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ABSTRACT

This study documents the story of James Earl “Doc” Webb and his business, Webb’s
City, between the years 1926-1982.  Starting in 1926 as a small 17 by 28 foot store, Webb’s
City soon grew to a multi-million dollar business known as “The World’s Most Unusual Drug
Store.”  By 1970, the business grew to encompass ten city blocks, with seventy-two
individual stores therein, including parking for 3,000 cars.  Doc Webb’s business empire
included gas stations, an Outpost in Tampa, and a second “city” in Pinellas Park.  At its
peak it employed over 1,700 people.  This work focuses on Doc Webb’s innovation in the
business field, his fight against price-fixing and Fair Trade Laws, his influence on St.
Petersburg, his customers –primarily African Americans and the elderly –and his role in
advertising and self-promotion.  Doc Webb and Webb’s City’s long lasting legacy in St.
Petersburg and in business history is also discussed in this study.



1

INTRODUCTION

There was not a dry eye in the house.  As the stage lights dimmed, only the
silhouette of James Earl “Doc” Webb, backlit by neon letters spelling out “Webb’s City,”
remained.   A sole note from the song, “Wasn’t It A Good Ride,” lingered in the theater.
First there were murmurs, then an outpouring of applause.  A standing ovation.  The two
and one half hour, two-act musical, with a cast of thirty-seven actors, had closed its final
performance on November 24, 2001, to a sold out crowd of over one thousand people in
St. Petersburg, Florida’s, Mahaffey Theater.  

“Webb’s City: The Musical” spanned five decades of community history through the
story of one man, Doc Webb.  What would inspire someone to write and produce a play
about a drugstore owner whose business never expanded beyond the shores of Tampa
Bay?  More importantly, why would thousands of people flock to see it, not only in its first
run, but in its second a year later?  Dancing chickens, kissing bunnies and talking
mermaids alone should pique one’s interest.  Doc Webb was not just any man, and Webb’s
City was not just any drugstore.  

Webb’s City’s charismatic founder, James Earl “Doc” Webb, was equal parts Andrew
Carnegie and P. T. Barnum with a little bit of Peter Pan mixed in.  In 1925, he had traveled
from Tennessee to start a business during the Florida boom.  A self-taught pharmacist by
trade, he had come, like many others, to make his fortune in the sun.  St. Petersburg, its
people and history, as well as the world of retail, would never be the same.

After a slow start, due to the Florida land bust and depression, Doc Webb’s store
began to expand.  Starting with a small 17x28 foot store, it would soon grow to a multi-
million dollar business known as “Webb’s City: The World’s Most Unusual Drug Store.”
Eventually Doc’s business encompassed ten city blocks, with seventy-two individual stores
therein, including parking for 3,000 cars.  He had gas stations, an Outpost in Tampa, a
second “city” in Pinellas Park, and employed over 1,700 people at its peak.  Selling
products at a cut-rate price and offering many different products in one store, Webb’s City
was the forerunner of the grocery/drug store, the shopping mall, and retail giants like Target
and Wal-Mart.     

Doc was a continuous self-promoter.  Every year he published a pamphlet of
information about himself and the growth of the store.  He was named year after year as
one of the largest advertisers in the United States.  In 1952, he was ranked 21st in the
country, and by 1958, he was the 15th largest advertiser.  Doc’s advertising expanded with
the store.  By the 1950s, there was a sign on the wall of the St. Petersburg Times,
composing room which read: “WEBB’S CITY PRINT SHOP.”  There was a lot of truth to
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that sign.  By the 1940s, the Times readers had become accustomed to finding up to five
pages of Webb’s City advertisements in the front of Section “A.”  The St. Petersburg Times
was not just a vehicle for his advertisements.  Doc disseminated information that he wanted
people to know through the St. Petersburg Times.   Doc’s ideas, opinions and crusades
were quoted in over two thousand articles.  In turn, because of his large financial support,
the Times usually celebrated Doc’s victories and successes, but was uncharacteristically
silent about his losses.  

Doc was also a genius in advertising.  To get customers into the store, one could
find Doc selling one dollar bills for 95 cents, serving a full breakfast for three cents, or
selling a train-car load of cantaloupes at two cents apiece.  Customers not only found the
best deal in town, they also discovered laughter at Webb’s City.  With Doc’s vaudeville-style
tactics, customers could shop for anything they desired surrounded by tightrope-walking
roosters, dancing ducks, kissing bunnies, mini-circuses, and the world famous talking
mermaids.  Out in the parking lot they could see a beauty pageant, view a concert by
popular favorites like Rudy Vallee, or dance the night away at a Tennessee hoe-down.
They could also see Doc himself, dressed as anything from a clown to a hillbilly, or in a
bathtub selling his new “sweet smelling” soap.  It was these things, not just low prices, that
endeared Doc to the people of St. Petersburg.

Doc not only sold products, he also sold St. Petersburg.  Many arrived from miles
around to see St. Petersburg, the fabled “Paradise,” and to shop at the “World’s Most
Unusual Drug Store.”  St. Petersburg and Doc Webb forged a solid bond and are linked in
the minds of tourists and locals alike.  While Doc claimed he could have made a success
anywhere he settled, St. Petersburg’s citizens, especially the black and elderly communities
who lived on limited incomes, appreciated his price cutting, one-stop-shopping philosophy.

Doc Webb was first and foremost a businessman.  Believing in a businessman’s
right to set his own selling price led Doc into battles over price fixing and Fair Trade laws.
  His disputes ranged from a Florida Supreme Court case against Bristol Myers for its
practice of “suggested retail pricing” to the White House and Congress against the quality
stabilization act and price-fixing.  Insisting on selling products at his price and working on
a profit margin as low as 2%, Doc Webb sold items at a lower price than most, generated
millions and made many friends and enemies.  It was this belief in fair trade and free
enterprise and his competitive nature that made Doc the self- proclaimed champion of the
“little man.”  

However, it was this same unceasing competitiveness that led to his unpopularity
in the business community, leading one contemporary to state, “Doc Webb wouldn’t
cooperate with Jesus Christ.”1  This was not entirely true.  When his own interest was
served, Doc could be very cooperative.  And Doc believed that the defeat of the Fair-Trade
acts, state sales tax laws and the drug advertising law were very much in his competitive
and financial interest.

Doc Webb is also part of St. Petersburg iconology.  Lasting over 50 years, Webb’s
City is remembered by St. Petersburg.  Even though it closed its door in 1979, people still
remember fondly the man who sold everything from women’s fashions to meat to garden
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supplies, and of course, drugs.  He was so much a part of St. Petersburg that twenty-four
years after Webb’s City closed its doors, people in the tens of thousands flocked to see his
life put on the stage in the musical entitled simply “Webb’s City: The Musical.” Newspaper
coverage, magazine articles, press releases and the St. Petersburg Museum of History’s
exhibit “Webb’s City: A Community Remembers,” all prove that the man whose campaign
was to “stack ‘em high and sell ‘em cheap” still lives in the memory of the community of St.
Petersburg and history of Florida.

For many years Doc managed to remain highly visible, yet invisible, at the same
time.  His longtime friend and reporter for the St. Petersburg Times, Dick Bothwell stated:
“Although Webb the promoter, the showman, the merchandising genius, has been highly
visible for almost half a century, Webb the person has been close to invisible.  Doc wanted
it that way.”  He continued, “you’ll find that nobody really knows this very private person.
Not even men who worked with him for twenty, thirty years or more.”2 This study is an
attempt to find the man behind the myth and the store behind the legend.

This is not an easy task since very few personal accounts were recorded by himself
or others.  While Doc Webb was a man of the twentieth century, he had only an elementary
school education.  Leaving school at the age of nine, Doc relied mostly on his power of
speech, not on the written word.  Doc depended on his secretary or wife to handle his
business or personal correspondence.  Unlike other business histories, Doc’s story cannot
be told from personal diaries and letters, only through the interviews and statements in the
St. Petersburg Times and other newspapers and periodicals.  Therefore, Doc the man is
hard to distinguish from Doc the legend.

A study of Webb’s City, Inc., is also problematic.  Business records and economic
forecasts are readily available for the latter years of the store, but in the early years they
are sporadic at best.   Business accounts from the 1920s and 1930s are nonexistent, and
those from the 1950s and 1960s are often incomplete.  Furthermore, employment histories
with their statistics on the number of black, elderly or female employees, which would
benefit this study immensely, are missing.  Thankfully, pictorial evidence and newspaper
articles abound.  One can ascertain certain aspects of Webb’s City, especially business
growth and its customer base,  through these pictures and articles.

The primary sources utilized include information from the vast collection of South
Florida history at the University of South Florida, containing papers of Doc’s
contemporaries and memorabilia of both St. Petersburg and Webb’s City.  The St.
Petersburg Museum of History has the largest collection of Doc Webb and Webb’s City’s
business records and memorabilia, most especially photographs of the store and Doc
Webb.  The Pinellas Country Courthouse holds court documents which involved Webb’s
City at the local and circuit court level, while the Florida State University Law Library retains
both Florida Supreme Court and the United State Supreme Court records.  The Special
Collections at Florida State University has myriad secondary material on St. Petersburg,
which includes Doc and Webb’s City.  Last, but certainly not least, the St. Petersburg Times
has a volume of information about Doc Webb and his empire.
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Secondary sources are also lacking.  Only one historical portrait of St. Petersburg,
Raymond Arsenault’s St. Petersburg and the Florida Dream, 1888-1950, is written.  While
this is a comprehensive look into St. Petersburg and the cast of characters involved in its
creation, it is limited by its time span.  There are no historical portraits of St. Petersburg
past the year 1950.  Most of the secondary sources available are undocumented accounts,
personal reminiscences, including historian/businessman Walter P. Fuller’s St. Petersburg
and Its People and Chamber of Commerce informational pamphlets.  A historical
discussion of St. Petersburg since 1950 and the individuals who were central to it is well
overdue.  Most of the secondary sources therefore come from various periodicals, and
articles written on Doc and Webb’s City, both during and after his lifetime.   These articles,
spanning fifty years from areas throughout the United States and the world, are valuable,
not just for their information, but to show Webb’s City’s importance and relevance outside
of St. Petersburg and Florida.

Other business studies were instrumental for the framework of this subject.  Local
studies including Jack Eckerd’s Finding the Right Prescription,  Pat Watters’ Fifty Years of
Pleasure: The Illustrated History of Publix Super Markets, Inc., and George W. Jenkins’
The Publix Story, followed Florida businesses’ growth through roughly the same time period
as Webb’s City.  These works demonstrated both the uniqueness and commonality of
Webb’s City and its founder.  Studies focusing on similar commercial enterprise outside of
Florida, were also beneficial.  Bob Ortega’s In Sam We Trust, Vance Scott’s Wal-Mart: A
History of Sam Walton’s Retail Phenomenon, and Sam Walton’s own, Sam Walton: Made
in America, attested to the influence Doc and Webb’s City had on the growth of retail.  

What follows is an account of James Earl “Doc” Webb and the growth of Webb’s
City.  Chapter One, offers a portrait of St. Petersburg, Florida, before Doc’s arrival in 1925.
 Doc’s choice of St. Petersburg was instrumental for the success of his business.  Following
a long and distinguished line of boosters, St. Petersburg had the right mixture of self-
promotion and publicity in which a man like Doc Webb could thrive.  St. Petersburg also
had the population to sustain Doc’s ventures.  The citizens of St. Petersburg, the large
black population in close proximity to his store and the growing number of retirees, were
ripe for Doc’s mix of bargains and ballyhoo.  Chapters Two, Three and Four follow the
growth of Doc’s store from Seaboard Drug Company to Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company
to Webb’s City, Inc.   These chapters also trace Doc’s personal history through birth,
marriage, children and death and explore the factors that drove Doc and expose his
competitive nature. Chapter Five revolves around Doc’s many altercations with both the
Florida and United States’ judicial and legislative branches.  From Fair Trade laws to sales
tax and loss leader, Doc fought for over five decades to secure fair competition for himself
and others.  Doc considered this fight the most important of his life.  Chapter Six delves into
Doc’s and Webb’s City’s  tenuous relationship with the black community.  As a man of his
time, Doc oscillated somewhere between savior and villain, and walked a very thin line
between racism and support.  The economic bond forged during the Depression with the
black community would be strained during the turbulent years of the 1960s, with the
NAACP lunch counter sit-ins, pickets and the garbage strike of 1968.  

Chapter Seven is a pictorial essay on St. Petersburg and Webb’s City.  Proving that
a picture is indeed worth a thousand words, the pictures of Webb’s City demonstrate what
words sometimes fail to describe accurately.  Finally, in the Conclusion, the focus is on



5

Doc’s legacy to St. Petersburg and the world at large.  Doc’s story is not just of a man or
a store, but a community.  Doc Webb’s life mirrored St. Petersburg through the boomtime
of the 1920s to the land bust and Depression of the 1930s to the postwar boom and growth
of the 1950s.  Doc’s tale also follows the rebellious 1960s and the flight to the suburbs and
the decline of St. Petersburg’s downtown in the 1970s.  His influence is not limited to St.
Petersburg, however.  He was a forerunner in the retail trade, instituting ideas such as one-
stop-shops, express lanes, senior citizen discounts and the use of self-promotion, that are
now staples in discount retail stores today.  Doc Webb was not just any man and Webb’s
City was not just any drugstore.  They were icons of the American Dream whose story
needs to be told.
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CHAPTER ONE
 

ST. PETERSBURG: “THE CITY THAT ADVERTISING BUILT”

When Dr. Washington Chew Van Bibber delivered his scheduled paper on April 29,
1885, he had little idea that with it a city would be born.  The medical doctor from Baltimore,
Maryland, had come to address the 36th Annual Meeting of the American Medical
Association in New Orleans, Louisiana, on its second day with a paper describing the most
desirable region on the earth.  This paper was in direct response to Dr. B. W. Richardson’s
challenge to the medical profession to find an idyllic community or “Health City.”  This
“Health City,” as he called it,  would include, among other things,  a climate that would
maximize health and longevity.  The title of this paper exemplified his findings, “Peninsular
and Sub-Peninsular Air and Climates:  A Contribution to Sanitary Science, relating
especially to the climate and healthfulness of Pinellas Peninsula, Florida.”  In his paper, he
made two prominent points.  The first focused on the fact that peninsulas and sub-
peninsulas have a superior climate to other areas on the globe, and as far as health was
concerned, Florida, and more specifically, the Pinellas Peninsula, was the best.  With the
second point, he proposed that the peoples of the civilized world join to build a great Health
City on the southern end of that peninsula.  In sum, this unsolicited testimonial from the
medical community pulled more  individuals to this area than any publicist before or since.1

However, neither the medical community nor homesteaders took Dr. Van Bibber up on his
offer of creating a “Health City” –or a city of any other kind, for many years.

Florida’s first inhabitants in the Pinellas Peninsula arrived as early as 35,000 years
ago, but no Floridian today would recognize the cold, parched land they found.2  Though
the Spanish claimed Florida’s Gulf Coast in 1528 and controlled it for three centuries
thereafter, not much was done to the Pinellas Peninsula or the entire west coast of Florida.
Florida, along with the Pinellas Peninsula, then transferred back and forth between the
British and Spanish control.  Initially, the British acquired Florida from the Spanish as spoils
of war after the French and Indian War in 1763.  Later, in 1783, the British ceded Florida
back to Spain.  After a series of wars with the native peoples known as the Seminole Wars
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and the settlement of many Americans within its borders, the United States obtained Florida
in 1821.3  Following the annexation, thousands of settlers flooded into Florida, but not many
ventured further south than St. Augustine.  

Florida opened to homesteading in 1842.  Between 1845, the year Florida achieved
statehood, and 1860, Florida’s population more than doubled.  However, the Pinellas
Peninsula was largely ignored.  Between 1844 and 1876, the United States’ Government
surveyed the area that St. Petersburg now occupies, and patented it to the State as
“Swamp and Overflow” land.4   Needless to say the stream of buyers was slow.  However,
with the large purchases by John C. Williams and Hamilton Disston, the pace of buying
quickened.  It was also with these two men that a city named St. Petersburg would be born.

Asthma and wanderlust led “General” John Constantine Williams to the Pinellas
Peninsula in 1875.5  A real estate magnate from Detroit, Williams was about to give up his
search for a new colony in Florida –visiting first Jacksonville, St. John’s River basin, Lake
Okeechobee, Key West, Punta Rassa, Tampa and Clearwater –when he stumbled upon
George W. Pratt of Chicago in Cedar Key.  It was he who suggested Williams look at Point
Pinellas.  Pratt claimed it “the healthiest and best section in the state of Florida.  It is a
perfect paradise, sir.”6   Williams was wooed over by the beauty of the Pinellas Peninsula.
On January 4, 1876, he bought the Spurlin property, his first purchase, and quickly began
buying additional tracts at prices ranging from 75 cents to $1 an acre.7  By 1876, Williams
had amassed over sixteen hundred acres, which he subsequently left vacant for three
years when he returned to Detroit.  After purchasing several additional tracts in 1878, he
returned in 1879 with his wife and family to make a go of the lands.  Disaster after disaster
led Williams to return to Detroit in 1881 and it would be years before he would  return to the
Pinellas stage again.8

Similarly, Hamilton Disston, a wealthy Philadelphian who had inherited a successful
saw manufacturing company, first came to the Pinellas Peninsula fishing with friends on
the Anclote River, near Tarpon Springs.  His thoughts soon turned to the idea of a tropical
empire.  In 1881, with the help of his family and friends, Disston wrote an IOU for one
million dollars to the Florida State Treasury in exchange for four million acres or 16,000
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square miles of land for 25 cents an acre, making him the largest landowner in the United
States.9  Part of this purchase was about 150,000 acres on the Pinellas Peninsula.  It was
there that Disston hoped to create a model capital city for his “empire.”  By 1885, he had
created “Disston City,” which encompassed more than twenty-five square miles.10

Regardless of all the techniques Disston used to promote Disston City –newspapers,
magazines, handbills –he could not bring the one thing Disston City truly needed, the
railroad.

Hamilton Disston only needed to look across the bay to see what a railroad could
do for a community.  Tampa, which was described in 1882 as “a sleepy, shabby Southern
town,” was transformed by Henry B. Plant’s extension of his railroad from Kissimmee to
Tampa.11  In only five years, the Port of Tampa was opened, industries had moved in, and
Tampa’s population had risen to 2,376, more than three times its 1880 figure.  The port
alone extended Henry Plant’s Steamship Line to Key West, Havana and the entire
Caribbean.12  What Disston needed was a railroad, and he needed it fast.  Spurred by Dr.
Van Bibber’s Health City report, Hamilton Disston went in search of a railroad.  It is here
that Peter Demens entered the picture.  

Piotr Alexeitch Demenscheff was born May 1, 1850, in St. Petersburg, Russia, but
left it February 17, 1880, to “escape the tyranny of the Romanoff regime.”13  For unknown
reasons, his interests landed on a small lumbering business in the town of Longwood,
Florida, ten miles south of Sanford, which he called Demens, McCain & Cotter.  Demens
became interested in the railroad business when his company built a small gauge line to
bring logs to the sawmill.  By 1885, lumber resources were exhausted in the area of
Longwood, Demens was bored, and the Orange Belt Railway owed him money for $9400
worth of ties.  Demens made arrangements to take over the Orange Belt charter in return
for this debt and proceeded with the task.  Demens was then able to influence Joseph
Henschen, a Swede from Buffalo, New York, to invest $20,000; Henry Sweetapple, a
Canadian who came to Florida for his health, to invest $15,000; and A. M. Taylor, an
American from Staunton, Virginia, who had become Demens’ storekeeper to invest $2000
in this venture.14 These four men incorporated the Orange Belt Investment Company whose
main business was to build the Orange Belt Railway.  
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The first trains of the Orange Belt Railway under Demens ran into Oakland in early
November 1886, but this did not satisfy him.15  He now wanted to extend the railway to the
Gulf of Mexico.  With money collected from investors the likes of the Armours, the
Stokesburys and the Drexels,  the railroad’s charter was amended in November 20, 1886,
to extend its rails to Point Pinellas, 120 miles from Oakland.16

Hamilton Disston quickly contacted Demens and his partners and offered over sixty
thousand acres of land in return for an extension of the Orange Belt to the Pinellas
Peninsula, via Disston City.  However, due to ballooning costs, Disston’s Florida Land &
Improvement Company refused Demens demand for more land.  They never expected
Demens to turn to an alternate site for his extension.17

It is here that John Williams again enters the picture.  After a series of health
setbacks, Williams sold all his property in Detroit and headed back to the Pinellas
Peninsula in 1887.   Sensing an opportunity, Williams agreed to give the Orange Belt
Railroad 250 acres of prime waterfront land in return for the rail route to extend to  Williams’
property on its way to Tampa.  This pleased everyone but Disston, who still held out hope
the railroad would come through Disston City.18  The deal was set.  The Orange Belt
Railroad, through setbacks, failures and difficulties, finally completed the 110 miles to
Pinellas Peninsula in 1888.19

It was on the summer day of June 8, 1888, by all accounts, that St. Petersburg was
born.  On that day Mattie, the first train of the Orange Belt Railroad, came to a halt on Ninth
Street.  As a small crowd gathered including Williams and Demens, a single passenger, a
salesman from Savannah, exited the train onto a wooden platform beside a dusty road.
He was welcomed to St. Petersburg, named after the birthplace of Peter Demens.20    This
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“town” that the shoe salesman entered had a population of no more than thirty, including
children.21  The salesman got back on the train the next day.

