowed seven business days in A pril before Easter. The ad
justed index, which takes into account not only the effect of 
seasonal factors on the volume of business but also the 
changing date of Easter, indicates an increase of 20 percent 
in March over that month a year earlier, and an increase of 
6 percent in April. Last year the index for May was only 4 
percent above that in 1944, but the index for June showed 
an increase of 17 percent in 1945. In the latter half of the 
year the indexes averaged 12 percent higher than they did in 
that part of 1944.

The holiday period was characterized by heavy spending 
for all sorts of goods that were available and by shortages 
of many kinds of gift merchandise and in regular items that 
are. extensively used as gifts. The reasons that trade has held 
up in spite of the discontinuance of war activities and some 
increase in unemployment are numerous. Returning service
men require civilian clothing, for instance, and many of 
them who have m arried in the past few years need furniture 
and other household equipment. Another im portant factor is 
the sharp reduction since midyear in the sale of savings 
bonds and the increased rate at which they are being turned 
into cash.

In this District sales of savings bonds in June amounted to 
89.8 million dollars. In July  they amounted to 73.3 million 
dollars. The total for August dropped to 37.7 million, that 
for September to 27.6 million, and the total for October to
24.0 million. The Victory Drive in November and December 
resulted in sales in those months of 49.5 m illion dollars and
47.3 million dollars, respectively. 'Hie total amount of these 
bonds that were redeemed in June and July averaged about 
34 m illion dollars, but following the ending of the Pacific 
War, redemptions increased by almost one half. From August 
through December they averaged 50.2 million dollars. It can 
hardly be doubted that a sizable part of this money found its 
way into retail channels of trade and to some extent counter
acted the effect of increased unemployment.
► Of the more than ninety department stores in the District 
that report their sales, stocks, and other items, about 22 also 
furnish monthly reports that show in more or less detail their 
sales and inventories classified by departments or groups of 
items. Some of these stores report figures for more different 
departments and groups of items than the others are able to 
do.

Rather curiously, the largest percentage increases during 
most of 1945 over corresponding months of 1944 were in
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sales of mechanical refrigerators, fo r which only five stores 
reported figures. The smallest increase, 16 percent, was re
ported for Junq 1945 over that month a year earlier; in A pril 
the increase was 59 percent; and fo r other months through 
November—December figures are not yet available—the in
creases were much larger, ranging up to 431 percent for 
August. For the 11 months, January through November, the 
total was more than three and a half times as large as sales 
in that part of 1944. End-of-month stocks of mechanical re
frigerators were sm aller for each of the first six months of
1945 and for August than they had been at corresponding 
times a year earlier, but for July and for September, October, 
and November they were larger.

Probably the greatest scarcity was in radios. Sales in 1945 
of seven reporting stores were down 53 percent from the
1944 average, and stocks were also greatly reduced. Press 
reports in the fall had indicated that there might be some 
radios available for the holiday trade, but actually there 
were few, if  any at all, fo r over-the-counter sale. Another 
item that was in very short supply for the first nine months 
of the year was cameras. In  October and November, how
ever, both sales and stocks of cameras increased over those in 
the same months of 1944 to such an extent that the January- 
November total of sales in 1945 was 3 percent larger than 
the total for that part of 1944. Another scarce item was um
brellas; but even so 1945 sales averaged 3 percent greater 
than they had the year before. In contrast, with this slight 
gain in um brella sales, phonograph and record sales, grouped 
together, were 70 percent greater than they were in 1944.

Despite the scarcity of men’s clothing during most of the 
year sales in 1945 were 27 percent greater than those made 
in 1944, and sales of men’s furnishings were up 23 percent. 
The almost complete absence of men’s shirts, shorts, and 
pajamas in the stores became progressively more acute as the 
year end approached.

Sales of women’s and misses’ wear as a group increased 19 
percent in 1945 over the 1944 volume, sales of coats and 
suits were up 17 percent, and there was a rise of 28 percent 
in sales of dresses.