The settlers on Point Pinellas now had a direct connection with the outside world,
but the town had to live up to its formidable name.  Again Demens and Williams
collaborated, this time on a town plan that called for a large railroad depot, a large central
park and streets a hundred feet wide.22  They also agreed to a grand hotel that would
symbolize St. Petersburg’s future, the three and a half story, forty-room hotel was named
the Detroit, after Williams’ hometown.23  

By 1890, St. Petersburg was maturing.  With two hotels, two ice plants, two
churches, a school and a sawmill, as well as a population nearing 300 people, St.
Petersburg had arrived.  But with the growth of the city, St. Petersburg needed civic
improvement as well.  Thus, organized government came to St. Petersburg on Leap Day,
February 29, 1892, when thirty-one citizens got together and decided their community
should be incorporated into a town.  The vote was 15-11 for the incorporation, with six
abstaining.24  The weekly newspaper, the South Florida Home  reported: “St. Petersburg
laid off her swaddling clothes and donned the more comely garb of an incorporated town.”25

The first decade of the 20th century might be described as a time of preparation for
St. Petersburg.  By 1900, St. Petersburg’s population on New Year’s Eve was 1,575, a gain
of 600% over the census figures of 1890.26  That did not include the tourists coming in and
out of town.  St. Petersburg, which became a city by charter in 1903, now included four
newspapers, an opera house, a public park, and a Masonic Lodge. 

At the turn of the century, St. Petersburg took its first step in urbanization.  Following
the evolution of most American towns, St. Petersburg was created by the railroad and
sustained by the trade it brought.  Thereafter, however, it did not follow its fellow cities with
the creation of industry.  Instead, it formed its niche with tourism.  As Raymond Arsenault
states in his book, St. Petersburg and the Florida Dream, “Blessed with an abundance of
sun and sea, the city’s major product has always been itself.  St. Petersburg was
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consumption-oriented from its very beginning.”27  Even the local paper foreshadowed: “In
a few years, many through Pullmans [railroad cars] will be coming into St. Petersburg each
day from the North, bringing hundreds of tourists.  St. Petersburg is now on the threshold
of its greatest development."28    These, as well as many other improvements, symbolized
the dawn of a new St. Petersburg.   

Soon after the coming of the railroad, the town began supporting a small tourist
business.  With a mild climate and good fishing, summer excursions from interior Florida
were devised by the Orange Belt Railroad beginning on July 4, 1889, to get tourists to the
coasts.  It was actually as a summer, not a winter, resort that St. Petersburg originally
gained its claim to fame.  Those from other areas of Florida learned that it was cooler in “St.
Petersburg-by-the-Sea” during the hot summer months than the inland towns because it
was surrounded on three sides by water.  The excursionists were treated like royalty and
when they left, they took with them a positive impression of St. Petersburg.  In the
beginning it was this word of mouth that helped advertise the small tourist town.29  

The growth of St. Petersburg as a tourist haven was also accelerated by the
Spanish-American War.  While Tampa was the main embarkation point for troops to be
sent to Cuba, Theodore Roosevelt’s self-proclaimed “splendid little war” did a great deal
for the town across the bay as well.  Many of the soldiers waiting for orders or returning
from war came to the shores of St. Petersburg for some rest and relaxation.  What they
found was a place to revisit, settle, or something to rave about to people back home in the
North.  All in all, it was free advertising for St. Petersburg as a vacationing resort.30  It was
this resort mentality that soon took center stage.  Urged on by Dr. Van Bibber and its
unique locale, boosters in St. Petersburg began to project its virtues to the world. 

Ironically, however, these boosters were not the Chamber of Commerce.  Most of
the advertising the city received was not paid for by the city, but by outsiders who owned
property and thus had a stake in its development.   St. Petersburg was first represented as
a tourist Mecca via one of these propertied outsiders, Philadelphian, Frank Allston Davis.
 Coming to St. Petersburg, like many others, due to a doctor’s prescribed warmer climate,
Davis had read Dr. Van Bibber’s “Health City” report with much interest.  He had heard the
city was in need of an electric plant and eventually, in 1924 established the West Coast
Development Company which offered St. Petersburg an electric company as well as a
water system, a transportation system and yet another pier.  Having been won over by St.
Petersburg’s beauty and potential, Davis became a one man chamber of commerce.  A
publisher by trade, Davis paid for most of the advertising for St. Petersburg during the
years 1896 to 1906.31  He used his Philadelphia publishing company to publish Dr. Van
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Bibber’s article as well as several other “expert” opinions on the “Healthiest Spot on Earth.”
In 1896, he printed a 132 page promotional booklet on St. Petersburg, with an enclosed
map of the Pinellas Peninsula.  He followed this with his 1901, 104-page, “Progress and
Possibilities of St. Petersburg,” and 1906's “Souvenir –St. Petersburg, the Pleasure City of
the South.”32  Davis also published the “Medical Bulletin”, a periodical read by thousands
of physicians throughout the United States.  In every issue of his Bulletin, Davis printed
articles about St. Petersburg and its medical virtues.  Because of this, many physicians
learned of St. Petersburg and sent their patients for both health and vacations.  

These publications by Davis brought the first steady stream of Northern visitors to
Pinellas County. Davis also gave them somewhere to go.  He installed electricity and
started streetcars running.  He made the beaches and city of Tampa accessible by boat
and created subdivisions within St. Petersburg’s downtown.  The St. Petersburg Times
heralded his efforts with promotional, and oft-times exaggerated headlines like: “No Place
in Florida Offers Greater Attraction for the Tourists...Broad Avenues, Fine Bicycle Roads,
Elegant Hotel Accommodations, Schoolhouses, Churches, Beautiful Residences, Fishing,
Boating, etc.  Railroad and Steam-boat Accommodations Unsurpassed.”33

Due in part to Davis and the tourists who answered his call, Pinellas County became
a legal entity on January 1, 1912, when it was divided from Hillsborough County to its east.
After the county’s formation, the growth of the city expanded.  St. Petersburg was
beginning to look like a real tourist destination, with its Municipal Recreation Pier, a new
Carnegie library, and a new theater, bringing tourists and their money in.  It was also
helped by a flamboyant mayor.  Al Lang was first elected in 1914 and served two
consecutive terms.  He is best known for bringing baseball and spring training down to St.
Petersburg, but he also brought about its maturity.  Lang was fundamental in banning push
carts and peanut wagons from Central Avenue, he cleared the assortment of signs and
billboards from local buildings and the downtown area and he established the green
benches for which St. Petersburg is recognized.34  The Festival of States parade was also
developed under Mayor Lang.  The festival initially started as a children’s parade for
President George Washington’s birthday in 1886, however, with the help of Lang, by 1917
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it developed into a week of parades, dances and other celebrations to salute the states
from which St. Petersburg’s tourists hailed.35

Quickly, St. Petersburg was billed as a “home away from home.”36  A town with only
7,183 people, but 22,500 residential and business lots, and 83 real estate companies
naturally called for the first of several land booms that St. Petersburg experienced.  Under
this “boom,” local real estate agents focused on middle-class winter residents who could
either afford long vacations or came to live permanently for their health.37  By the winter of
1913 it was clear a brisk market had developed in real estate as more and more people
bought land to build either residential or vacation homes.  This boom ended almost as soon
as it began, however, with the start of World War I in 1914.  With most Americans eyes
toward war, no one was in a vacationing mood. Without tourists or the creation of
significant war industries, St. Petersburg’s merchants, businessmen, and real estate agents
faced bankruptcy.  

At the end of World War I, St. Petersburg needed something to bring back the
tourists.  With the overwhelming victory by United States’ forces and the renewal of the
national economy, St. Petersburg was confident its tourist economy would rally.  Trying to
regain lost momentum, St. Petersburg’s Chamber of Commerce secretary, L. A. Whitney,
hired the energetic and unconventional 28-year-old publicity agent John Lodwick in the
spring of 1918.  Under his tenure, Lodwick created publicity for the city by using
imaginative techniques that ranged from gorgeous women, tourist testimonials, “world
championships” and the creation of the fabricated St. Petersburg Purity League.  Promoting
the city through imagination rather than traditional methods,  Lodwick made the 1918-1919
season the most profitable yet.  The 1919-1920 season was even better.38  The city also
set up an extended network of roads, bridges and causeways, as well as electrical
improvements and the paving of downtown.  With these betterments, the peninsula was
linked to the mainland and other barrier islands.39  By 1920, census figures put St.
Petersburg at a population of 14,237, about 14,000 more than the 1890 census.  The city
of St. Petersburg had arrived.

The tourist trade seemed back on its feet, but not for long.  On October 25, 1921,
the Sunshine City was visited by the worst hurricane to hit the Pinellas Peninsula since
1848.  While  the storm did minimal damage to downtown St. Petersburg, it could have
devastated the tourist trade.  However, with the St. Petersburg Times infamous “Motorcycle
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Extra,” people all over the United States were reassured.  The “Motorcycle Extra,” named
after the two-cylinder Indian machine that the St. Petersburg Times used to hook up a belt
from its wheel to the Linotype machine, cranked out the newspaper and reported that while
property was destroyed, no lives were lost.  It also helped the Times keep its record of
never missing an issue.40

In actuality, the storm did more help than harm.  Ironically, it was the 1921 Hurricane
that sparked an active civic revival in St. Petersburg.  Fathered by the destruction,
residents immediately began rebuilding.  In the season following the storm, the city
continued to host its usual tourists, as well as several others who were curious to see if St.
Petersburg had survived the blow.  Major Lew B. Brown, owner of the Evening
Independent, epitomized the spirit of the community with his call: “Let’s build a million dollar
pier!.” Historian Walter P. Fuller asserts that the hurricane was in essence the rally cry
“which started the city’s great period of civic and private betterments.  There has been no
comparable period since.”41 

Along with the Million Dollar pier which featured a swimming pool, a solarium, a two-
lane roadway with diagonal parking, a streetcar line and a radio station, the city extended
more bridges to the Gulf Beaches, moved its city limits to the tip of the Pinellas Peninsula,
and built a casino and the Gandy Bridge.42   St. Petersburg also started a ferry system to
cross the mouth of the bay to Bradenton in 1924.  Now St. Petersburg was linked with all
of its neighbors easily and quickly.  

It was the creation of the new luxury hotels, however, which made the city a modern
marvel.  When the decade of the 1920s opened, St. Petersburg offered only
boardinghouses and a few hotels of relative size.  However, between 1923 and 1926, St.
Petersburg became home to ten large hotels. The hotels included, in order of completion,
the Soreno, Pheil, Suwannee, Mason,43 Pennsylvania, Dennis, Vinoy Park, the Jungle,
Rolyat, and the Don Cesar, and added approximately 2,000 much needed rooms to the
city.  Accommodations, however, were only the start.  With them came a rash of new
downtown buildings which included a four-story expansion to the Wilson-Chase Department
Store, the air-conditioned Florida Theater, the Coliseum  (one of the nation’s busiest dance
halls), the Florida Power Corporation, the St. Petersburg Times building and the YMCA.44

The boom also launched a vast school building spree.  During the years 1923-1928, twenty
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schools were built in St. Petersburg.45  These government, commercial and tourist-based
businesses constituted the St. Petersburg skyline until 1967 without much change and
contributed significantly to the 1925 real estate boom. 

In 1929, Frank Parker Stockbridge and newspaper and radio tycoon John H. Perry,
wrote a book entitled, Florida in the Making.  In it they nicknamed St. Petersburg as “The
City that Advertising Built” and continued “for there is no other community in all Florida in
which the united efforts of the entire citizenship have been so acutely and intelligently
concentrated upon advertising its advantages.”46  Dr. Van Bibber would have been proud.

As Walter P. Fuller attests, there are two sure things about the 1925 Land Boom;
no two people agree when it started and no two people knew exactly when it stopped.47

The Great Land Boom of 1925 brought about land madness.  As Historian Karl Grismer
stated, “suddenly, for no apparent reason, St. Petersburg began to go real estate crazy....
They all started to go insane...and for three years the insanity became worse and worse.”48

Everyone wanted a piece of paradise, and at such bargain prices, anyone could afford a
slice.  Land was being sold at a dizzying pace to anyone with money.  This was also the
time of large scale developers like Perry Snell and other “sand merchants” who sold land
by lots for a deposit as low as $50.00.  Most real estate offices were located on Central
Avenue where agents had the best chance to find buyers. Everyone got into the business,
including the mayor, I.M. (Handsome Jack) Taylor and Walter P. Fuller.  Sellers were
helped by “Knickerbocker boys,” “Binder Boys” and “bird dogs” –men, women, children,
who would hangout where the tourists did and talk real estate to anyone who would listen.49

Many of these were attractive, smooth talkers who could make anyone believe they were
missing the chance of a lifetime if they did not buy now.  For their hard work they received
a commission of the sale.50  But it was not speculators and tourists alone that flooded St.
Petersburg.  With them came carpenters, bricklayers and other laborers to keep up with the
building pace.  And they too became involved in the boom, buying and selling at a frantic
pace.
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Real estate also filled the newspapers.  The St. Petersburg Times in 1925 carried
more local classified advertising than any other newspaper in the country except the Miami
Herald.  Not to be seconded, the Evening Independent, could not print all the advertisement
space it sold, even though their presses ran to full capacity.51  The boom also changed the
demographics of the small southern city.  With its new host of permanent residents, many
from Northern states, St. Petersburg became a “northern” city in the midst of a southern
state.  More than fifty percent of the population of Florida and St. Petersburg was born
outside of Florida, primarily in the Northern and Mid-Western states.52 

When everyone is finally in agreement that a land boom exists, then it is pretty much
over.  Fuller presented a series of explanations for the collapse of the boom: the horrible-
winter-of-1925-1926 theory, the major freeze of 1925-1926 theory, the rail freight embargo
theory, the National Investment Bankers Convention theory, the hurricane of 1926 theory,
even the Med Fly panic of 1925.53  However, Fuller discounts all those theories and simply
stated: “we just ran out of suckers.  That’s all.  We got all their money, then started trading
with ourselves.  Did I say we ran out of suckers?  That isn’t quite correct.  We became the
suckers.”54  The collapse of the boom was inevitable.  As a result, the price of land dropped
and panic selling and foreclosures ensued.  By the spring of 1927 St. Petersburg’s real
estate market and most people’s fortunes had crumpled.

While many believe the boom was devastating for St. Petersburg and the rest of
Florida, some historians, including Fuller and Raymond Arsenault, view it from a different
angle.  Although both agree that the short-term economic impact of the bust was extensive,
they argue it has been exaggerated.  The post-boom era was not a time of economic
despair.  During the post boom years of the late 1920s, the city continued to expand and
grow, albeit at a slower rate.  Immediately after the 1926 land boom, the population
increased over fifty percent, and public building continued.  Karl Grismer reported that the
1926 land boom brought more building and civil improvements in a few years than could
have come naturally in fifty.55  Politically, it forced St. Petersburg to look closely at its local
government systems and replace its City Commission form of government with a new
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council-manager system.56  But, perhaps most important, the boom did shine the spotlight
on Florida in general, and St. Petersburg in particular, as one of the best recreational and
residential spots in the world.  It turned a backward town of 15,000 residents into a city of
45,000.57  Furthermore, when the Florida Land Boom ended in 1926,  it was a time of
financial growth for the rest of the United States.  With a bull market on Wall Street and
economic prosperity throughout the country, St. Petersburg and the rest of Florida were
aided by the positive economic position of the national economy.  However, the local real
estate market was devastated.  While tourists continued to visit St. Petersburg, they tended
to avoid real estate or anything that hinted of speculation.

The Great Depression that struck the United States in the late fall of 1929 hit St.
Petersburg with a double blow.  Barely surviving the land bust in 1926, the decline in
consumer spending by the nation as a whole, as well as the lack of credit or cash in the
bank, left St. Petersburg in shambles.  By 1930, the nation had lost a total of fifteen billion
dollars.  Few could or even wanted to go on vacation.  With middle-class tourism severely
cut because of the lack of funds, as well as upper-class tourists too nervous to stray too far
from the comforts of home, St. Petersburg’s businesses failed and mortgages were
foreclosed.  There was extensive unemployment, first created by the lack of building
attributed to the boom and later to a severe shortage of funds.  All those who had answered
the call of the boom, real estate agents, bankers and workmen alike, were now out of work.
As in other areas of the United States, St. Petersburg also encountered banking failures.
Between 1930 and 1931, every bank was forced to close its doors.  While no city
government was prepared to handle the problems brought on by the Great Depression, St.
Petersburg was haunted by its excessive past.  During the boom era, the government spent
millions of dollars on city improvements for tourists and residents alike.  They were now left
with a large delinquent bill.  The city’s bonded indebtedness per capita was $802.06, the
second highest in the nation.58  By 1930, with the current economic situation, some 10,000
people had left the city, reducing the population of St. Petersburg to 40,000.59

St. Petersburg also had to deal with a large unemployed migrant population.  Like
other cities in Florida and California, St. Petersburg became a destination for people
looking for good weather, warmth and a job.  Similarly, St. Petersburg could barely employ
its own citizens.  Some citizens took drastic action to keep the invited visitors out.  The
Home Patronage Committee posted signs around the outskirts of the city stating: “Do not
come here seeking work –a city’s first duty is to employ its own citizens.”60  Ironically,
during the Depression, the city that depended on visitors for its existence, was now telling
them to leave.
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It was in this city, a city built on advertising and dreams now dealing with the realities
of depression, that a young entrepreneur, James Earl “Doc” Webb, began his empire.



1
St. Petersburg Times,  18 March 1980, p. 1B and 2B.

2
There are varying stories on how Doc actually came to St. Petersburg.  Walter P. Fuller, a close

friend, notes an account in his book about how Doc and a friend took off in his Rickenbaker automobile to see
the world.  They were to head for Miami but on the outskirts of St. Petersburg, the car broke down.  While the
car was being repaired, Doc looked over the town and liked what he saw.  Fuller, St. Petersburg and Its
People.

3
St. Petersburg Times,  18 March 1980, p.  2B.

19

CHAPTER TWO

THE CITY THAT WEBB BUILT

James Earl “Doc” Webb, like many others of the day, had heard of the glories of
Florida and St. Petersburg.  In the early 1920s, with the land boom in full force, several
friends of Doc Webb gave reports of the “little town that could.”  He had also heard it was
“the best place to live in the world,” especially for the elderly and those with weak
constitutions.  It sounded like just the place for a medicine man.1  When a former co-
worker, Hayworth Johnson, who lived in St. Petersburg and ran a small drug store named
Seaboard Drug Company, offered Doc a partnership, he decided to take a gamble.2  While
St. Petersburg had grown into a flourishing town, Seaboard Drug Company was not much
to see.  The company was simply a 17 x 28 foot store, with only three hundred square feet
of retail space and two employees, in a rented building, on the wrong side of the tracks.
It was sandwiched between the Seaboard Train line on Second Avenue and the Atlantic
Coast Line on First Avenue and Ninth Street, five blocks from what most would call the
“downtown.”3

But, something told Doc that in this small store on the corner of Ninth Street and
Second Avenue South was his future.  Paying five thousand dollars for his share of the
Seaboard Drug Company, now renamed the Cut-Rate Drug Company, Doc had to sell
everything he owned in Knoxville to finance the investment.  He also had to convince his
wife, Marie to move with their two children, Eleanor (born July 12, 1920) and James E.
“Jimmy” Jr. (born August 11, 1923), to move.  While Marie was understandably reluctant
to move with two small children, she did finally agree and on October 1925 the Webbs
drove into the sandy haven of St. Petersburg.  But all was not paradise.  Seen as an omen
later, the Eddie Rickenbacker dark blue sedan, which Webb bought for $6,220 cash to drive
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down to St. Petersburg, coughed and died as the Webbs drove into the city limits.4  Within
two months, so did the Florida Land Boom, but Doc had the business, years of experience
and a little thing called luck. 

James Earl Webb came from a Scots-Irish family in Glasgow, Kentucky.  “Nobody
in his family was much interested in genealogy,” argued Louise Whittle, Doc’s older sister,
but it was believed that the first Webb came over from the British Isles between 1700-1800,
when the waves of Scotch-Irish came to the Appalachians.  Both his mother and father
came from farming families.  His father, James Artumus, was approximately six feet tall,
thin and stern.  He was a paving contractor who was often away from home.  His mother,
Leona McMillian, was known as very lively, rode her own horse and often wore a pair of
shoes out dancing in one night.5   Louise said of her parents, “[Father would] punish us by
taking privileges away from us.  But he was a paving contractor, away from home a lot.  We
looked to mother for discipline. [Mother] while never playing tennis, had a great backhand.”
After their wedding, Artumus and Leona moved to Nashville and had five children; Bunie
(B. E.), Loyal (L.J.) James Earl, Alleyn and Louise.  They raised their family in a cream
colored two-story house in the  “poor-mouth” section of an East Nashville suburb.  James
Earl was born August 31, 1897, with brown hair and blue eyes and a knack for making
money.6  While the other four children played, James Earl was the little entrepreneur.  His
sister Louise recalls, “He was dynamite.  He never stopped.  Where the rest of us played
a lot, he never played.  He was always busy.  Earl put all of his time in work.”7  James Earl
had two paper routes, one in the morning and one in the afternoon, and a garden from
which he sold the vegetables to neighbors, along with bread and milk.  During the summer,
James Earl mowed lawns, sold lemonade and orangeade on hot days, and with the
leftovers, he made sherbet, which he also sold.  As he put it, “I had a yen to establish
myself.”8

James Earl also had a very competitive spirit.  But where did it originate?  In later
years, Doc explained: “You know why I’ve made a success out of this business?  My
brothers beat the hell out of me when I was a kid.  So I made up my mind I was going to
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beat the hell out of them!”  James Earl, who grew no taller than 5 foot 5, and weighed no
more than 130 pounds, lived through a childhood of bullying.  “Little guys bullied at school
and at home, often make ‘I’ll show ‘em!’ a lifetime motto,” Doc admitted.9  James Earl often
threatened his brothers, stating that he would be the more successful, and that someday
they would be under his thumb.  Be it a Napoleon complex or just a lack of self-esteem, 
this all encompassing need to win would drive Doc throughout his lifetime.

When James Earl was nine years old, his father was injured in a trucking accident
and James Earl helped his mother as best he could.  He had learned young that the two
things that made him happy were being his own boss and the pleasure of winning at
business.  Keeping up with his assortment of jobs, school was always put on the back
burner.  Doc recalled, “I hated school, oh, how I hated it.  I would sit there in class not
seeing the book in front of me.  I didn’t hear what the teacher was saying.  I had a hell of
a lot of things on my mind –things I wanted to do.  I got lousy grades, played a lot of hookey
and finally quit.”  James Earl left Warner Middle School in the seventh grade and never
returned.  Now he was able to devote all of his time to his blossoming businesses.   At age
twelve James Earl had more small businesses and made more money than most his age.
However, he had to give them all up when his father decided to move the family to
Knoxville, Tennessee.  Undaunted, James Earl quickly picked up new jobs, including
setting pins in a bowling alley, jerking sodas and helping with prescriptions at the Todd &
Armstead’s Drug Store.  It was here he found his calling.10

The drug store game appealed to James Earl.  In the early 1900s pharmacists did
not need a license and no one tested their products for accuracy.  A man without much
education could make quite a profit with medicines made from household goods and good
salesmanship.  Apprenticing at Todd & Armstead’s Drug Store, James Earl became an
experienced businessman.  He soon threw himself into the business and by the age of
sixteen worked twelve- to fourteen-hour days.  These long hours however, did not stop him
from having some fun in his time off.11

At sixteen he started dating a girl named Bobbie Bowers, but he soon found himself
more attracted to her sister Marie.  Never the one to wait for what he wanted, James Earl
bought a new tailor-made suit and began courting her.  Marie was quickly enthralled with
James Earl and his traditional southern charm and quick wit.  James Earl and Marie agreed
to marry, but her parents believed them to be too young at sixteen.  Not minding their
elders, within one year James Earl and Marie were married in his aunt’s home.  

In 1919, now a married man, James Earl took his responsibilities even more
seriously and decided on a career.  At the age of twenty he became manager and part-
owner of Economy Drug Store in Knoxville, Tennessee.  Here he employed several men
twice his age and made his own drugs.  Acquiring the nickname “Doc,” James Earl began
the age old trade of “medicine man” by making “good luck” bags that held “health-giving”
herbs.  He sold many of these bags of dirt and leaves for $3-$5 a piece.  He also mixed
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Epsom salts, alcohol, herbs and water and labeled it “Wahoo Indian Bitters,” touted it as
a laxative and sold thousands at $1 a piece.   He also created “Sorbo-Rub,” a liniment for
stiff muscles.   Economy Drug Store also did a good business in the usual trade of
medicines laced with opium and alcohol, beauty products, and of course, empty bottles and
barrels, essential equipment in Kentucky and Tennessee for the moonshine industry.  The
bulk of his sales, however, was in his “patented medicines” and he was quick to make
more.  His most infamous, and most popular, was “Doc Webb’s 608."  Made from gum
acacia and sandalwood, it was lauded as an elixir to treat “unnatural diseases,” mostly
gonorrhea.  While it sold for $5.50 a bottle, it only cost Doc sixty-eight cents to make.  “Doc
Webb’s 608" flew off the shelves, in Knoxville, as well as other cities in Tennessee and at
$4.80 profit per bottle it made Doc a relatively rich man and a popular one.  When
questioned about the authenticity of “Doc Webb’s 608," Doc argued, “It did the job as well
as anything on the market.”  While learning the trade from numerous “doctors” and
pharmacists, as well as traveling medicine shows, he also learned his most important
lesson –showmanship.  With these lessons of salesmanship and his profits, Doc headed
to St. Petersburg.12

As the year 1926 dawned, the economic picture in St. Petersburg went from bad to
worse.  Not only had Doc just started a business before the land bust, but that business
had substantial competition.  For the same reasons Doc came to St. Petersburg, Dr. Van
Bibber’s idea of the “Health City” and taking advantage of the large elderly population, drug
stores were a dime a dozen.  There were four other stores within a few blocks of Doc’s
store, including Reliance Drug Company, Economy Drug Store and Keystone Pharmacy
run by his own brother, Bunie E. Webb.  There were also many other drug stores located
in the downtown area.13  Doc also had the disadvantage of a bad location.  How do you get
customers to enter your store amid the strong competition and poor location?  Doc’s
answer was simple –lower your prices.  Starting with a policy that he carried with him to the
end, Cut-Rate Drug Company lowered its prices way below the local competition and
promised to undersell anyone else in the city.  With this, Cut-Rate Drug Company did a
good business.  It had customers at a time most businesses were failing, however the
downside was that the profit margin was almost non-existent.  This frightened Doc’s
partner, Hayworth Johnson, and understandably so.  With $6,000 in unpaid bills and no
economic recovery in sight, Hayworth Johnson offered to sell his part of the business after
one year to Doc for $18,000.14  The transaction made the local newspaper, the St.
Petersburg Times.15  Doc continued his practice throughout the Depression, price cutting,
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running specials, thus underselling the competition.  He weathered the worst of the
economic storm through two products –sugar and ice cream –which he sold far below the
usual rate, often below his wholesale price.  Doc used this tactic to get customers in the
store.  Once inside the store, he argued, he could sell them at least ten dollars more,
enabling him to make a profit.  The first year, Doc made a profit of $38,990.45.   In 1926,
his second year of business, Doc more than doubled this with a profit of $90,000.16

  It did not take long for Doc to turn to advertising to get more business.  Beginning
in May 1926, Doc’s print advertisements were in the front sections of the St. Petersburg
Times every Sunday.  With slogans like, “You can always save money here,” “Quality,
Service, Free Delivery,” and “Bring your Prescriptions,” Webb began an advertising war
with the local competition.17  By December of the same year Doc was battling his main
adversary and former partner Hayworth Johnson, also know as “Doc,” at Economy Drug
Store.  With 1/16 page advertisements, Doc Webb made sure to beat the price of Economy
by at least thirty percent and often by fifty percent.  Frequently Doc arranged to have his
advertisement placed on top of or beside Economy’s.  When Economy went up to a quarter
page advertisements, so did Cut Rate.18  Likewise on March 20, 1927,  when Economy
started using pictures and cartoons in their ad, so did Doc, the very next day.19  

In 1929, Doc upped the ante and adopted a broader advertising strategy.  Instead
of fighting his competitors, Doc began taking advantage of the tourist trade with
advertisements reading “No charges for packing purchases for taking North,” and “Don’t
forget Cut Rate Drug Co sells for less than you buy at home!” and “To Save the St.
Petersburg public THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS...Webb will absorb the tax!”20  His tactics
were so successful that by June companies such as Herb Extract, Inc., mentioned Cut Rate
in their own ads: “For Sale at Cut Rate Drug Company, 128 9th St. S. and leading druggists
everywhere.”21  

By 1930, Doc Webb began advertising on Fridays and Saturdays. He had also
added  “Webb” to the store’s name since his name had become synonymous with a good
deal.  From November 1930, all Cut-Rate ads now read, “Webb’s Cut Rate Drug
Company.”  That same year also saw the first expansion, albeit small by later standards,
of Doc’s store: “Have you visited our new and up-to-date store?  We want you to visit and
inspect our retail salesroom, our new and very modern prescription room, said to be the
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best equipped in the South, also our Wholesale Dept., next door.”22  Day after day, the
newspapers heralded Doc’s ads, “FREE SUGAR WITH $1 PURCHASE,” “CARLOAD
SOAP SALES,” “60,000 BUYERS IN NOVEMBER,” “100,000 CASH BUYERS IN
JANUARY.”23  These figures are impressive when compared to the 1930 census figures
for St. Petersburg, which hovered around 39,500 persons, but usually doubled during the
winter season.  It is clear that people from all around the area were coming to shop at
Doc’s store.  This discouraged Doc’s two major competitors,  Rutland’s and Willson-Chase.
These two stores, the leaders in St. Petersburg business for decades, tried to get people
away from the new kid down the street, using similar advertising styles and holiday sales,
but they could not compete with Cut Rate’s “WE WILL BEAT ANY PUBLISHED PRICE!!!!!!”
or Doc’s posting the competitions’ advertisements in his window with a huge sign saying,
“10 PERCENT OFF THE ABOVE PRICES.”  The store profited enough that by August 26,
1932, Doc had twenty-two employees and had incorporated his store as Webb’s Cut Rate
Drug Co, Inc.  J. E. Webb was listed with 10 shares and two other shares were held by
Walter G. Stelts and Wilbur F. Herrick.24

Doc not only beat his competition with low prices, he also beat them at
showmanship.  Learning at a young age in Knoxville the importance of the “razzle-dazzle”
in merchandising, Doc gave the people of St. Petersburg what they wanted, even if they
did not know they wanted it yet.  Doc was known to shout new specials from the center of
the store, he demonstrated products, including smoking six cigars at one time to prove their
mildness and stripping to the waist and dancing a jig on the counter to show how well his
energy vitamins worked.  He also gave away products for free and had the “money back
guarantee” long before most other companies.  Needless to say, Doc earned many loyal
customers, but also lots of enemies.

In the early 1930s, as the Great Depression deepened, Doc catered to the masses.
Lowering prices, promising to undersell the competition and accepting everything from scrip
to IOUs, he established himself as the “little man’s friend.”25  While most businesses were
struggling to avoid bankruptcy, Doc and his Cut Rate Drug Store were making a profit. 
This drove his competition crazy.  Historian Walter Fuller remembers that most merchants
had become “indolent and lackadaisical.”26  The merchants would open at around nine or
ten o’clock, close at five or six o’clock, took Sunday off, and took a half a day off once a
week in the summer.  In comparison, Doc opened early, closed late, and was open seven
days a week.  Soon other businesses had to hold those hours to compete.   Doc recalled
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later, “I didn’t care a damn about money, I wanted customers.”27  This must have been true.
In the early 1930s, Doc’s salary as president of Webb’s Cut Rate was fixed at $15,000 a
year, regardless of  the profits the store made.  The next year, his salary was moved back
to $4,500 by the stockholders, even though the store profits had risen.  Doc may not have
given a “damn” about money, but he did want to win.

By the end of 1932, Doc proudly boasted in the St. Petersburg Times, that Webb’s
Cut Rate Drug Company did the fifth largest volume of drug and drug sundries business
in the United States, and to the ratio of the population, the largest in the world.  Citing
profits as the main reason, he went on to argue that Webb’s Cut Rate was the largest retail
outlet in the country because “first we have the merchandise, second, we have the service,
third we have the quality and fourth we have the price.”28  While Doc found the citizens and
tourists of St. Petersburg to be supportive, he made enemies with the local merchants.
Many local merchants, druggists and department stores alike, made numerous
accusations, both privately and publically.  They claimed that Doc lied about his profits and
exaggerated his importance in the retail business of St. Petersburg, the United States and
the world.  Never one to back down from a fight, Doc rallied with his own accusations in an
advertisement which ran April 9, 1933, in the  St. Petersburg Times: “NEVER KNOCK
–‘BOOST’ –Regardless of the many UNTRUTHS and misleading reports about Webb’s in
the past seven years we have continued to GROW and prosper.... We have shown a
substantial increase every year.”29 Again on May 21, “Webb’s, through hard work and
extreme care, has had a gain in business every month for the past eight years.”30

Webb’s success was highly unusual.  Most people in St. Petersburg were not as
economically successful.  During the Depression, the city was unable to support its own
citizens without the federal government’s help.  Luckily for St. Petersburg, as well as the
nation, Franklin Delano Roosevelt and his New Deal won in a landslide victory over
incumbent Herbert Hoover in 1932.  Roosevelt and his New Deal were a godsend to St.
Petersburg.  Beginning in his first hundred days in office, Roosevelt set up an alphabet
soup of agencies to bring relief, recovery and reform to the United States.31  While federal
relief was first sent to Pinellas as early as 1932, between 1933 and 1941, over $10 million
dollars was given to St. Petersburg by the federal government through its New Deal
programs.  Between the CWA, FERA, PWA and the WPA, both the economy and
landscape of St. Petersburg were transformed.  The relief projects ranged from mosquito
control to installation of glass reflectors on highways, to a $398,415 new city hall building.32
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Federal money also helped in the construction of a sewer system, development of Barlett
Park, a new addition to the hospital and a beach water system.  Likewise, during the New
Deal, real wages grew.  With the WPA paying between $25 and $55 dollars a month to
more than a thousand local families from 1936-1938, workers who had been toiling for 15
cents an hour could finally feed their families.  The New Deal projects brought life back to
St. Petersburg, as well as money.33

The economy experienced a slight upswing in 1933 and Doc saw another
opportunity to expand his business.  He started a continuous building and remodeling effort
by expanding his single building into three small buildings and employing more workers.
In an advertisement running in the St. Petersburg Times on October 29, 1933, Doc
explained to the public that he had added ten new employees since the enactment of the
National Recovery Administration’s (N.R.A.) project for employment, kept them employed
throughout the summer months at regular pay, and even paid for their vacations (costing
Doc around five thousand dollars.)  He reported that Webb’s had six employees drawing
over $45.00 weekly and eight earning more than $25.00 weekly.  With this, he boasted, the
store and employees purchased eleven cars in the last twelve months.    Doc also heralded
his acceptance of scrip and trade dollars:  “We have accepted in Trade Dollar for Dollar
more than three thousand dollars in school scrip which has worked a hardship on
management.  We have been successful in pleasing more than 98% of employees and
customers.  The other 2% you couldn’t please anyway.  We are 100% for N.R.A. and willing
to do our part.”34

The reports of his sales garnered attention.  The Tampa Tribune ran a story on June
15, 1935, which Doc reprinted in his advertisement in the St. Petersburg Times the next
day, lauding his sale of 3,500 pillow slips and 2,000 sheets, as well as 2,700 towels in one
day.  The crowd was so large, the police were needed to keep order.  The next day, the
Tribune reported that Webb’s was giving away cigarettes to all customers.35   Impressive
as these headlines were, nothing else Doc did could compare to his “three cent breakfast.”

To help an economically and emotionally depressed city, and more important get
more customers into his doors, Doc established the “three-cent breakfast” in his small
cafeteria.36  This breakfast, which included one egg, two strips of bacon, three slices of
toast, grits and ham gravy, made Doc not only a favorite in St. Petersburg, but nationwide.
From this campaign, Doc got attention from the Associated Press, including favorite Ernie
Pyle, newspapers and magazines all over the country, and even press from Europe.  The
coverage of the three-cent breakfast did not stop there.  It was soon featured in radio
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programs and was referred to in news stories throughout the country.  Following one radio
broadcast in Los Angeles, California,  Doc recalled, a few of his friends from California
telegraphed him to ask him if the story was true, and if so, asked if “the depression had hit
St. Petersburg.”37

While the early 1930s were good years for business, the same could not be said for
Doc Webb’s personal life.  Marie, his wife of fourteen years and mother of his two children,
divorced him on June 5, 1933.  There are many theories on why Marie divorced Doc,
including rumors of physical abuse, abandonment, and his all encompassing obsession
with making his business a success.38  Doc, like many other businessmen, was a driven
man, whose business was his whole life.  Family, especially children, simply did not fit into
that picture.  However, as his friend Dick Bothwell stated, “busy as he was, he still wanted
a wife.  Naturally, he found her at his store.”39   

Less than two years later Doc married his second wife, Aretta Gwendolyn Brooks.
 Aretta, also originally from Knoxville, had lived in St. Petersburg for several years and
worked in the delicatessen at Webb’s City.  The story goes that when Doc asked her for
a date, she hesitated, then reminded him of his own rule:  Employees do not date one
another.  “No problem,” he said, “You’re fired.”  They were married March 28, 1935,  in
Tampa at the Hyde Park Methodist Church.  Not long after, Doc gave her the surprise of
her life.  Across the street from the main store, Doc created a blazing sign “Aretta’s
Sandwich Shop.”  “I told you I’d put your name in lights,” Doc said.  He remained with her
until her death in 1973.40  

By the end of 1935, the nation as a whole was doing somewhat better economically
and emotionally.  This improvement was reflected in St. Petersburg.  The WPA, along with
money raised by public subscription, built a new junior college in 1936.  Further, the United
States Housing Authority financed the development of a low-cost African American housing
project, known as Jordan Park.  This project, in conjunction with the Housing Authority of
the City of St. Petersburg, completed 446 dwelling units for those hit hardest during the
depression.  More dramatically, bank deposits increased, businesses employed more
people and there was a rise in building permits.  During 1933, building permits sank to
$391,650 for St. Petersburg.  By 1935 it had increased to $1,521,354 and by 1937, up to
$3,017,251.  St. Petersburg mirrored the nation in 1938 in having building level out because
of the national recession.  St. Petersburg, however, was back on its feet with an increase
in 1939 to $4,657,419 and in 1940, $6,330,000.41  With this burgeoning of building came
a decrease in unemployment.  Many construction workers, including blacks, were now
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employed.   Development was not only limited to the city limits.   In 1939, the Treasure
Island Causeway was built and linked Central Avenue to the Gulf of Mexico.  Likewise, the
Welch Causeway to the north was a free link to northern beaches.

Nothing, however,  was more important in the last years of the 1930s than the return
of the tourists.   With an upswing in the economy, good weather and the tenacious attitude
of the locals, tourists returned to St. Petersburg.  Greeting them was a matured and
attractive city, with its red brick streets, new foliage and parks, big time entertainment at the
pier and the theaters, and of course, spring training.  St. Petersburg was poised to please
returning visitors and surprise new ones.42  

With an improved economy and the returning customers, Webb’s expanded again,
this time vertically.  Doc added a second floor to his original building and opened up a
beauty salon and a self-service luncheonette.   The St. Petersburg Times reported that the
beauty salon had fifteen operators and large quarters with “the most modern and scientific
equipment” and “art moderne lounges for the feminine clientele.”  The new self-service
luncheonette offered a fast cafeteria style atmosphere with a 25 cent shoppers’ luncheon
which included roast young turkey, cranberry sauce, oyster dressing, snowflake potatoes,
fresh lima beans, fruit salad, cottage pudding with wine sauce and a choice of coffee, tea
or milk.43  Webb’s also expanded into the cigar business.  Webb contracted with the Hav-a-
Tampa Cigar Company to create two million of his cigars called “Webb’s Knock Outs.”
These cigars, selling two for 5 cents or $1.18 for a box of fifty, were sold by the
thousands.44  He also added a small liquor store.  

In August 1935, Doc decided to extend his second story to cover the entire building.
The $25,000 expansion, completed in October, added 8,500 square feet.  The main
purpose of this expansion was to place all of Doc’s stores under one roof, and to efficiently
meet the needs of a growing clientele and trade.45 This expansion also increased the size
of smaller departments, including the liquor store.  The new package store, as it was called,
doubled in size and offered a complete line of domestic and imported wines and liquors as
well as some items not offered elsewhere in the state.  With large display windows on the
first floor, free delivery to any part of St. Petersburg, and a package curb service, the liquor
store soon became one of the busiest places in the city.  It quickly became Webb’s most
profitable department.46   This expansion was only the beginning of Doc’s vision.  In 1937,
Webb’s Cut Rate Company grew again.