Total sales of home furnishings were up 16 percent from 
the 1944 figures. In  this group the large decrease in sales of 
radios offset to some extent the increases in mechanical re
frigerators, phonographs, and records and increases of 31 
percent in sales of furniture and beds, 54 percent in m at
tresses and springs, and 58 percent in other household ap
pliances.

There has been, of course, during most of the past three 
or four years, the general complaint that merchandise offered 
for sale has been in most instances of a quality inferior to 
that available at comparable prices before the war. These 
comparisons are of dollar figures and take no account of any 
changes that might have taken place in  prices or in the 
quality of merchandise.
^ In addition to the reports that come from  department stores, 
confidential reports from more than a hundred retail furni
ture stores are also received by this bank each month. In
1945 the total sales reported by these stores averaged 15 per
cent greater in dollar value than they did in 1944. Most of 
these stores, but not all, are able to report the amounts of 
their sales for cash and those that are charged to instalment 
or other credit accounts. In  contrast to the increase of 15 
percent in the year’s total sales, the total of cash sales in

creased 33 percent, and credit sales were up only 13 percent. 
In January and February 1945 stocks at these retail furniture 
stores were smaller than they were a year earlier. Beginning 
in March, however, the stores reported increases for each 
month, and stocks averaged 11 percent larger for the year 
than they did in 1944.
^ Wholesale distribution of merchandise in the District aver
aged only slightly higher in the first 11 months of 1945 thaji 
it did in that part of 1944. This gain is shown in monthly 
reports prepared by the Department of Commerce.

Because the wholesale-trade reporting service inaugurated 
in the early 1920’s by the Federal Reserve Banks was taken 
over some years ago by the United States Department of 
Commerce, the Banks no longer receive reports directly from 
wholesale firms. From month to month, however, the Bureau 
of the Census in the Department of Commerce furnishes the 
Reserve Banks with statements that show comparisons of the 
sales, stocks, and collections reported by firms in the re
spective Reserve Districts. The number of wholesale firms 
located in the Sixth District that report to the Bureau of the 
Census varies from month to m onth; in some months the 
number exceeds 150, and in others it is considerably lower.

For the January-November period of 1945, total sales by 
Sixth District wholesale firms reporting to the Bureau of the 
Census averaged one half of one percent higher than they 
did in that period a year earlier. That means, of course, that 
the increases reported in sales by firms dealing in some lines 
of merchandise were only slightly more than sufficient to 
offset the decreases reported by firms dealing in other lines 
of merchandise.

In this District the largest increase for 1945 over 1944 in 
sales made by wholesale concerns was reported by firms 
dealing in automotive supplies. Sales in that line increased 
34 percent. That is easily understood because the fact that 
virtually no new cars were available made necessary more 
frequent and extensive repairs and replacements on the cars 
that were in use. The next largest increase over 1944, 25 per
cent, was in sales of electrical goods. In both those lines the 
largest increases for the first 11 months of the year were in 
October and November. Sales of fresh fruits and vegetables 
increased 9 percent, with the largest gains occurring in Janu
ary and April. The increase in sales of industrial hardware 
was also 9 percent for the year, with the largest gain coming 
in January and decreases occurring in October and Novem
ber. Sales of wholesale grocers dealing in specialty lines 
were up 8 percent. There were also increases, of 4  percent, 
in sales of clothing, general hardware, and drugs.

The largest decrease in sales in 1945 compared with those 
in 1944 was reported by firms dealing in confectionery. 
Their sales were down 23 percent, and that decrease was, of 
course, a result of the extreme shortage of sugar. There were 
decreases of 8 percent in dry goods and 5 percent in tobacco 
and tobacco products. These decreases may be attributed to 
the fact that the output of textile m ills and of the tobacco 
manufacturers were, during a large part of the year, going 
to the armed forces. Sales of beer were down 4 percent, and 
there were declines of one percent in sales made by firm$ 
dealing in paper and paper products and in those made by 
full-line grocery wholesalers. Sales in the “miscellaneous’;’ 
group were down 8 percent for the year.

D. E. MoNcrief
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