On May 7, 1937, the St. Petersburg Times published the first of several articles
covering the 1937 enlargement of Doc’s store.  It reported that nine lots at Ninth Street and
Second Avenue South were purchased by Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company.  Three of the
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lots, which constituted one hundred feet of frontage on Ninth Street, ran back to Second
Avenue South.  For this prime real estate, Doc paid the Citizens’ Holding Corporation
$30,000.47  In July of the same year, Doc made front page news when he announced the
purchase of two more lots facing Second Avenue, directly behind his current store for the
price of $50,000 as well as two smaller lots estimated at $5,500 each.  Doc’s plans included
making the two lots behind his store into a warehouse and an extension of his coffee
roasting space while the other lots were to be parking areas  for his customers.  His plans,
totaling well over $100,000 and 236,000 square feet of store space, also included a store-
wide remodeling.48    His store now covered half a city block.  It was clear that Doc was
planning something big.  Just a small part of his plan was spelled out in the St. Petersburg
Times on September 12, 1937.  Among many other things, the Times reported the doubling
of the floor capacity, a cafeteria seating approximately two hundred people, a new
delicatessen and new parking spaces, as well as the expansion of many divisions already
established including meat, dry-cleaning and cosmetics.  The entire store was to be air-
cooled, providing, Doc said, “A complete change of air every half-minute.”49  Doc promised
that the new construction would be ready by November 15th.  

Doc did not meet his deadline, but no one seemed to care.  In December, he invited
both the St. Petersburg Times and the Evening Independent to have an insider’s look into
his store.  Before the new store opened to the public, both newspapers ran large spreads,
seven pages and five pages respectively, to offer the public a firsthand look at the new
store.  When Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store opened its doors on December 8, 1937, it was
clear that it was one of a kind, a compilation of twenty-seven stores, each run by its own
manager with purchasing power, as well as it own payrolls, all under one roof.  With over
175 full-time employees (up to 200 in the peak winter tourist season), Doc’s store
incorporated: a drug store, cosmetics, tobacco, groceries, meat market, bakery, liquor
store, soda fountain, cafeteria, dry cleaners, dress and millinery for both men and women,
and a doughnut factory.  The prescription department, called the “backbone” of the
operation by Doc, carried one of the best stocks in the country.  H. A. Crouch, and two
other registered pharmacists filled thousands of prescriptions a year.  The grocery store,
one of the smallest in Webb’s enterprise, sold goods at discount prices.  A. M. Shelton, the
manager, could sell at the best price because he bought supplies by the car-loads from
Tampa wholesalers and also carried Premier products, Cut Rate’s own line of “generic”
groceries.  

Doc’s store also served as a clearing house for its customers’ bank checks.  Doc
stated that the store cashed a total of $15,000 to $40,000 worth of checks every day.
When asked if checks bounced, he asserted, “it appears the Lord takes care of us and we
are glad to be of this service to our customers.”50  New sections of the store included a
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coffee department which specialized in the store’s own brand of Dawn coffee imported from
Colombia and roasted in the store.  Daily sales of Dawn coffee ranged from 3,000 to 3,500
pounds and shipments were mailed throughout the country.  Doc also opened a new
department for making Dawn doughnuts, which were made automatically without being
touched by hand.  The store’s bread department sold its famous “Vitamin Bread” in full size
loafs for five cents.  More than 2,000 loaves were sold a day.  The bread was produced
locally by a bakery who used Doc Webb’s special recipes.  Under manager H. D. Hughes,
Doc also opened a new ice cream factory.  Able to produce over twenty-five gallons daily,
Doc made the plant accessible to viewers to see its operation.  Always the salesman, Doc
offered many of his products for sale to eat while you shopped; including his bread, ice
cream and doughnuts as well as Coney Island hotdogs, hamburgers and fried chicken
sandwiches.  Doc further expanded his meat department to include seafood and added
other service departments for shoe repair and dry cleaning.51  In addition to retail business,
Doc conducted a wholesale service department that served some thirty-five drug stores in
Pinellas county, and a very profitable mail order business which shipped Webb’s products
all over the country.52  

Amid the full page newspapers’ stories about the expansion and Doc’s
accompanying advertisements for his store, ran congratulations from other businesses and
merchants in the local area, including Florida Power and the City of St. Petersburg.
Manufacturers, whose products Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store sold, including Magic Chef,
Remington Pens, Canada Dry, and Southern Dairies, also posted advertisements
congratulating Doc’s success.53

When asked about his almost yearly expansions, with 1937 being by far the
grandest, Doc replied:

We have not had one year that has not been marked by steady
growth...When the time comes that you don’t hear the sound of the
hammer and saw and see workmen busy in our store in the latter part
of the summer you will know Webb’s had either sold out, gone broke
or I have passed to the beyond.  I hope that is a long time in the
future.  While I would like to take this opportunity to apologize to our
customers for the inconvenience we have caused them in recent
weeks, still I hope they will continue in succeeding years for it is a sign
we are making progress.54

He explained how Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store kept its prices low and was able to make
a profit in the trying times of the Depression, “We had to keep our overhead at a minimum
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and having all these stores under one roof enabled us to operate them about one half the
cost of the average store.  That, of course, enabled us to sell merchandise at low cost to
the buyer.”55  To do all this, Doc strongly believed in the value of advertising.  Not only to
bring customers to his store, but also to let them know what values he offered –especially
in comparison to his competition.  As shown previously, Doc had always believed in the
value of advertising, but as the years went on he became one of the most prolific
advertisers in the city –filling the coffers of both the St. Petersburg Times and the Evening
Independent, and making good friends for life. In 1937 alone, he spent an average of $125
a day on advertising.  Publishing an advertisement everyday, he bought over $40,000 of
advertising space a year.56  This figure did not include local advertising on the radio and his
state and national advertising on billboards, neon signs and circulars.

The expansion of Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store in 1937 was seen as one of the city’s
greatest success stories.  In the mid-1930s Doc claimed his business had done around a
million dollars annually and by 1937, with the new expansion, the store did the largest
business of any retail drug store in the world, even more than that of a hundred average
stores combined.  This was an impressive feat for a small store in a bad location in the
midst of the Great Depression.  To be the best, Doc boasted: “We had to go to extremes,
where no drug store had ever dreamed of going before.  We had to be unusual to get
people to our doors and we have had to keep on our toes.”57  From 1937 on, Webb’s Cut
Rate Drug Store was known throughout Florida and the nation as “THE WORLD’S MOST
UNUSUAL DRUG STORE.”

This expansion and growth did not sit well with Webb’s competitors.  In a 1937
newspaper interview, Doc hinted that an effort had been made to penalize him for selling
his merchandise at a discounted rate:  “We don’t feel like we should be penalized nor do
we feel our customers should have to pay high prices when we can do the work for less
and still make a good profit.”  Nor did he bemoan the chain stores who could sell at large
discounts.  “In one way they [chain stores] are a good thing for they serve to keep
independent stores on their toes.  Any independent merchant who keeps his overhead
down, uses good business judgement by buying right and selling right, had nothing to fear
from chain stores.”58  This discounting practice also drew the attention of the state
legislature.  Doc’s cutting of prices in the dry cleaning business caused the first of many
skirmishes with the law and what Webb called “price fixing.”  (More detail is given on this
subject in Chapter 5: The City Goes To Court.)

Webb’s expansion, however, did please his customers.  Coming by the hundreds
of thousands, customers wanting “Service, Quality, Price,” Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store’s
new motto, found it and in 1938 Doc celebrated his greatest year yet.  One year from its
grand expansion opening, Webb’s commemorated with a “One Year Anniversary Thank
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You” sale.  Estimating his sales at almost two million dollars that year, Doc commented that
his business had beat a Kansas drug store, which had the reputation for years of doing the
largest business in the nation.  In 1938, Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store not only drew on par,
but surpassed its St. Petersburg drug store competitors’ total sales by 33 1/3 percent.  With
this success, Doc expanded again.  In 1938, he added three additional departments,
including a photo developing store, an electrical shop and the home management
department.   Doc also started his Homemaker’s Club in 1938.  Headed by Betsy Brown,
the club activities included lectures, demonstrations and other features of interest “to the
modern woman.”  The activities for the members of this club took place in Webb
Auditorium, housed within Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store, with a seating capacity of almost
two hundred.59  

In early 1939, Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store expanded with the construction of a new
building, addition to another, partial demolition of a third and finally a general renovation
and remodeling of a fourth.  Doc incorporated into his store  a new “ready-to-wear” line and
new show windows on the south side of the second floor to display it.60  Never having
display windows before because, “ordinary folks would be afraid to come in,” Doc further
commented, “I didn’t have show windows because people would not be in this
neighborhood if they were not coming to Webb’s.”61  Costing in excess of $5,000,
renovations were completed and the new department opened by the end of 1939, but the
world was not watching.

With the fall of Poland in September 1939, St. Petersburg again had a painful pause.
St. Petersburg’s citizens waited in fear for a repeat of a decline in the tourist economy
which had accompanied World War I.  Within a few weeks their fears became reality.  For
most cities, the war meant economic recovery, employment and stability.  However, with
tire, gasoline, building materials and food being rationed, tourism halted.  St. Petersburg
tried to rally, but by 1942 the hotels were empty, tourism had come to a standstill, and
businesses were again facing bankruptcy.    Further, St. Petersburg had no industry to help
run the war machine, so it could not share in the industrial upswing of the country in the late
1930s and early 1940s.  St. Petersburg had even seen an exodus of skilled craftsmen and
mechanics as over 3,000 men left to work in northern war plants.62

But these economic warning signs did not dampen Doc’s spirit.  Just six months from
the declaration of war in Europe, Doc decided to expand his store once again, adding a
new building, or what he called an “annex,” to house two more stores which would add an
additional 37,200 square feet of new retail area (approximately fifteen percent).  Included
in this “annex” was a cafeteria, seating approximately seven hundred people, a “Super”
meat market and vegetable market, and a barber shop.  With a “build it and they will come”
mentality and over two million dollars in sales in 1939, Doc tried to get local brokers to help.
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After several refusals, stating legitimate reasons such as the war and the depressed city
economy, Doc exclaimed “alright, I’ll do it myself.”63 He then turned to his customers for
help and on Sunday, March 17, 1940, he took out an eight page advertisement submitting
his need for $200,000 to expand his store to a full city block.  Doc, using tactics not seen
in St. Petersburg since the boom days, went directly to the people who had made his
former growth possible.   Claiming that Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company wanted “their
friends and customers to share in their profits,” Doc offered shares in stock earning seven
percent in return for cash to expand his store.   He was prepared to explain the procedure,
what the money would be used for and his annual sales figures from 1926 to 1939.  He set
up a table in his warehouse and printed his prospectus.  He declared: “You have 7 days
to buy these securities!  Come Now!”  On Monday morning, his staff ushered in the
prospective buyers and Doc took the stage to explain his proposal.  He need not have
bothered as $73,400 of stock was sold by the end of the day and $126,600 by Wednesday
morning.  His customers came in such numbers that within thirty hours they had subscribed
the entire issue of preferred stock.  Commenting on the miraculous sale of the stock, Doc
said, “that was money right from the heart.  The ones who stopped to use their heads never
had a chance.”64  Doc got his money and his expansion.  Even when an alarmed SEC
agent came to Florida to inform him that he could not advertise securities like patent
medicine, Doc was undaunted.65

Because of his expansions and untraditional sales tactics, Doc and his “World’s Most
Unusual Drug Store” were featured in a variety of magazines and trade publications.  In
January 1939, he was featured in American Druggist, for the first time.  Along with
descriptions of the new additions and his ideas of the “One-Stop-Drug-Store,” Doc was
heralded for paying his employees wages –“above the scale stipulated in the recent wage
act.”  When asked about the secret of his success, Doc simply responded, “I’m crazy.”66

Later that same year, Garrison’s Magazine for Independent Retailers credited Doc with the
creation of “a new type of community trading center.”67  The publication that received the
most notice however, was Collier’s Magazine.  The article, written by Maxwell Hunter, a
well known Florida writer, called his piece, “Tumult Between the Tracks,” and discussed
how the store grew from a small drug store on the wrong side of the tracks, to the megalith
that encompassed 96,000 square feet.  Hunter reported, among other things, that Doc
Webb’s “World’s Most Unusual Drug Store,” was now one of the largest tourist attractions
in Florida.  He remarked that more than 30,000 people visited Webb’s store daily.  Because
he had refused to join chain stores or chain his own store, Hunter stated that Doc “is
perhaps the best publicized small-town merchant in America,” and that his store “is the
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most unbelievable piece of retail exhibitionism that ever catapulted a one-horse apothecary
shop into a merchandising upheaval that refuses to admit a point of saturation.”68

While Doc attributed his growth to two things: operating retail on a wholesale basis
and doing business on someone else’s money, the Collier’s article reported on several of
the deals and schemes that Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store had become known for.  Hunter
described Doc’s antics in salesmanship by discussing both his three-cent breakfast and his
unusual campaign to raise money for his expansions.  Hunter indicated that Doc’s  first
bargain had been selling five pounds of sugar for ten cents during the depression and into
the war rationings.  However, Doc continued to keep that price even when other stores
limited sugar sales and sold it for upwards of thirty-five cents.  Doc did not stop there.
Noting everything from selling the “world’s largest postcard,” (ten by sixteen inches) of
which he sold 50,00069, to the “world’s largest cheese,” which weighed in at 2,480 pounds,
all of  which he sold in one day, Hunter chronicled his knack for selling things in bulk.  From
selling 2,600 men’s shirts in one day to selling trainloads of soap and 1.5 million cigarettes
in one week, Doc used his tried and true technique of selling at a low profit margin to get
the customers in and to keep them coming in.70  Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company was also
known for its weekly sales and its circus-like atmosphere.  It was not uncommon to find Doc
giving away packs of cigarettes, selling one-dollar bills for 89 cents, or staging a treasure-
hunt for his bargains by selling ladies panties at the cigar counter and bed sheets at the
soda fountain.71  Even historian Walter P. Fuller has his own story about Webb’s discounted
prices, which he refers to as, “The Butter Episode”:

During WWII, of course, there was rationing.  Meat and butter not only
were rationed but scarce and high priced.  This writer was in the
grocery store one day and had put in his cart a pound of butter.  For
him, in those days, this was a rare treat, indulged despite the more
than 70 cents a pound price.  At that moment a competitor put a sign
in his window across the street, cutting the price below 70 cents.
Webb became a whirlwind of action.  Up went a sign at 59 cents.  The
competitor answered with let’s say 55 cents.  Webb answered with 49
cents.  By the time this writer got to the cashier with his cart of
groceries, the pound of butter that came out of the case at say 74
cents slid past the cashier at 19 cents.  And by the time he had his
groceries loaded in his car, the price was back to 74 cents.72
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Whatever would get the customers in, Doc would shrewdly do.  
During the dark days of Depression and war, customers also found laughter at

Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store.  With Doc’s vaudeville-style tactics, customers could shop
for anything they desired surrounded by tightrope-walking roosters, dancing ducks, kissing
bunnies, mini-circuses, and his most famous, the talking mermaids.73  Out in the parking
lot they could see a beauty pageant, view a concert by popular favorites like Rudy Vallee,
or dance the night away at a Tennessee hoe-down.  They could also see Doc himself,
dressed as anything from a clown to a hillbilly, or in a bathtub selling his new “sweet
smelling” soap.  It was these things, not just low prices, that endeared Doc to the people
of St. Petersburg.74

Webb’s patrons and competitors were not the only ones interested in his marketing
techniques.  The Internal Revenue Service was also curious.  Probing for a money
laundering operation in the early 1940s, they insisted that a business had to gross a certain
percentage or it would go bankrupt.  In their opinion, the only thing that Doc seemed to net
was the two percent discount that manufacturers gave to retailers for using cash.  In his
defense Doc argued, “that’s plenty.  What other druggist around this town netted sixty
thousand dollars?”75  Webb’s Cut Rate and Doc himself were audited, but the money
laundering accusations were groundless.

Doc and his store continued to get national press as the 1940s continued.  He was
featured in The American in April 1943 under the title “Interesting People in the American
Scene,” and in June of that same year, Drug Merchandising, a magazine out of Toronto,
Canada, published an article on Doc under the title of “‘Most Unusual Drugstore’ Serves
20,000 Customers a Day.”76   In August 1944, Management and Selling, featured Doc for
his sale of thirty-five cases of matches in one week, a colossal task since the next highest
seller, a store in Oakland, California, sold only seventeen cases in two weeks.77   Various
other newspapers, including the Philadelphia Record and London Times wrote articles
about Doc and he was acknowledged as a Florida favorite in the national magazine, Time.78

 With feature writers from nationally known magazines and newspapers spreading
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the fame of Doc’s store, they gave him and St. Petersburg millions of dollars worth of free
publicity.  As a result, many came to St. Petersburg to see for themselves if Doc’s “World’s
Most Unusual Drugstore,” lived up to its name.  Others were equally intrigued by the man
who created such a business and used such unique tactics.  Doc was often seen as a
caricature, standing at five feet five, and weighing only 123 pounds.  A “snappy dresser,”
Doc always wore a white hat and a white suit with a pastel colored shirt, usually in his
favorite color –blue.  A “self-winder who stayed wound,” Doc rarely sat, but often jumped
around a room like a rubber ball.  Speaking a mile a minute with a Tennessee accent, Doc
was also known as the fastest talker around.  Similarly, most around him could not keep
up.  A workaholic, up at the crack of dawn, Doc operated most of the business from home,
oftentimes sitting cross-legged on the floor using the telephone to keep in contact with his
managers.  Everyday he would go to the store either to work in his cubbyhole balcony office
in the center of the store, or masquerade as a customer to see how the employees were
handling the customers and if the customers were buying.  Doc became a celebrity in St.
Petersburg.  Many customers just came to see the man himself, but none of his employees
could ever be induced to point him out.79   

Doc Webb was well loved by the people of St. Petersburg.  He received the
“Citizenship Medal” from the Veterans of Foreign Wars in recognition of “outstanding
achievement/patriotic service” for sales of over one million dollars worth of war bonds in ten
days.  He also received a gold figure and eagle trophy from his employees which was
inscribed: “Presented by the employees of Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company Inc to J. E.
(Doc) Webb to honor his sale of over $1,000,000 worth of U.S. War bonds within 10 days,
November 1942.”80  Family and friends encouraged him to enter into politics.  In February
1943, the St. Petersburg Times reported that Doc’s friends were urging him to run for
mayor of St. Petersburg.  According to the Times, Doc would make a good candidate
because “for a business administration a successful business man should be selected to
head it.”  They also lauded Doc since he had never held or sought public office.  His friends
contended  this was “another reason why he should make a good candidate.”  The article
was quick to point out that Doc had neither accepted or declined the nomination.81  Even
with enthusiastic support, Doc never seriously considered entering politics.

While Webb’s continued to prosper and grow, the early 1940s were not as good to
the rest of the nation or St. Petersburg.  St. Petersburg had always been a tourist economy
with only hotels and sunshine to offer and now the city needed economic support.  Finally,
in 1942, primarily through the efforts of Congressman J. Hardin Peterson, the city got the
help it needed when it was selected as a basic training center for the Army Air Corps
Technical Services.  Within a few months the hotels were full again, this time not with
tourists, but with soldiers.  By June 1942, railroad passenger cars were rolling into town
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loaded with draftees.82    Soon after, St. Petersburg was selected by the United States
Coast Guard for anti-submarine drills, as well as the United States Maritime Service and
Army Transport Corps Marine for an officers cadet school.83  Within two years, the Tampa
Bay region was one of the busiest training areas in the eastern United States.  With its
climate and flat terrain, it was an ideal training locale.  At its peak, over 30,000 soldiers
were stationed at the Vinoy and the other luxury area hotels.  And when they needed even
more space, small hotels and guest houses were opened and a tent city was established
on the lawn of the Vinoy Hotel.  As many as 119,057 servicemen came through St.
Petersburg along with their wives and other military personnel, bringing exactly what the
tourist-starved city needed –money.84  While St. Petersburg was crowded with local
servicemen, it also had its share of visitors from across the Bay.  Servicemen from the
Army Air bases of MacDill Field and Drew Field made their way over, as well as fighter
pilots trained at the Pinellas County Air Base.  By the mid 1940s, it was more common to
see people in uniform than in civilian clothes.85  With this influx of servicemen, local
businesses began to thrive and the real estate market picked up. Overall, the military
presence more than compensated for the decline in tourism.

In the 1940s, St. Petersburg’s population increased from 40,425 to 60,812.86  While
percentage-wise it was the smallest growth since the city’s founding, it was a sign St.
Petersburg was still growing.87  The 1940s also ushered in long range goals for civic
improvements.  With wartime prosperity and the increased spending of local servicemen,
St. Petersburg had amassed a $1 million surplus waiting for federal restrictions on buildings
and improvements to be lifted.  

The wartime spirit was also seen at Webb’s.  Webb’s had sold many war bonds in
the early 1940s, however Doc’s greatest bond sale was on June 21, 1945, when his store
sponsored the “Webb’s Million Dollar Bond Show.”  Taking out a full page advertisement,
Doc announced that he was giving away $1,000 in war bonds that night as well as selling
war bonds for $18.75 instead of the regular price of $25.00, with his store absorbing the
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additional costs.  Webb’s bond show featured “the finest talent available” for entertainment
including an orchestra, singers, dancers, and a magician.  Veterans from every theater of
the war spoke throughout the day,  “bringing you messages direct from the battle fields and
from the prison camps of our enemies.”  There were two main shows, an afternoon bond-
drive show and an evening show that he termed a “15 minute bond blitz” opening at 8:15
p.m.  His famous “Poster Girls” were also there.  

Beginning in 1943, as a tactic to help sell his expanded women’s wear line, Doc
created the Poster Girls.  When Doc’s wife, Aretta scoffed at the idea that women would
buy clothing in the “World’s Most Unusual Drugstore,” Doc countered that he could sell
anything with the right inducements.  His inducements were the Poster Girls, who, chosen
for their “beauty, charm, poise, character and glamor,”  represented Doc and his store from
coast to coast.  They were often featured in advertising campaigns, by both Doc and St.
Petersburg, and the St. Petersburg Festival of States parades every year, and brought
much publicity to the Florida Suncoast.  The girls appeared across the nation and were
later featured on major network  television and radio shows, including the Ed Sullivan
Show.  The Poster Girls, along with the other entertainment, made the bond shows such
a success, that traffic had to be stopped downtown to accommodate all the people.88 

Doc did more than entertain the troops and sell war bonds.  He endeavored to cater
to all the soldiers and war related persons in St. Petersburg.  In his delicatessen, Webb’s
Cut Rate Drug Company offered a “lunch box” program.  “With the defense workers and
crowded-dining cars in travel, lunch-boxes are a necessity.  We happen to be right on the
railroad tracks here so we can advertise a lunch box to take on the trains,” asserted Mr.
Stafford, manager of Webb’s delicatessen. Consisting of two sandwiches, potato salad or
cole slaw, pickle, cake, napkin and fork, Webb’s sold thousands of these box lunches.
They also offered quick lunches to the servicemen.  “Right now Florida is full of soldiers.
Everywhere you look you see Khaki,” Stafford stated.  With these lunches Stafford and
Webb’s Cut Rate made fast friends with everyone from the Army Corps to the Red Cross
workers.89  Doc always tried to give people what they wanted even during rationing.

On August 14, 1945, World War II ended.  It was a time for change in the United
States, St. Petersburg and for Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store.  Henry Luce called it the
“American Century.”  People in St. Petersburg said it was the birth of a city.
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CHAPTER THREE
 

THE BIRTH OF A CITY

On August 14, 1945, the St. Petersburg Times announced, “WAR IS OVER!” and
St. Petersburg and Webb’s City were ready for the return of the tourists.  After World War
II, the United States economy rebounded even better than before as did St. Petersburg’s.
By 1945, the city’s population had increased more than 100% from 40,425 in 1940 to
85,184 and with a strong economy, the tourists were returning in droves.  Along with these
tourists came permanent residents and more customers for Webb’s City.  In addition to
these positive changes, Webb’s City had to deal with unfavorable factors as well.  With a
population increase, the city had to expand.  However, this expansion grew farther and
farther away from downtown and Webb’s City.

When World War II came to a close, many former enlisted men either remained or
returned to the Tampa Bay area.  Suddenly thousands of people were looking for both
housing and recreation.  While this was great news for St. Petersburg’s economy, the city
was ill prepared.  Most of these newcomers to St. Petersburg were unlike former tourists
or residents who bought lots for the sole purpose of reselling at a profit.  They came to
build, not only a home, but an entire life in St. Petersburg.    These changes to the city
would be more permanent and lasting than those of the flamboyant and noisy land "boom"
of the 1920s.

To accommodate the newcomers, there was an immediate need for civic
improvement.   In 1945 alone, over $8 million dollars worth of postwar projects were set up
by the City Council.  New streets, fire stations, a police station and hospital were built, also
the street car line, a fixture in St. Petersburg since near the turn of the Century, was
replaced with a modern bus system.1  Housing was also desperately needed.  While the
building of houses and businesses had increased following the early years of the
depression, the early 1940s, with its strict rationing and controls, created a standstill in
building and growth.  As clearly seen in the late 1920s land bust and the 1930s depression,
there had been periods of building inactivity before in St. Petersburg.  This 1940s
cessation, however, was very different.  Over building halted construction in the 1930s, but
the lack of supplies contributed to the decline in construction between 1940-1944.  The
latter led to a shortage in new buildings, especially single-family homes.  
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These new permanent residents, as well as returning tourists, needed a place to live
and a building frenzy ensued.  St. Petersburg led the entire west coast in new
construction.2   Within fifteen years of the war, the number and price of homes in St.
Petersburg had more than doubled.  For example, in the years following World War II, the
price of building tripled and the price of land went up an average of one thousand percent.3

Most of this building, however, was not in the downtown area.
To avoid both the housing shortage and high taxes, many residents looked to the

Gulf Beaches as a solution.  The deserted gulf beach subdivisions from the boom of the
1920s were ready and waiting for them.  This was the beginning  of large subdivisions with
pre-constructed homes by companies like Jim Walter and Florida Builders.4   The local
population had increased from 60,812 to 96,838 between1940 and 1950.  Many of the
postwar transplants wanted homes in the western suburbs, which Kenneth Jackson called
the “crabgrass frontier,” outside St. Petersburg city limits, away from the downtown area.5

Land developers took advantage of this, clearing acreage and constructing roads to
subdivisions outside the city limits.  Dozens of subdivisions and suburbs, near cities
themselves, were created within St. Petersburg. These developments with their model
homes included recreation centers and a series of retail buildings labeled as a "shopping
center."6 

This period also marked the “boom era” for the beaches around Tampa Bay.  In the
post World War II era, people saw the opening up of tourism to the masses and the
beginning of the family vacation.  When the servicemen returned from war, they found the
United States had changed.  In 1945, the United States had a much improved economy,
upgraded roads, a new generation of automobiles, and vacation time.  It was time to take
a family road trip.   Travel was no longer a struggle or only for those who could afford long
stays, and tourist destinations took note.  This was the era of the beach and the motel, and
St. Petersburg saw the emphasis shift from downtown St. Petersburg to the beaches.  At
one time the attitude toward the beach was that of curiosity or viewing the surf for pleasure.
Now the beach was the destination and a pleasurable diversion from “city life.”7  While this
would eventually lead to the decline of the downtown area of St. Petersburg and its
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stronghold on tourism, it did expand St. Petersburg’s limits to include more beaches and
thus more tourists.

The city of St. Petersburg set out to meet the demands of its exploding population
and the new tourists.  Transportation was of the essence.  Most people entered, vacationed
and traveled in automobiles.  To accommodate the influx of visitors and permanent
residents, in 1956 the Gandy Bridge added a parallel structure to double-lane both the east
and west-bound traffic, and in 1959 the new Howard Frankland trans-Tampa Bay bridge
was built to become a part of the new interstate system proposed by President Dwight D.
Eisenhower.8  To the south, the Sunshine Skyway Bridge opened in 1954 to span the
distance between St. Petersburg and Bradenton and U. S. 19 was extended across the city
to link with Interstate 75,  providing a cross-city expressway to the Sunshine Skyway
bridge.  The county also completed the Bayway, a 15-mile span linking St. Petersburg and
St. Petersburg Beach and Fort DeSoto Park on Mullet Key.9  

Another demand St. Petersburg had to meet was education.  Schools of all levels
were needed to educate the children and adults of the Pinellas area.  Several elementary,
junior high and high schools were built during this time to serve the new families moving
to the suburbs.  In higher education, St. Petersburg Junior College was opened in 1942,
Stetson University in Deland moved its law school to Gulfport in 1954, taking over the
unused Rolyat Hotel, Florida Presbyterian College, later Eckerd College, was opened in
1958  for advanced education, and the University of South Florida opened its “Bay” campus
in the downtown in 1960.10  

St. Petersburg was clearly in transition.  However, that transition was not only in
building and expansion.  The demographic profile was changing.  The city’s residents were
becoming whiter, older and less Southern.  By 1950, retirement in the Florida sun became
the culmination of the American dream.  Television played an essential role, promoting
Florida images in American popular culture as a perfect paradise for a vacation or
permanent living.   With Social Security and the postwar economy helping out private
pension funds, for many that dream quickly became a reality.  Florida also became more
convenient.  With the construction of an interstate highway system in the 1950s, as well as
the growth of commercial air travel, many found the state more accessible than ever
before.  The state also became much more tolerable in the 1950s, with the utilization of air
conditioning and pesticides.  As historians Raymond Arsenault and Gary Mornino state,
Florida became “the embodiment of values that dominated postwar America –leisure,
mobility and affluence.”11
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St. Petersburg in the postwar years, with its growth, prosperity and increasingly older
population seemed the perfect place for Doc Webb and his drug store.   Riding on the
postwar boom, in 1946 the “World’s Most Unusual Drug Store” changed it name from
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store to simply “Webb’s City, Inc.”  This was a natural progression,
capitalizing on Doc Webb’s name recognition and the fact that the store, now covering
three city blocks, was almost a city within itself. With its annual sales in 1947 reaching
$12,305,031, feature writers from national magazines and newspapers again took an
interest in the “World’s Most Unusual Drugstore.”12  

In January 1948, Fortune Magazine did a spread on Doc and Webb’s City under the
title, “$12,000,000 Drug Store!”  It stated, “behind its facade of ballyhoo, Webb’s City is a
highly efficient business operation dedicated to the principles of free-for-all competition.”
Astounded by the fact that Webb’s City had such successful sales figures in a city with an
average population of 100,000, Fortune, wanted to get behind the scenes to see how Doc
and his fledgling empire worked.  Sharing Doc’s insider secrets, Fortune explained what
kept Webb’s costs down was bulk purchasing and buying directly from the manufacturer
on strictly a cash and carry basis, and taking full advantage of the two per cent discount
granted for cash sales, which frequently accounted for Webb’s City’s entire markup and
profit.  Webb’s also turned over inventory quickly.  On average, most multi-line retail outlets
tried to turn over inventory five or six times a year, often failing.  Webb’s City turned over
merchandise ten times annually.  This enabled Webb’s to first avoid costly markdowns
resulting in inventory problems and keeping warehouse expenses at a minimum, and
second to buy more frequently, thus gaining the wholesalers advantages.  Another factor
that kept costs down was low overhead.  For example, Doc’s personal manager and
executive vice president shared a small open balcony overlooking the soda fountain, while
Doc himself had no office.  Most important, Webb’s City was very propitious in its location.
Even though his location was originally referred to as the “wrong side of the tracks,” Webb’s
City was fortunate that St. Petersburg, unlike anywhere else in the country, had so many
retired, economy-minded customers on fixed, limited incomes, who wanted and needed a
bargain.13

Throughout the late 1940s, Webb’s City continued to have success.  For example,
only months after the Fortune article, Doc Webb made the controversial decision to stop
selling liquor at his store.  In May 1948, Doc announced his intentions to shut down his
$1,750,000  yearly liquor business within six weeks, to the disbelief of the business
community.14  He gained the approval of many in the city, including members of the Mirror
Lake Christian Church who publicly commended Doc, and the St. Petersburg Times  which
ran numerous articles about the change.  This was seen as business heresy since his
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1947-1948 store profits were $346,476.70, with his liquor gross profits being $134,337.23,
or about 39 per cent of those profits.15  About the surprising decision, Doc said:

I got to thinking that we were having to fire some of our people
because they were drinking, and yet we were tempting them to drink
with our liquor store.  I didn’t think that was fair and I could tell our
employees didn’t think it was right, so I decided to eliminate the liquor
store.  I have always had the feeling that gold shouldn’t be the master
in any business, and I thought we ought to get out of the liquor
business before it got too strong a hold on us.  A store’s principles are
just like a person’s; they’ve got to be good or you’ll go down.16    

One year later, the St. Petersburg Times published an article on his store, examining his
profit margin for the first year without liquor sales.  Amazingly enough, Webb’s profits had
increased.  In 1948-49, Webb’s City had gross sales of $14,480,746.74  –$6,664.13 higher
than the previous year.  Webb’s City’s profits also blossomed to $494,246, a jump of nearly
$150,000 without the liquor.  When asked how he managed such a feat, Doc asserted: “we
have proved in our mind that the public appreciates anything you do that they think is right.”
He also attributed the rise in profits to better management, the upgrade of the help and
selling better goods at competitive prices.17

Not only did Webb’s City’s profits mushroom, but also the number of its employees.
In 1949, Webb employed over one thousand full time employees during the winter
months.18  However, employees worked long hard hours for low pay, averaging thirty
dollars for a forty-eight hour work week.  Likewise, even though managers made an annual
salary between $5,000-$7,500, they had to work behind the counters as well as manage
their department store. Doc also ruled with an iron fist.  In his “General Store Rules,”
employees were expected to be able to quote from certain paragraphs of the rules.  The
rules revolved around who to serve first, “the colored trade,” or African Americans, and the
elderly, employees’ personal appearance, as well as first rate service to all customers.
Webb’s City employees were not allowed to talk to relatives or friends while on the job, get
a discount on Webb’s City merchandise, nor park in the parking lot.  They could not engage
in “loud talk, back talk, arguing, familiarity, goosing, smutty remarks, nicknames, criticizing
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and gossiping.”  Doc was also obsessed with how his employees spoke of him and his
store;

My methods of running my own business will NOT be criticized by any
employee in my organization.  In other words, in the future I am asking the
managers of every department to instruct all their clerks, and the managers
themselves, to refrain from criticizing my business If I want to sell a breakfast
for three cents, 100 aspirin tablets for 9 cents, etc., that’s my business, and
it is my employees’ business to let the customers have it.  Anyone in my
organization who continues to criticize my policies, [will] be discharged and
replaced with clerks who know less about running my business than I do.19

However, Doc was known to be a fair employer and his employees were loyal.  A long time
employee, Louise Wells stated, “I was treated like one of the family.... You felt such a great
sense of loyalty.  It was fun to work there.  Doc would do anything that had to be done; we
loved him very much.  We’d do anything for him.”20   In describing the success of Webb’s
unique store, author Betsy Brown, in The Pure Oil News, stated that “the employees are
loyal –because they like their jobs, and they like their boss because he shows his
appreciation of their efforts and solicits their help and suggestion.  And its no mean job to
keep 250 employees happy!”21

When Doc appealed to his employees in 1948 to increase productivity and give
better service, they responded.  And when they did, he rewarded them.  One of those
rewards was featured in the St. Petersburg Times.  The headline read, “$150,000 In
Bonuses Given by Webb’s.”  Webb’s City usually gave out bonuses to special employees
during the month of April.  In 1948, Doc distributed bonuses to all his employees for the first
time.  Bonus payments ranged from $15 to $5,000, with the average being around $2,000.
At the bonus party, Doc also promised that a portion of all future earnings would be set
aside for employee bonus payments and that all employees would be included.  In the past,
around four hundred employees were not included because of their status as part-time or
winter-only employees.22  To thank Doc for the annual bonus, as well as being a great
employer, the employees of Webb’s City took out a full page ad simply stating, “Thanks,
Doc!” for the bonuses, “working conditions superior to anything else in town” and “for the
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friendly, personal interest displayed.”  They pledged their continued support and promised
the next year would be the “biggest and best” in the history of Webb’s City.23

Doc was known to hire people other stores would not, including women, blacks and
the elderly.   He claimed to have more elderly employees than any other store in the history
of the country.  People seventy, even seventy-five, years old worked both full-time and part-
time to supplement their Social Security checks.  Doc employed women and African
Americans, but not in the numbers his trade or the St. Petersburg population would
suggest.  Women were oftentimes placed in “female” positions, such as salesclerks, dance
instructors or waitresses, and were often employed in areas that were deemed “women’s
goods,” like ready-to-wear, and children’s departments.  Only five women were named to
the Board of Directors under Doc’s ownership, including Aretta Webb, Doc’s wife.  Women
were left out of all manager positions except women’s clothing.  Likewise, African
Americans were limited to “colored” positions, including barber and butchers, and jobs
“behind the scenes.”  African Americans never held leadership or management positions,
and an African American never sat on the Board of Directors until Doc sold the store. (For
more on black employment, see Chapter 6.)  Nevertheless, most of his employees,
including women and blacks, appreciated the jobs Webb’s City offered them and enjoyed
working there.   

The St. Petersburg Times published its first large profile of James Earl Webb on
April 18, 1949.  People in St. Petersburg wanted to know more about the man behind the
“city.”  The author of the article, Lucy O’Brien, got a very rare look into the personal life of
Doc Webb.  While Doc called himself, “the ugliest little fellow in St. Petersburg,” O’Brien,
described Doc, even at 53,  as having neatly chiseled features which made him look at
least 10 years younger than he was.  Requiring only about four hours sleep at night, Doc
retired at 4 or 5 a.m. and awoke around 8 or 9 o’clock in the morning.  His interest involved
movies, penny a point gin rummy, detective stories or imaginative fiction about
interplanetary warfare, and tennis two afternoons a week.  Doc told O’Brien because he
only finished the seventh grade, he never wrote a letter or even opened his mail.  He
allowed his secretary to write letters and answer business correspondence for him.  Doc
preferred the telephone or face-to-face contact for business and pleasure.    As for
ailments, Doc admitted to only one, “preacher’s throat,” which he attributed to talking too
much.  Coming from hearty stock, Doc stated that, “Ninety-five is a good age for a Webb
to die at.  I hope I’ll stick around that long.  I’ll need an extra 25 years –I’m that far behind
in my work.”  While he could not imagine holding any other job, he did tell Lucy O’Brien that
he would have liked to be a crooner in a band like Guy Lombardo’s or Sammy Kaye’s.  To
compensate, he often sang a song at the Webb’s City annual dinner.  In 1948 he sang
“Apple Blossom Wedding” and as O’Brien commented, “It brought down the house.”24

The article also discussed his very private family life.  By 1949, Doc was surrounded
by his family.  His mother, Leona, had moved to St. Petersburg that year, his sister Aleyne
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had worked at the cigar counter and then later took over the Webb’s City’s Beauty Salon,
and his son Jimmy was an owner of a marmalade business established by his father.
Doc’s threat that his brothers would eventually work for him, came true.  While both
brothers, Bunie and Loyal briefly operated drugstores in St. Petersburg, both ultimately
joined Doc’s enterprise.  His brother Loyal served in WWI and later suffered from leukemia
and died in 1937.  He was known as a “heavy set, amiable, talkative person, a good mixer.”
His brother Bunie (B. E.) became vice president of Doc’s company.  Bunie was seen as a
“likeable, good-natured fellow,” and served as Webb’s City’s front man for years,
entertaining buyers and journalists.  Louise, the younger sister, married Herbert Whittle and
set up Keystone Drug Co.  in Tennessee.  While Doc’s mother visited, she never worked
for her son, but Doc’s father, known to everyone as Mr. J.A., was employed as a night
watchman until his death.  He was described by employees as “gruff and cantankerous.”25

His wife Aretta was also involved, as a member of Webb’s City Board of Directors and the
owner of a sandwich shop across from Webb’s City.  Only Doc’s daughter, Eleanor Cole,
lived outside of St. Petersburg, in Nashville with her husband Charles Marvin Cole, and
their four children.26

Nevertheless, the postwar years were not always good to Doc or his business.
Dealing with recession and the flight to the suburbs, the store which started on the wrong
side of the tracks found itself in the wrong location once more, but this time for a different
reason.  The move to the suburbs and the creation of new shopping centers became an
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ever increasing problem for Webb’s City.27  James Rosati is generally credited with
introducing the shopping center to St. Petersburg in 1949 with his Tyrone Shopping Center
at the corner of 9th Avenue North and 59th Street.  But the competition rose to a fevered
pace in 1952 when Lowell S. Fyvolent opened Central Plaza on the corner of Central
Avenue and U.S. 19 (mid-town).  With people moving farther and farther away from the
downtown, they needed a one-stop shop in the suburbs and Central Plaza answered that
call.28  With the opening of this plaza, it became clear that the years of downtown
dominance were over.  The impact on the downtown business community was sizable, and
so the downtown decided to fight back.

Doc’s first response was to get what was then the barren Goose Pond chopped into
small conventional blocks so that Central Plaza could not develop to challenge his position
as the city’s premier merchant.   When this failed Doc’s began the battle between mid-town
and the downtown over the controversy of building an overpass on Central Avenue and
U.S. Highway 19.  The need for the overpass was first brought up by downtown
businessmen, including Doc Webb, to find ways of avoiding traffic jams at that corner,
caused mainly by Central Plaza.  Public consensus favored an overpass that would take
east-west traffic over U.S. 19, which would provide a straight-way between Tampa Bay and
the Gulf of Mexico and allow a better dispersion of traffic. While many argued against this
overpass, including many mid-town and beach community businessmen including Central
Plaza, the downtown merchants, especially Doc Webb, were in full support.  The goal of
the overpass to downtown merchants, according to Doc, was getting customers from the
beaches to the downtown in a reasonable amount of time.  This was crucial, Doc argued,
because if U.S. 19 got the overpass, tourists would be tempted to “high-tail it through” or
by-pass the downtown instead of stopping to see it.  Declaring that the downtown
merchants did at least 80% of all the city’s retail business and more than 90% of the
newspaper advertising, as well as paying 90% of all taxes brought in from retail stores, Doc
contended they should at least have a voice in how the overpass was settled.  Doc claimed
that, “it would be suicide for downtown merchants if they did not voice an opinion for the
future.”  He continued, “Lately, all I have heard about is millions for roads leading
everywhere, but nothing about expressways to downtown, where big investments
accumulated over a period of fifty years are located.“29  While the mid-town interests won
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out and the downtown businesses did not get the overpass, Doc dug in and refused to let
mid-town hurt his business.30 

Doc Webb and his “World’s Most Unusual Drug Store” needed to counter the flight
to the suburbs and the new “shopping centers.”  With more and more people going to the
shopping centers in the suburbs, Webb’s had to draw both tourists and residents downtown
again.    Doc decided to do what he did best, expand.  In November 1949, Webb created
his latest development, the Webb’s City Annex.  Highlights of this new edition included a
new 24-hour delicatessen, and a bakery, shoe repair, seafood shop , beverage store and
a barber shop.  The new edition added another 8,500 square feet to Webb’s City’s retail
floor space and was a great end to a decade of building for Webb’s City.31   

In the early 1950s Doc expanded several more times.  The newest edition of Webb’s
City featured a combined Roof Garden and Arthur Murray Dance Studio which was placed
on the top of the Webb’s City Annex.  Costing over $16,000, the new Dance Studio was set
in the midst of $10,000 worth of tropical plants and palms.  It opened July 15, 1950, and
added 1000 more square feet to Webb’s City.32  To accommodate the increasing elderly
population, Doc also expanded his drug and prescription areas, and his line of inexpensive
or “generic” groceries.  More and more, Webb’s City was becoming associated with the
elderly citizens of St. Petersburg.  This would be both a help and a hindrance in the future.

Doc erected his first building outside of the block of 9th Street and 2nd Avenue in St.
Petersburg in 1950.  The store, built on Gandy Boulevard, was in reality a small building
under a large sign already in place pointing the way to Webb’s City in St. Petersburg.  Here,
Doc added an information post for tourists as well as a small sampling of products to “whet
the appetite” for the main store.  Called, “The Outpost,” it had a refreshment counter,
displays of novelties and a 40 x 50 foot neon sign lit by 4,000 bulbs.33   

It looked as if things were improving.  In the 1949-1950 year, sales reached
$16,421,788 with a net profit of $594,165.  It increased again by twenty percent in 1951.34

In 1952, the St. Petersburg Times as well as the employees of Webb’s City celebrated the
good times, and twenty-seven years with Doc and his store.  In typical Webb’s City fashion,
the birthday celebration included the “world’s largest birthday cake.”35   In the St.
Petersburg Times article, Doc described his amazing growth: how small shipments of
electric irons and cooking utensils in the 1920s became a half-million dollar electric area;
a few dozen men’s shirts he got at a good price in the early 1930s became a $400,000
men’s department; and a small order of Turkish towels eventually developed into a
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$900,000 home furnishing department.  Most of his other departments had similar
beginnings.  Doc also reminisced about his amazing stock turnover:  ten tons of onions sold
in eight hours;  an average of one and a half tons of candy sold each month;  and the
largest volume of tobacco sold in the nation.  In 1952, Webb’s City had fifty-two different
stores within its walls.  As the St. Petersburg Times reported:
 

One can furnish his home, stock it with foodstuffs, fertilize his lawn or
kill the pests; have his home repaired; get his tennis racquet, golf
clubs or fishing tackle; dress up his wife, children and himself, or buy
his wife’s beauty requisites; ship Florida fruits, jellies, marmalades to
friends up north, buy tobaccos and reading matter, all in one shopping
trip at Webb’s.

The store as a whole was open seven days a week from 7 a.m. to 11 p.m.  with over 1400
employees working on a  payroll of almost $2,500,000 a year.  Offering more products than
ever before, Doc boasted that his store “can satisfy your every need except drilling your
teeth and delivering your babies.”36 

Convinced the public wanted convenience and comfort, in 1953 Doc pushed a
$650,000 improvement program which, among many things, added additional parking
spaces for his massive store.  With over 30,000 people visiting each day, the need for
parking was ever present. Webb razed around $400,000 worth of adjacent buildings, and
added an additional 30,000 square feet in parking, over 2,500 spaces.  Doc was forward-
thinking in his belief that parking was essential to get customers in the store, something
taken for granted today.  In addition to the parking, he also provided a shuttle service within
the city of St. Petersburg.  With small trams, customers were brought to and from the store
from the larger parking lots and other major parts of the city.  This eliminated what Doc
called the “round and round” hunt for a parking space.  Doc also planned a new remodeling
job which took over a grocery warehouse and added a $250,000 air conditioning system
that would finally air condition his entire enterprise.   By the end of 1953, Webb’s City
incorporated fifty-seven different stores and covered over four city blocks.37

Doc used creative advertising to get people to his store and to counter the flight of
people from the downtown.  This advertising came from numerous sources, including his
own self-promotion.  One of the things he did to boost business was erect signs throughout
the country to promote the Florida climate and his store.  One sign measuring 60 x 15 feet,
was erected in Augusta, Georgia, another in Birmingham, Alabama, and a third in Knoxville,
Tennessee.  These signs called attention to St. Petersburg as the nation’s playground with
the neon words “Winter” and “Summer” interchanged for the appropriate season.  Along
with these signs were additional road signs pointing the way to St. Petersburg and the
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“World’s Most Unusual Drug Store.”38  By the mid-1950s over one hundred Webb’s City
signs could be seen all over the country.  

Some of the advertising also came from unexpected external sources.  The most
famous was an eight page article in Cosmopolitan Magazine, entitled, “Million Dollar
Medicine Man,” with the sub-line “With peep shows and crazy bargains Doc Webb built a
small drugstore into a 21 million-dollar business.”  The article was written by Hyman
Goldberg, who described Doc as a “blend of merchant prince and leprechaun who likes the
laugh of happy people and the ring of the busy cash register.”39  Another article followed
in Pageant magazine.  Titled, “The Drug Store that Became a City,” the report was written
by Tom Mahoney.  Mahoney named Webb’s City as one of the twenty most outstanding
stores in the United States.  In his later book, The Great Merchants, Mahoney placed Doc
along side Macy’s and Sears and Roebuck as the greatest merchants of their time.  He
noted that no one had ever countered Doc’s claim of the “World’s Most Unusual Drug
Store,” combining old-fashioned salesmanship and P.T. Barnum-like showmanship for a
store that was truly unique and great.40  

Doc extensively used the newspapers for publicity.  Aware that his sales increased
in proportion to the amount of advertising space he bought in St. Petersburg newspapers,
he expanded his advertising.   For many years, Doc maintained a strict advertising contract
with the St. Petersburg Times ensuring he would have a double-page advertisement space
in the “A” section (front section), of the paper.  Known for being as tough as he was
shrewd, Doc would not waive his contract for any occasion, including national or world
events.   More than once, readers read about an international crisis amidst Webb’s City’s
specials.41  The importance placed on advertising, led Webb’s City to use 4,564,907 lines
of newspaper advertising per year, which placed Webb’s City 21st among department
stores in the country for newspaper advertising.  The St. Petersburg Times considered Doc
such an expert that they asked him to be the keynote speaker at the National Newspaper
Promotion Association.  Under the theme, “Let’s Sell Newspapers,” Doc’s advice was
simple, “A picture of a local cow has more reader-interest than a dull story or flat
advertisement.”   He gave examples of his own advertisements, including the “Poster Girls,”
baby contests, the aforementioned cow, circuses, hillbilly bands and bathing beauties in
a bathtub.42  Doc’s advertising continued to grow throughout the 1950s.  By 1958, he was
named by Media Records as the 15th largest department store advertiser in the country.
With 5,832,051 lines or 2,430 full pages of advertising in 1957, Webb’s City’s feat was
amplified by the fact that the stores he beat out were in much larger cities including
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Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Detroit and Boston.43  His advertising was so impressive
that people from around the world, including German executives from the German Self
Service Institute, came to Webb’s City to study Doc’s tactics.44

Beyond advertising for his own store, Doc looked to the community at large to get
people  downtown.  Publicly backing the proposed Community Center and Auditorium,
Webb’s City promised to pay the taxes of the building for three years, totaling $36,000, and
helped in advertising local events within the center.  Doc believed that a project like this
would increase the property values in the downtown and provide a center for the social,
cultural, musical, sports and convention activities of St. Petersburg.  Doc argued that
bringing more conventions to the downtown area would allow for businessmen to spend
money downtown and take away a positive image of the city for future tourist travel.   He
also believed that the center was of paramount importance since it would “bridge over our
now slack Summer season [and] prove a powerful stimulus to the city as a 12-month-in-the-
year metropolis.”45

Doc also took a very active interest in national and local politics and their relation to
economics.  In the summer of 1950, Webb and his family took a two-month trip throughout
the United States and Mexico.  When he returned, he reported to the St. Petersburg Times
that the business picture was optimistic and everyone was promising expansion, not
recession.  However, Doc did notice an alarming and ever present political situation in the
beginning of the 1950s –the Cold War.  “There are just two things that people won’t talk
about- God and the war,” he said to the Times.  “All men today should drop politics and
party lines and get together...we must take a more vital interest in our Government and
leaders to survive.”  Many agreed that Doc himself should take a more active interest,
including Hazel Sieman who wrote the St. Petersburg Times that what this country needed
was a Doc Webb in Washington, D. C.,  as a “counselor of sanity, honesty, fairness and
brotherly love.”    She argued that the people of St. Petersburg should draft Doc Webb to
a high political office, “the higher the better!.”  Doc Webb, “is not a politician,” Sieman
declared, “He is a man, an honest-to-God he-man, willing to shoulder the daily tough
problems of people, human beings.”  She ended her page long editorial with the words, “Let
Doc Webb go before the House and Senate and talk sense and Americanism to them.”46

As mentioned before, Doc never seriously considered seeking political office, but, as Hazel
Sieman’s letter attests, many believed he could make a difference.

The possibility of a recession also caught Doc’s attention.  News of over-spending,
overzealous credit purchases and a slowdown of the post-war economy led many to
believe that a recession was imminent.  Doc did not agree.  Speaking to the Florida
Independent Supermarkets Association, he argued, “No one has to fear a recession, if they
will quit talking about it, and get to work.”  Doc blamed the economic downturn on two
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factors, “wild buying and luxurious living on credit.”  Claiming that the Truman
Administration’s release of credit controls was one of the worst moves ever, Doc contended
that, “people don’t realize when they buy on credit they have to pay high interest as a
penalty for not having the cash.”47  A few months later he boasted that, “despite the talk of
recession; there isn’t any recession.”  He used his own store as a primary example.  In the
fiscal year of 1952-1953, Webb’s City’s gross sales soared to almost $22,000,000 and he
awarded $227,023 worth of bonuses to his 1,500 employees on top of their salaries which
totaled $2,500,000.  These numbers were an all-time record for the store.  However, the
net profit for the store was only $247,000, just over one percent of the sales.48  Doc
defended this by saying, “It may seem unreasonable from the standpoint of good business
but the theory of a big volume and small profit has paid off.”49  When asked his secret in
1955, Doc answered that St. Petersburg was the ideal spot for retired people with limited
incomes, people who would profit from his store the most, as well as “good, clean,
competition.”50  He attributed his success to the public’s wholehearted support of his
venture.  While Doc believed he would be able to prosper almost anywhere, even he
credited a large part of his success to the town of St. Petersburg.

Through his own store’s example, Doc believed that small independent businesses
could compete in today’s market, despite the growth of large shopping centers. Webb’s
City’s sales for 1953-1954 were up to $20,907,114, with a net profit of $394,722.  Again in
1955-1956, sales were up 14.4% to $25,178,217 and the net profits were up 34.2% to
$515,161.51  The improvements made in the store helped with this increase.52    Speaking
at the Florida Independent Supermarkets Association’s annual meeting again in 1956, Doc
likened independent retailers to country doctors.  Doc explained that even though small
retailers were on their way out, if they had ambition, imagination and sufficient capital, they
would be able to keep pace with the rapidly changing business world.  Furthermore, Doc
accurately predicted that the next development in retailing would be what he called a “super
one-stop retail store” which would be planned along department store lines, with many
storied buildings serviced with escalators, elevators, conveyor belts and skyscraper
parking.  To keep up with this, Doc stressed that  independent retailers had to use mass
production, big inventories, modern fixtures, rolling stock and ample parking spaces to
compete.53  He was convinced they could do it.
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In 1957, Doc Webb and Webb’s City celebrated a few milestones.  First, was Webb’s
City’s 33rd Birthday.  On September 22, 1957, Webb’s City got a full page spread from the
St. Petersburg Times, as well as pages of advertisements for the celebration.54  With six
months’ preparation for the birthday celebration sale, Webb’s City not only relived what it
had done in the past, but also promised more for the future.  In preparation of the sale Doc
took his own advice, that people cannot frequent his store without ample parking, and
expanded his parking lot by razing Pepper Town, a former thirty-house Negro housing
district, for two hundred more parking spaces and an enlargement of his nursery.55  Doc
also demolished two Ice Service Company structures for more expansion, including
additional parking spaces.56   By 1957, the store covered six city blocks (433,000 square
feet of retail space and over 3,000 parking spaces), employed over 1,600 people, and had
fifty-nine separate stores within its walls. The following facilities, open seven days a week,
sixteen hours a day made up the “City” in 1957:  

The Main Store, Ninth Street and First to Second Avenue South.
Including: Arthur Murray Dance Studio, Bakery, Beauty Salon, Beverage
Department, Cafeteria, Camera Shop, Candy department, Children’s Wear,
Cosmetics, Toiletries, Check Cashing Department, Drugs and Sundries,
Electrical Department, Fruit Department, Furniture and Home Furnishings,
Gift Shop, Greeting Cards and Stationery, Groceries, Health Foods, Jewelry,
Ladies Ready-To-Wear, Luggage, Meats, Men’s Wear, Millinery, Paints,
Portrait Studio, Shoe Repairs, Shoes, Soda Fountain, Surgical Garments,
Tobaccos, Toys, Watches and repairs, Webb’s Ice Cream Plant, Webb’s
Dawn’s Coffee and Donuts, Webb’s Dandy Bread.

The Annex, across the street: 
Barber Shop, Delicatessen, Flower Shop, Seafood.

The Trading Post, Eighth Street and Second Avenue South.  
Webb’s Service Station (gasoline), Auto Accessories, Hardware, Paint,
Sports Equipment, Major Appliances, Dry Cleaning and Laundry Plant,
Fishing Tackle, and Televisions.  A warehouse takes up the entire second
floor of the building.
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Plant City, Third Avenue and Eighth Street South.
Webb’s Florist, Feed, Fertilizer and Pet Foods, Nurseries and Garden Supply
Center.

Webb’s Outpost, 100th Avenue and Gandy Boulevard.
Luncheonette, gifts, drugs, sundries and an information center about his Main
Store in St. Petersburg.

Office Building, 126 Ninth Street South.
Administration Office as well as an Optical and Hearing Aid Department.

Display Department, Tenth Street and First Avenue South.
Where Webb’s signs, posters, window displays and other art work are
created.

Warehouse One, 24th Street and Fairfield Avenue South.
Webb’s coffee roasting, photo processing, fruit packing, drug packaging, and
general warehouse building.

Grocery Warehouse, 2610-12 Fairfield Avenue South.
Warehouse for Groceries and other perishable goods.

Drug Warehouse, 25th Street and Fairfield Avenue South.
Warehouse for drugs and non-perishable goods.

Pinellas Baking Company, Thirtieth Avenue and Seventh Street North.
Dandee bread for Webb’s grocery department is made.

Furniture Warehouse, (under construction at the time)
Tenth Street and Second Avenue South.
Warehouse for large goods including furniture.57   

In his main store, was a tourist favorite, the “Fourth Floor,” with such favorites as the live
animal acts, a rooster who could walk a tightrope, chickens dancing the Charleston,  kissing
bunnies and acrobatic ducks, and the “Live Mermaid Show,” where one could talk to live
mermaids in their own surroundings.  Also featured on the fourth floor was a replica of
Doc’s Original Drug Store from 1925.  With the same fixtures, showcases and counters,
occupying the original size space, one could look at Webb’s City’s past and see how far it
had come.   
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Concerning all the birthday hullabaloo, Doc stated, “there is nothing fantastic to us
about our continued growth.  Thinking and planning ahead, plus ordinary horse-sense and
hard work, enables us to achieve goals of increasing sales and profits.”58  For the future,
Doc noted: “we at Webb’s City plan to take full advantage in the coming years of the
opportunities presented to us by this fast growing and fabulous area of Florida called the
‘Suncoast’ [and] plan to be able to fully service the merchandising needs of our old and our
potential new customers in the future as well as we have in the past.”59

The second highlight was the long-standing relationship Doc set up with St.
Petersburg Times reporter Dick Bothwell, which continued until his death.  Bothwell served
as Doc’s mouthpiece to the St. Petersburg area and the world.  Doc gave Bothwell several
interviews, the first occurring in June 1957.  Dick Bothwell’s first article, “Ya Gotta Let Off
Steam,” was centered on how Doc handled his huge enterprise without falling apart.  When
asked how he handled pressure, Doc stated that one must learn to let go of the power.
Doc attributed the success of his operation and his sanity to the managers of each of the
59 stores within Webb’s City.  The managers made their own decisions, bought their
products, made their own ad copy and ran their departments without interference.  Doc
believed that “an executive’s first function of importance is trouble shooting.  I expedite.
Rather than president, I regard myself as chief executive.  I think an executive has to know
a little bit of everything in regard to the operation of a store.  We are remodeling and
changing around day and night, adding an average of six new departments a year.  You
have to be part designer, part electrician, part accountant.”  Feeling he had to keep up with
the competition, even that outside of his town and field, Doc said, “I read all the
competitor’s ads, the Wall Street Journal, various financial reports, Kiplinger and the out-of-
town newspapers with such ads as Macy’s and so forth.”60

In 1957, Doc received several awards and recognition for his community service.
In May, the Townsend Club of St. Petersburg gave him a plaque of recognition for his work
with the senior citizens of the St. Petersburg area.  Not just through the store, but also
personally, Doc had provided entertainment and parties, a club house for the elderly, as
well as setting up the Senior Citizens Center.61  Lederle Laboratories, a subsidiary of the
American Cyanamid Company, honored Doc for filling over two million prescriptions –the
first store in Florida to do so.   Lederle Laboratories claimed that Webb’s City had set an
unusual precedent, since most firms who had filled more than one million prescriptions
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usually were in business at least fifty years or more.62   Finally, Doc received a plaque for
“distinguished service to the community” from the Chamber of Commerce during a live
broadcast on WSUN.  On the air, Walter Ramseur, president of the Chamber, thanked Doc
for his “City” as well as being the originator of the term “Suncoast” which was used to
designate the ten-county area on Florida’s West Coast.63  To top it off, Webb’s City sales
were up in 1956-1957 to $28,212,964, which was the best reward to Doc.64  

In the late 1950s, Webb’s City also had to adapt to the changing demographics of
Florida.  This was especially the case for St. Petersburg, which had become synonymous
with old age.  While it led some like Johnny Carson to joke that Florida has only two groups
–“the newly arrived and the nearly dead,“ it was true that while the baby boomers had
children and moved to the suburbs, the boomers’ grandparents moved to St. Petersburg.65

Not everyone in this age group could afford homes, and an increasingly large number of
the elderly lived on a fixed income.   The 1950s ushered in a building movement that
helped answer the need for cheap and convenient living.   St. Petersburg, along with many
other cities around the nation, turned to the trailer or mobile home park and apartment
buildings, to solve this housing dilemma.66 

Doc and Webb’s City took advantage of this new trend and customer.  With the
insight that people needed to furnish their new “homes” and apartments, Doc initiated plans
for a new seven story building to house a furniture and carpet operation, named Webb’s
Furniture City, on the corner of 10th Street and Second Avenue South.  Doc promised that
his store would be the largest furniture and carpet operation in the state.67   Opening only
twelve days behind schedule, on June 27, 1958, the $1.5 million dollar pink structure, lit by



68
St. Petersburg Times,  20 April,  28 June, 5 December 1958.

69
St. Petersburg Times, 10 August 1958.

70
St. Petersburg Times,  9 November 1958, p. 9C.

71
St. Petersburg Times,  7 June, 12 June 1958.  

72
St. Petersburg Times,  13 June 1958.

73
St. Petersburg Times,  5 December 1958;  Business Records.  Annual Reports, 1956-1957, 1957-

1958.

74
Business Records.  Annual Report, 1958-1959;  St. Petersburg Times,  5 December 1958.

75
Business Records.  Annual Report, 1959-1960.

57

one of the state’s largest neon display signs, was host to several hundred visitors who
received Hawaiian orchids as they entered.68  The new structure enabled Webb’s City to
use the space originally occupied by the furniture department, to expand other
departments.  The children’s wear department moved into the fourth floor space formerly
used by the furniture department and women’s ready-to-wear department expanded into
the former children’s wear space.  To accommodate the new expansions, and his elderly
customers, Doc installed new escalators to the fourth floor.69  Webb’s City also catered to
the elderly by offering many salt-free or dietetic items in the grocery department, as well
as giving “senior citizen” discounts on drugs and other items throughout the store.  Those
living on fixed incomes increasingly shopped only at Webb’s City.70  Webb’s City expanded
its music store in the summer of 1958.  Focusing more on “mature listeners,” who were
becoming his main customers, but still “hip” for the youngsters, the expansion was ushered
in by a huge celebration featuring Connie Francis, The Champs and Dicky Doo and the
Don’ts.71  Over three thousand teenagers and adults turned out for the celebration and
Webb’s City sold hundreds of records.72    

By the dawn of the new decade, the economy was worsening.  The tactics and
techniques that had helped Webb’s City grow and prosper in the past, even during troubled
times, seemed to be failing.  In 1958, Doc found a steady, but modest increase in sales and
profits as a result of the combined problems of the national recession, sharp competition
from Central Plaza and other chain store operations, and the expenditures in expansion
and remodeling.  While Webb’s City’s sales in 1958 totaled $28,947,593, there was only
an increase of $734,628 from the previous year, or 2.6%.  In comparison, Webb’s City’s
1957 figures included a 12% gain of three million dollars in sales.73   By 1959, Webb’s City’s
sales figures totaled $29,573,425, an increase of only $625,832 or 2.2% over 1958, with
the net profits increasing by a total of $34,785 or 9.6%.74  Finally, in 1959-1960, sales for
Doc’s store increased $150,000, an all time low in his thirty-three years in business.75

This did not dampen Doc’s enthusiasm for expansion.  Doc decided to turn again
to the people to help his store expand.  On January 4, 1960, Doc opened the sale of
$500,000 Webb’s City debenture bonds to help raise money to build a new building on the
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Seaboard Air Line Railroad passenger station, directly across the street from Webb’s City.
About the sale, Doc reported, “Webb’s City has had outstanding success over the years
with debenture bonds as our principal method of financing expansion.  Our more than three
hundred bondholders, with their financial support and confidence in our future, have played
a major part in the growth of Webb’s City.”76  The property was purchased from the city in
December 1959 for a total of $450,000, after a one year negotiation over the price.77

Always the optimist, Doc commented, “this property will afford us room for further building
expansion.  It will be needed if the company’s present rate of growth continues.”  Webb’s
City’s customers and stockholders agreed.  Arthur Glessner, a St. Petersburg man who
owned a considerable amount of Webb’s bonds and stocks, bought five $1,000 bonds
January 4th, commenting, “it is the best investment at the safest risk.... We’re in Webb’s City
all the time and see how ‘Doc’ is using our money to help in building a bigger and better
store for the people in this area.”78

Doc also tried to help the economy of the city as a whole.  In a letter to the editor on
October 2, 1958, Doc proposed a plan to save the downtown.  Arguing that the failure of
downtown would eventually spread out to the “34th Street” section of town, in other words
Central Plaza, he campaigned for a vast, waterfront project which would include things like
a cultural, recreation and sports center.79  Doc later proposed a “Suncoast Fiesta” to help
St. Petersburg’s economy, to old friend and St. Petersburg Times writer Dick Bothwell.
This festival was to include a two-week celebration in July that would pool the resources
of Clearwater, St. Petersburg, the Gulf Beaches and Tampa –known as the “Golden
Triangle” –as well as get tourists to the Suncoast during the slow summer months.80  
Citing that Daytona Beach, Disneyland and other areas of the United States were
competing for the tourist dollars, Doc argued, “We may as well lose the smug feeling we’ve
had for years that Florida is the chosen place for everybody’s vacation.... We have to
realize that the whole world is competing to get that old Yankee dollar.”81  Doc suggested
a string of events, including a walk-a-thon, treasure hunt, tarpon tournaments and beauty
contests, held in various cities throughout the bay area.   Doc was behind the event from
the beginning, even offering a $1,000 check to the “Tri-City Fiesta” fund, with the promise
of more, to help stimulate the event.82  The event, which began July 25th, was a success
and the committee  pledged to have it again the next year and several years thereafter.



83
He was also mentioned in the St. Louis Globe-Democrat, 20 February 1944; The Knoxville News,

24 April 1940; as well as Florida newspapers such as the Tampa Tribune and the Miami Herald.  His most
famous mention, however, remained the Tom Mahoney book, The Great Merchants, which placed Doc Webb
amongst such merchants as J.C. Penney, Macy’s, Marshall Fields, Singer, and Sears and Roebuck.  This
book went into several American printings as well as Spanish, Japanese and Korean publishings. St.
Petersburg Times,  8, 19,  22 January 1960, p.1B & 6B;  St. Petersburg Times, “Webb’s Special”,  21 January
1960, p.1A;,22 January 1960, p. 9B;  Evening Independent.  22 January 1960, p. 1B & 3B. 

84
St. Petersburg Times,  22 January 1960, p. 6A;  Christian Science Monitor, April 1960;  Washington

Post, 3 August 1963. 

85
Evening Independent,  21 January 1960, p. 6A.; St. Petersburg Times,  19 August 1959;, 29 August

1959, 6 September 1959.

86
Young, Florida’s Pinellas Peninsula, p. 156.

59

The citizens of St. Petersburg realized what a help Doc and Webb’s City had been
to them on many levels.  In January 1960, over two hundred and fifty national, state and
local leaders, local businessmen and the employees at Webb’s City decided to honor Doc
Webb and his accomplishments.    Nelson Poynter, editor and owner of the St. Petersburg
Times stated: “St. Petersburg and Florida are better because of you.”  There were other
tributes as well.  Doc received a bronze copy of the Evening Independent’s editorial page
salute to Webb’s City Day, a plaque from the St. Petersburg Tennis Club, and a “Happy
Birthday Book” from the Senior Citizens Club.  The St. Petersburg Times included a
“Webb’s Special Edition” on January 21, 1960, that celebrated his many years in St.
Petersburg.  In response to all of this publicity, Doc humbly replied: “I hope I can live up to
just one percent of all the nice things that have been said about me.”83  Many noted the
national attention Doc and Webb’s City had given St. Petersburg.  Ernie Pyle, the famed
Scripps-Howard columnist, Sylvia Porter, a popular financial writer in the 1950s and 1960s,
articles in Time, The Christian Science Monitor, The Washington Post, and others had all
called attention to Doc and his empire.84  As for his employees and customers, over 25,000
signed a “birthday book” for him and pushed for a “Doc Webb Day.”  While the city council
did not concur, a Doc Webb day was lobbied for and celebrated by editorials in the
newspapers and by the citizens of St. Petersburg.85

All of this celebration could not hide real economic problems for St. Petersburg and
Webb’s City.  By 1960, echoing the national problems of recession, Pinellas County found
itself again in the middle of a building crisis.  When builders declared bankruptcy, the
economic troubles trickled down to suppliers and workmen, as well as the business
community.  Webb’s City, already suffering from recession and the flight  to the suburbs
and new shopping centers like Central Plaza, was hit hard.  Drastic measures were needed
to help Webb’s City flourish in the decade of the 1960s.  Likewise, St. Petersburg, and
Pinellas County as a whole, needed to entice new people to the area.  To do so they had
to turn against their strongholds: the tourist and retiree image, and find a way to diversify
the economy.86   St. Petersburg turned to industry –Webb’s City and the downtown were
left out in the cold.
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CHAPTER FOUR

LOSING CONTROL OF THE CITY

The 1960s and 1970s were a time of diversification for St. Petersburg and Webb’s
City.  Both downtown St. Petersburg and Webb’s City found themselves behind the times.
Across the country times were changing.  The Civil Rights movement progressed, a
younger population demanded more from society and government, and what had been
desired by the tourists of the 1940s and 1950s, did not appeal to the new generation.  St.
Petersburg struggled to rid itself of its retiree image, while Webb’s City attempted to attract
people back to the downtown.  To add insult to injury, Webb’s City’s former tactics,
expansion and promotion,  quickly became outdated and they were forced to try new
methods to obtain customers.  

During the 1960s, a new customer came to St. Petersburg in the form of industry.
In the 1950s, manufacturing was so trivial in St. Petersburg, it was not included in any city
or state report.  With the introduction of the “Big Four:” Sperry-Rand, Honeywell, General
Electric and Electronic Communication, Inc (ECI) in the 1960s;  atomic energy, aviation and
the federal government were introduced to St. Petersburg.  With the birth of industry came
7,000 young engineers and technicians looking to make St. Petersburg their permanent
home.  What was even more inspiring was that this industry evolved in St. Petersburg
without any damage to tourism or permanent residents.

With the dawn of the “Electronic” or “Aerospace” age, Pinellas County found itself
only behind Dade, Duval and Hillsborough in industry in Florida.  Industry in Florida was
given another push in the 1960s when President John F. Kennedy decided to beat Russia
to the moon.  When Cape Canaveral, Florida, was chosen as the home site for space
exploration, the Honeywell Corporation in St. Petersburg received the contract for
manufacturing guidance systems for the manned spacecraft.  When Honeywell needed
small precision manufacturers to help with the increase in business, fifty smaller NASA-
certified manufacturers relocated to Pinellas County between 1962-1965.1  With this turn
of events, St. Petersburg and Pinellas County became part of the space industry.

St. Petersburg’s industrial expansion did not stop with the space program.  The
Pinellas County Industry Council, set up in 1953 to encourage industry in the Bay area,
evolved into an exciting body with the appointment of William Castoro as executive director
in 1960.  Castoro’s program included diversifying industry and finding new manufacturers
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to employ Pinellas County’s youth.  In the 1950s and 1960s, many high school graduates
from St. Petersburg and Pinellas County moved to other cities for employment, finding
none locally.  Castoro sought companies who could provide steady growth, not those
dictated by political or economic whims.  He also focused on medical support suppliers like
Milton Roy and J. P. Scherer who could employ many skilled workers and provide a
valuable service to the local population as well.  Without Castoro’s support, St. Petersburg
may well have plummeted economically with the downsizing of the space program in the
1970s, like many other Florida cities.2

With the growth of new industries and the immigration of a younger permanent
population, merchants and businessmen vied for their attention and money.  However, the
downtown was often ignored.  While downtown was still home to the big banks, city, county
and state government buildings and a few department stores, including Webb’s City, it was
not the place of choice for the young and affluent.  Likewise, Webb’s City continued to
suffer from the mass exodus to the suburbs.  Consequently, the downtown had a high
percentage of vacancies and by the 1960s included only the lowest income groups in the
entire county.  In fact, three-fourths of the people living within a one mile radius of 9th Street
and Central Avenue were from the lowest income group and Webb’s City was located at
the epicenter of it all.3    

Doc and his Webb’s City not only had to encourage people back downtown, he also
had to interest new customers – young, professional and affluent, who were not necessarily
looking for the best price.  Doc resorted to his tried and tested solution – expansion and
diversification.  Looking for new blood to help reinvent Webb’s City in 1960, Doc promoted
his sister, Alleyne Webb, who had worked for thirty years in the beauty salon, to the Board
of Directors.  Doc also appointed his son, Jimmy, to the Board of Directors and named him
the head of the new business research department.4  Many believed that Jimmy was a chip
off the old block. 

After starting Webb’s Inc.,  Jimmy moved on into a chemical business, Pan
American Polychemical Corporation, and made a profit even his father would be proud of.
Doc then asked Jimmy to join Webb’s City.  Doc’s son had new ideas to bring Webb’s City
into the new age.  He stressed the importance of research and development of new
products to help the store through trying times.  Jimmy stated:  “the main effort I’m putting
on here is to keep Webb’s City ‘The Store of Tomorrow, Today.’”  Like his father, Jimmy
was a fan of showmanship.  Claiming the new shopping centers were copying the antics
that his father pulled in the 1930s and 1940s, Jimmy promised to keep up the work his dad
started.  Jimmy also supported his father’s continuous plans of expansion, noting that
expansion would always be ongoing.  With the appointment of his son to the board some
assumed Doc would retire.  Doc denied any  suggestion of retirement.  He was not ready
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to walk away from the business he had nurtured into a multi-million dollar enterprise and
stated that Jimmy would have to carry him out of Webb’s City dead.5

With the two James Webbs in charge, Webb’s City moved forward with plans of
expansion.  The expansion of the 1960s took a new path for Doc.  Not only did he expand
his main store and the blocks surrounding it, he also went into the convenience store and
gasoline retail business.  In December 1960, Webb’s City doubled the floor space of the
Trading Post, which was located a half-block from the main store.  Doc remodeled Webb’s
Furniture City by devoting a new floor to modern appliances, televisions, and other
electronics, which would interest the younger, affluent customer.6   Webb’s City also
renovated its main store by doubling the merchandising space on the main floor.  The drug
store department was revamped and made self-service, to compete with the new Eckerd
Drug Stores sprouting up around Pinellas County.7  These renovations alone cost Webb’s
City over a half million dollars.8 

Doc also expanded into the dry cleaning arena.  While he had run a dry cleaning
department in his main store for years, Doc decided a new modern dry cleaning store was
needed.  Opening the 10,000 square foot dry cleaning plant on the corner of Ninth Street
and Second Avenue South at the end of 1961, Webb employed twelve more people and
took in thousands of clothes within the first few months.9  In 1964, Doc announced his
$200,000 plan to add 60,000 square feet of warehousing space to the main building and
installation of power conveyor belts for rapid handling of stock.  This building was also
constructed to facilitate underground unloading.10  Doc noted that these things would help
speed the process of goods to the shelves, use less labor, and make items cheaper.

Webb’s Plant City received a facelift in 1965.  The new exterior of the garden store
gained a more “massive appearance,” a new roof top garden and fountain with its very own
life-sized mermaid.  The mermaid was based on the Hans Christian Andersen story of the
“Little Mermaid,” and gave homage to the “Talking Mermaid Show” on the fourth floor of the
main store.  Webb’s Plant City’s refurbishing was topped with a ten by forty foot neon sign
depicting a fountain.11  The opening of the building received front page notice by the St.
Petersburg Times.
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All of this expansion and diversification created the desired effect and business
began to improve.  By 1963, Webb’s City seemed to have weathered the worst of the
recession and competition.  Encompassing sixty-seven stores, 1,400 full time employees
and sales exceeding $29 million, things for Webb’s City were looking up.12  Webb’s City
gross profit on sales went up from $7.06 million in 1962, to $7.27 million in 1963; with the
net profit rising from $225,746 to $332,117.  Webb’s City also had assets exceeding nearly
$3 million.13  By 1965, the profits had grown measurably.  With sales up about a half a
million dollars, Webb’s City’s profits rose to $7,410,163, and in 1967, the figure rose again
to $7,513,660.  Considering the increase in the minimum wage level and  county and state
property taxes, the net profit of $354,000 was, as Secretary Seymour Handy put it, “very
commendable.”14 

 Business in the downtown was still tough as a whole, however.  In response, St.
Petersburg decided to draft a plan of action.  In 1963, Oscar R. Kreutz and other
businessmen founded the St. Petersburg Downtown Progress Committee.15  With this
came a building explosion of the downtown in the 1960s.  This punctuated the end of a
thirty year period of retrogression. The rebuilding of the downtown first came in the form
of a great razing.   First to go were the railroad tracks, which had frustrated traffic along
First Avenue South and its intersections.  For years, city officials and civic leaders
pressured the railroads to remove the tracks and their depots.  Ironically, in the early
1920s, town officials and leaders had promised anything to get the railroads to bring their
tracks and trains into the downtown, but in 1963, they were asked to move on.  The last
passenger train left the city for a "more suitable location," at 31st Street North and 36th
Avenue in the latter part of 1963.16 

The St. Petersburg Downtown Progress Committee continued in its razing-
rebuilding plan with the tearing down of the million-dollar pier and casino in 1967.  In its
place the Bayfront Center, a $4.5 million dollar recreation and entertainment center, was
built.17  The First National Bank bought and demolished the Florida Theater, the city’s
oldest theater, to rebuild a new facility.  Others like Maas Brothers, Rutland’s and Sears,
rebuilt, expanded or refurbished their buildings.18  Along the waterfront, the new $1 million
Museum of Fine Arts was constructed and opened in 1965.  A million dollar public library
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on an adjacent lake joined soon after.19  St. Petersburg culturally expanded beyond the
Fine Arts Museum, with the creation of the Arts Center and the Dali Museum.

St. Petersburg was long overdue for a federal grant for urban renewal.  City officials
proposed a federally assisted urban renewal project in 1966.  However, the plan was
defeated by a 3-1 margin in a public referendum.20  However, by 1967 a grant was
approved and with it  whole city blocks were cleared to make room for a large commercial
hotel developed by the Hilton Corporation and a new Federal Building.  There was also the
continued construction on the pier, and in 1967, William Harvard’s architectural firm
submitted a drawing of an inverted pyramid to the City Council for the head of the pier.
When it was finished, the building upset many who thought it too modern or out of place.
Unprofitable for business with its location and lack of parking, the pier was unsuccessful.
Soon the pier was in need of repairs.  Bankruptcy ensued and many nearby restaurants
and shops closed because of  the loss of consumer traffic.  The Vinoy Hotel, once an
anchor of the downtown business, was left vacant and the waterfront was ignored.  The city
paid off the bankruptcy bills and somehow St. Petersburg held on.

Since Doc was one of the main opponents of the city’s plan, he created his own
program for “urban renewal.”  Introducing it in June 1966, Doc proposed his “phase one”
construction program to improve his own area of the downtown and urged others downtown
to do the same.  His plan included five different projects.  First, Doc wanted to demolish the
old furniture warehouse at Second Ave and Tenth, and construct a new four or five story
warehouse, at an estimated price of $400,000.  Secondly, Doc proposed to remodel the old
Elk’s Club building on Second Ave for a new Webb’s City maintenance building.  Third,
Webb’s City’s old maintenance building would be razed to provide over 40 parking spaces
for customers.  Fourth, he suggested a facelift of the western side of his store.  Finally, Doc
wanted to demolish several old structures to create a 100 x 240 foot parking area for
Webb’s City’s employees.21  The final four projects, which began immediately that June,
totaled over $100,000, bringing the total “urban renewal” project to over a half million
dollars.22  However, this project could not help the overall economy.

By 1966, Webb’s City showed signs of economic strain.  Starting in October of that
year, Webb’s City decided to close all of its stores on Sundays.  While most of Webb’s
City’s stores had been closed on Sundays for some time, the cafeteria had been open on
Sunday from 11-2pm and 4-7pm, and its Trading Post had been open from 11 a.m. to 7
p.m.  Alleging that he had considered the move for fifteen years, Doc argued, “I feel with
two-thirds of Webb’s City closed on Sunday [already] we are doing only half a job.”   He
also added that he always had a half-hearted approach to being open on Sundays, citing
religious reasons and the fact it was so hard to get good help on Sundays.  Doc also
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changed the main store hours to 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. and announced: “I feel we can do a better
job the other six days by having all of our 67 stores open.”23  

Doc, in 1966, finally decided to establish his business outside of St. Petersburg.
This time his expansion was a direct competition strategy with the so called “convenience
stores” that had popped up around Pinellas County.  These stores, with 7-11 and Lit’l
General being the major examples, offered a modest stock of groceries, sundries and
related products from the extended hours of 7 a.m. to 11 p.m., when most grocery stores
were closed.  With the motto, “if you can not beat them, join them,” Webb’s City decided
to enter into the convenience store game in mid-1966.24  At an estimated $40,000, Webb’s
City opened the “Little Super,” behind Webb’s Outpost in October 1967.  The store, an
estimated 4,000 square feet, was completed in ninety days.25   Doc placed his son in
charge of the new venture, which operated under a separate corporation called Webb’s City
Little Super, Inc.  To compete, the store offered twenty percent more inventory than the
usual convenience shops, with their prices, Doc said, “a wee bit under competition.” This
made them  competitive, not only with other convenience stores, but also with chain
grocery stores.26  At first, the stores also offered beer and liquor, however, by December
1967, Doc decided to stop the sales, as he did in his main store, “because people get hurt
when they drink and we don’t want to be a part of that.”27

At the end of the 1960s, Doc ventured into still another enterprise in an attempt to
diversify and thrive in the coming decades.  He believed the key to his future business
success was  gasoline.  While Webb’s City’s main store had sold gasoline in its automotive
department in the past, usually at the lowest prices, Doc was now interested in opening up
a chain of gas stations.28  His first step was adding a “super gas station” at the under-
construction “Little Super.”  Hoping to draw people to his future store in Pinellas Park, Doc
opened a station there in early 1970, with gasoline three cents a gallon below the
competition.29  The station held as many as twenty-two cars at one time.30  Buying
Marathon Oil Company gasoline and selling it under the name “Webb”, Webb’s City offered
a higher octane gasoline than most at a comparable price.  Doc said, “We will meet or beat
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any gas price in town.”31  Finding that most customers wanted gasoline and oil only, Webb’s
Super Gasoline Station had only three attendants on duty who checked the water, oil and
cleaned the windshield.  The store opened on March 6, 1970 and had 723 customers the
first four days selling an average of 2,000 gallons of gasoline a day.32   While a chain of
gasoline stations never materialized, Doc’s prototype was a big money maker throughout
the 1970s and copied by other gasoline retailers.

Doc’s biggest move in the late 1960s was to build a branch of his St. Petersburg
store, about five miles to the west, in Pinellas Park.  For years Doc had watched other
retailers go west of the downtown to 34th Street, while he fortified himself downtown.  While
Doc had dallied with branches like Webb’s City Outpost and the Little Super, his plan of
building a second Webb’s outside of St. Petersburg was heresy to many.  Rumors of the
“first suburban branch” of Webb’s City were in the St. Petersburg newspapers as early as
November 1968.33  The site was chosen in December to be the corner of 66th Street and
Park Boulevard, as direct competition to suburban supermarkets and shopping centers in
the area.34  To pay for major expansion, again, Doc turned to the people.  Webb’s City
released a new stock issue of 100,000 shares on April 28, 1969.  “Selling like hot cakes”
at $10 each, by mid-Monday morning half the 100,000 stocks were gone, and by the
evening, over $800,000 worth were sold.  The sale, registered by the Florida Securities
Commission and restricted to Florida residents, was sold, not by stockbrokers, but at the
Webb’s Furniture City.  People lined up around the block with ten dollar bills in their
hands.35  The St. Petersburg Evening Independent editorial stated that  this stock sale,
“was a chance to show [people’s] faith in Doc and thank him for his years of bargains and
customer-comes-first philosophy.”36  Apparently some still had faith in Doc’s store, amidst
recession and decline.  

The store, “Webb’s Giant Super,” finally opened in August 1972, one year late
because of high building costs.  Doc had stated in 1970, “we do not intend to pay
exorbitantly for construction,” but he soon found fate against him.37   Since Doc had
planned on paying cash, as he had done in the past, the $3 million dollar estimate for the
construction was already a problem for his company.  Webb’s City, Inc., had been holding
steady in the mid-1960s, but as the decade closed things began to change.  Webb’s City
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had over $28 million dollars in sales in 1968, however it was only an increase of $100,000
above the previous year, even with  all of the additional retail space.  Further, the net profit
was down to $200,000 from about $400,000 the previous year.  Doc, citing extensive
remodeling work and expansion fees costing $785,000 as the culprit, still believed the
company was in fine financial shape.  At the annual stockholder meeting in 1969, Doc
stated that the net worth of his company had increased to approximately $10 million with
about $3,800,000 in cashable assets, more than enough to build the store.  Likewise, Doc
established that Webb’s City’s main store had its three biggest sales days in history
December 22, 23 and 24, taking in over one half million dollars. 38

The $3 million construction figure quickly escalated, however, when the cost of
sewer lines, minimum wages hikes, and building materials’ costs skyrocketed.39 One of the
main problems was working with the city of Pinellas Park over new sewer lines.  Doc and
city officials had originally agreed that Webb’s City would cover $8,000 and the city the
remainder.  This became problematic when the bill came close to $34,000.  While the city
of Pinellas Park knew the tax revenue from Webb’s store would more than compensate the
price, it was unwilling to shoulder almost $26,000.  Webb’s City finally agreed to pay
$11,500 for the sewer lines.  With this figure agreed upon in mid-1971, Doc began
construction of his new store.40

The Pinellas Park store covered a space one and one half times the size of a football
field.41   The first floor, included a supermarket that  was 45,000 square feet, more than four
times an average grocery store in addition to a bakery, a prescription drug department, a
tobacco and sundries shop, a restaurant and a garden store.42   This supermarket had
twice the retail sales space of the supermarket in the St. Petersburg Webb’s City store, and
was considered to be the “largest in the South.”  Doc claimed the store would be, “ten years
ahead of other supermarkets in size, fixtures, equipment and customer service.”43  The
complex also included more than 1,000 parking spaces.44  The Webb’s Big Super sold over
$70,000 a day to about 14,000 customers from Clearwater, Largo, and Seminole in addition
to the local Pinellas Park residents.  When asked what he thought of the store, one
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customer stated: “Swell...We’re tickled pink in this district.  We’ve waited a long time.  Now
we won’t travel downtown to Webb’s City.”45

The Pinellas Park store was a great success, but problems were surfacing at the
downtown store.  Webb’s City was feeling the strain of its location. In the late 1960s, there
were major problems with crime, arson and sales in the economically depressed area of
downtown.  In 1968-1969 there were two fires at Webb’s City, and a bomb threat in early
1970.46  Crime in the downtown was so severe that Webb’s City employees were asked by
Doc to make donations to Governor Claude Kirk’s “War on Crime” measures, to contribute
one dollar each to help clean up the streets of the downtown.47  Webb’s City also found
itself in the middle of several court battles at the end of the decade.  Webb’s City was sued
by Maurice Hamm, an elderly St. Petersburg man, who was accused of shoplifting in the
store by Webb’s City security.  Seeking $5,000 in damages to his good name and for abuse
by the security guards, Hamm made the papers in his claim of innocence.  The suit against
Webb’s City was dismissed, but only after the store received a great deal of bad publicity.48

Webb’s City was also sued in 1972 by Marguerite Foster for damages in excess of $5,000
for an incident involving a grocery cart.  Mrs. Foster claimed she was hit and knocked
unconscious by a row of shopping carts pushed by a Webb’s City employee.  The verdict
was in favor of Webb’s City for lack of evidence, but again negative publicity damaged the
store.49 These are two examples of over a dozen personal injury cases Webb’s City was
involved in during this period. 

The worst incident in the late 1960s, which brought the severest image blow in Doc’s
opinion, was remarks made by J. Gerald Curley, a young development executive with DFS
Inc., a large Florida construction firm.  Making a plea for more high income living facilities
for retirees, Curley told the St. Petersburg Board of Realtors: “We’ve been so concerned
with the Webb’s City crowd, we’ve let the St. Armand’s Key crowd slip by.”  Doc quickly
took exception to those remarks, arguing that Webb’s City catered to those of both wealthy
and limited incomes.   Doc worried that Curley’s comments would offend the people of St.
Petersburg who lived on limited income by suggesting that they are a ‘crowd’ the city would
be better off without.  Curley apologized for the remark and retracted the statement saying
it was repeated out of context.50  However, the moniker for low-income retirees henceforth
became the “Webb’s City Crowd” and Doc and his store became more and more
associated with the lower income citizens of the city.
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The above statement coincided with sweeping changes in retail business and
customers’ spending habits.  Webb’s City was becoming synonymous with the elderly
population in a dying area of St. Petersburg, while discount franchises like K-Mart and
Zayres were coming to the forefront.  Doc’s original concept of “Stack em High and Sell em
Cheap” was adopted by large corporations who could do just that, and cheaper than a
single-owner operation in St. Petersburg.  More serious, perhaps, was that customers’
tastes had changed.  Webb’s City, which was once regarded as a novelty, now was
regarded as a “bastion of tastelessness,” frequented only by the elderly or the poor.  In
response, instead of denying its image Webb’s City embraced it.  Doc soon made Webb’s
City’s famous fourth-floor Mermaid Display host mermaids with skimpier costumes, paired
with amorous sailor mannequins.  Likewise, the sundries shop, always a tourist trap, was
filled with coconut shell monkey faces, stuffed alligators and conch shell crucifixes, all of
which were the epitome of kitch.51

At the same time, Webb’s City continued to cater to its elderly customers.  Noting
that ease came second only to affordability, Webb’s City began a free delivery service
throughout St. Petersburg.  Having delivered medicines and some groceries to the local
area, but often for a small fee or free only during promotional periods, Webb’s City changed
its policy to deliver to all retirement homes, rest homes and doctors for no charge.  Always
trying to compete with Eckerd Drug Company on prices, this was Webb’s City’s way to beat
out the competition.  Webb’s City continued to focus on the elderly population by
establishing an extended Senior Citizen Discount Club.  Webb’s City had been giving
discounts to local seniors for years, however, with this club, and its card, the elderly could
get a fifteen percent discount on all prescriptions and other medicinal needs, as well as ten
percent off on all other products, including groceries.  Doc started a “Webb’s Early Shopper
Club,” which allowed members to shop in the grocery areas one hour before the store
opened.  This assisted the older citizens who did not like crowded store areas or who
needed extra assistance in shopping.  The club promised assistance with any walking
device or wheel-chair, as well as a personal shopper to help with hard to reach items.
Webb’s City capitalized on the newest “lottery” craze that was sweeping St. Petersburg in
the early 1970s.  It often held “Jackpot Days” and gave customers a card in which they had
a chance to win at least $1,000.  Every week the winning number was not drawn, the
jackpot was raised another $500.  This, as well as all the other services above, were well-
received by the customers.52  

Doc was always trying new methods to get customers in his store.  By the mid-
1960s, Webb’s City began accepting credit card purchases.  In the past, Doc’s profit margin
oftentimes could not support the charge credit card companies placed on the convenience
for using their card (usually one to two percent).  However, with younger customers
beginning to rely on the ease of making credit purchases and other retailers accepting them
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more frequently, Webb’s City succumbed. While this did cut into profit margins, Doc
insisted it increased sales enough to justify the cost. 
  Webb’s City’s problems were not restricted to competition and urban sprawl.  In
1971, the St. Petersburg pollution control department and the Florida State Health
Department cited Webb’s City for violations.  The pollution control department found
problems with Webb’s City’s incinerator and claimed massive air-pollution from that source.
The problem was quickly resolved.53    However, the St. Petersburg Times did an expose!
on the Florida State Health Department’s findings in Webb’s City grocery store.  The results
were not favorable.  The report stated that Webb’s City needed a thorough cleaning in the
milk display where crusted mold and curdled milk were in a display case about twenty
degrees above the maximum temperature level.  They also found the air conditioning ducts
clogged with dust, which blew all over the foodstuffs in the store.  Toxic materials were
discovered around food products, including cockroach spray in the meat cutting area and
window cleaner near sacks of flour.   In lieu of a knife rack, tar paper was nailed to the wall
above the meat cutting station and knives were thrust through the paper.  Finally, peeling
plaster and ceiling paint posed a hazard to open food below in several locations.  This
report appeared in the Times on October 12, 1971, on the front page of the “Floridian”
section and was unwelcomed news for a store that was already experiencing bad
publicity.54 

By the early 1970s, Webb’s City was a monolith.  Spread over ten city blocks in St.
Petersburg, Webb’s City included seventy-five stores in the main building, parking for over
2,000 cars, as well as satellite stores in Tampa and Pinellas Park.55  It caused one
stockbroker to jest: “What’s Webb’s city becoming –Webb’s Florida?”56  Despite negative
publicity, Webb’s City’s statistics remained steady, but the enthusiastic growth of the past
was gone.  In 1970-1971, Webb’s City sales reached $27,243,052.  The number remained
steady in 1971-1972, with sales of $27,567,423.  In 1972-1973, sales increased
significantly to $33,878,777.57  Webb’s City also received another honor from Squibb &
Sons Inc, for selling their five millionth prescription, a world’s record according to Squibb
executives.58  With these sales figures, Doc assured people that the downtown was still
alive.59  

Doc defended this statement by citing the construction of several apartment
buildings and retirement centers in the downtown area, for people who “liked to be near
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Webb’s City.”60  He supported his claims by staging a huge birthday party for himself and,
of course, a sale to go along with it.  Returning to old showmanship techniques that had
served him well in the past, in November 1971, to celebrate the release of the new 1971
Eisenhower dollar, Webb’s City sold the coins for 99 cents each.  On the first day they sold
out of 4,000 coins, then restocked and sold 4,500 more the next day.61  Clearly the man
knew his market.  

Doc then diversified business by naming new directors to the board.  In 1973, Doc
added four women, as well as his grandson to the board, who at twenty-three was the
youngest man to ever be appointed.  These people replaced members who had either left
or died, and Doc hoped they would infuse a youthful presence into Webb’s City.62

Change did come to Webb’s City.  However it was not in the form Doc originally
planned.  In April 1972, Doc’s right hand man, and closest friend, J. Horace Willis died at
the age of sixty-eight.  Willis was hired by Doc in 1934 to head up his new meat
department.  He progressed rapidly to head the entire food division, then became General
Manager of Webb’s City, and finally Executive Vice President.  He was with the store a total
of twenty-two years as an employee and served on the board several years thereafter.  His
death was a blow to St. Petersburg, Webb’s City and Doc himself.63  

Not one year later, Doc lost his wife, Aretta.  Having battled cancer for over a year,
Aretta entered the hospital four weeks before her death, and died at the age of 56.  Doc
and Aretta had been married for thirty-eight years and she had been an employee,
manager and board member in the interim.64  Her death devastated Doc.  

Doc and his son parted ways immediately following Aretta’s death.  Always a
tenuous relationship, Doc and Jimmy had divergent business philosophies.  The strain
began as early as 1972 when Jimmy took a “leave of absence.”   Jimmy, who  still held an
honorary title of executive vice president as well as some token stock in the company, left
to head a Tampa food firm, Farm Products Marketing Co. Inc., which carried Sun Garden
products.  Doc told a Times reporter: “We’re on fine terms.  I love my son and I’m satisfied
he loves me.  It’s just that we have differing business views.  You know how it is.  These
kids want things too fast.  My kid...is too much of an individual and he thought we ought to
be growing even faster than we are...even though our sales continue to climb.”  While there
was no formal resignation or board action, Jimmy never worked for his father’s enterprises
again.65

With the financial and personal problems over the past few years, Doc decided it
was time to depart.  At seventy-seven years of age, Doc announced his retirement as the
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president of Webb’s City on February 1,1974.  Fred Scott, a twenty-three year veteran of
the company, as well as Doc’s second in charge since the retirement of J. Horace Willis
and the departure of his son Jimmy, assumed the title.  Scott had joined Webb’s City in
1951 as a manager of the home furnishing department, and was promoted in 1956 to
division manager.  Over the years he became General Manager and then Executive Vice
President, a position he held until this new promotion.  Doc did not retire fully, however.
He was given the newly-created title “president-emeritus” and retained his seat on the
board of directors.  Six days after his retirement, Doc shocked St. Petersburg, and Webb’s
City stockholders by selling his controlling interest in Webb’s City.  In the Union Trust Bank
board room, Doc sold his 350,000 shares for Webb’s City Inc., for only $1.5 million.  Of that
stock, Fred Scott bought about one third of the shares, another third was purchased by
Texas businessman Ira G. Dunlap, Jr., president of Dunlap Co. Department Stores.66

Ironically enough, Fred Scott had worked for a Dunlap store over thirty years ago in Texas.
Over 50,000 shares were acquired by Webb’s City so that its employees had the
opportunity to buy into the company.  Many locals doubted the $1.5 million sales figure
believing: “the land and buildings alone must be worth more than twice that [figure].”  In
defense of the selling price, Doc argued that he wanted to make sure that Webb’s City was
still controlled by someone he liked and trusted, not a disinterested conglomerate that might
dismantle the city.  Reaffirming Doc’s argument, Scott promised that,  “Webb’s City’s image
will not change.  It will be improved upon.  In the coming days, the people of St. Petersburg
are going to be proud of what they see happening.”67 

If Doc was affected by the sale of his business, he did not show it.  However the
question remained:  Why did Doc sell his store?  Simply put, the times had finally caught
up with him.  Webb’s City declined with the downtown and never caught up with growth of
super shopping centers.  The shopping centers were now offering the parking and the
entertainment that were once almost exclusively Doc’s forte.   Expansion in the early 1970s
with the Pinellas Park facility came too late and Doc was no longer where the action was
as the city grew away from the downtown.  Nor did Doc have the edge he once did in
advertising.  Publix Grocery Stores and Eckerd Drugs Stores could place one
advertisement that served fifteen stores, while Doc’s advertisements only served a few. 
Furthermore, the growing racial unrest exemplified in the 1960-1964 injunction case against
the NAACP, and the city’s 1968 garbage strike (both discussed at length in Chapter 6), hurt
Webb’s relations with the black community.  The overall civil and economic unrest, coupled
with the economic decline, created an atmosphere that led Doc to post store managers at
Webb’s City’s warehouses with shotguns across their knees.  

Other reasons for the sale were personal.  In the early 1970s, Doc was diagnosed
with Parkinson’s disease.  As previously mentioned, he was also badly shaken by the death
of his second wife Aretta and his longtime manager and friend J. Horace Willis.  Besides,
there was no one to give the business to. The heir apparent, James E. “Jimmy” Webb, Jr.,
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had left the company and was estranged from his father.  In the end, it was Doc’s own
image that led to the downfall of the store.  Ironically, Doc’s enterprise was a victim of his
own image-building.  Doc’s name had become synonymous with the store, and when he
left, so did his customers. 

Even if the citizens of St. Petersburg were anxious about the future of Webb’s City,
the new owners and stockholders were not.  In fact, Webb’s City’s stock jumped up more
than twenty percent the day after the sale.68  Not wanting momentum to stall, Webb’s City
added eight new directors in March 1974.  Telling stockholders that the company was “on
the move,” Fred Scott detailed their plans to open the long awaited second story of the
Pinellas Park store, as well as long-range plans for opening four new supermarkets in the
Tampa Bay area.69  In fact, just two months later, Webb’s City officials placed a mortgage
on its Pinellas Park store to free up funds for the swift completion of its second floor.
Needing approximately $1.25 million to complete the job, Scott took out Webb’s City’s first
mortgage ever, for over $3 million.  The money would help complete the store by mid-
November, with the remainder for remodeling the downtown store in St. Petersburg.70  

Problems soon became apparent, however.  In June 1974, the Pinellas County
Health Department inspected Webb’s City’s supermarket.  Making the front page of the
“Floridian” section for the second time in three years over sanitation concerns, the news
was damaging.  On top of repeated findings from previous years, including the article from
1971, the inspector found the need for more insect and vermin control, new refrigerated
display cases, as well as a massive clean-up effort.  When the inspector returned to see
if things had changed, he found only the freezer cases updated.  To add insult to injury, he
also noted problems with the new Pinellas Park store in his report.  Webb’s City was
looking its age, and the St. Petersburg Times was there to report it.71 

To counter this, Webb’s City’s board of directors for the first time went outside the
“city” to hire new executives for a fresh approach.  Not only was the general manager
replaced, but the merchandise manager, the buyer, and all the retail departments were
given new outside management.72  Even with all the plans of expansion and new
management, Webb’s City reported a loss at the end of 1974.  It seemed without Doc,
Webb’s City’s could not survive. The 1973-1974 sales figures totaled $30,913,345, an
almost three million dollar drop over the previous year’s sales.  Scott told stockholders
because of price controls, the energy crisis, increased power costs and sharp drops in St.
Petersburg’s tourism, “the past year has presented an unending series of challenges to
your company.”73
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The challenges continued and the magic was gone.  While they did open the second
floor of the Pinellas Park store in 1975, and tried to expand to other areas in Florida
including Gainesville and Tampa, it was too late.  The store showed signs of demise when
the cafeteria closed in October 1975, followed by the closing of the Pinellas Park store in
1976.  A new president was hired in 1976 and an Economic Development Administration
loan was obtained in 1977 to help revitalize the business, but all efforts failed.  With
advertisements stating, “Webb’s City Needs Cash, Entire Stock ½ Price,” the citizens of St.
Petersburg knew it was the end of an era.74  On August 18, 1979, Webb’s City closed its
doors for the last time.  The “World’s Most Unusual Drug Store,” the “Store of Tomorrow
– Today,” the store which spanned five decades,  became an eyesore to the downtown it
helped to create.  
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CHAPTER FIVE
 

THE CITY GOES TO COURT

“Any merchant should have the right to sell any item in his store for whatever price
he decides.”1  These were words that Doc Webb lived by.  Starting in the early 1930s, Doc
fought against Fair Trade laws, state sales tax, and the restrictions on advertising for over
forty years.  Doc nominated himself the champion of the common people in their fight
against the statutory increase in the cost of living. Fighting legal battles from the local circuit
courts all the way to the United States Supreme Court, Doc and his store, Webb’s City, had
six law firms employed simultaneously defending him in various actions.  At best, he was
successful in having Florida Statutes invalidated and competition restored.  Doc’s name
and store became synonymous with the fight against what the state and federal
government called “Fair Trade Laws,” and Doc considered this fight his greatest
achievement.  Proving that his drive was motivated by competition and not necessarily
personal wealth, Doc affirmed:  “If we go broke tomorrow, we can say we broke up Fair
Trade and brought in free enterprise.”2

Doc always considered government protection of small businesses both
unnecessary and immoral.  His whole philosophy of operations was to sell large volumes
of merchandise at low prices.  A tenacious opponent of economic cooperation, price-fixing
and any limitation on his ability to sell what he liked for how much he liked, from the
beginning Doc thumbed his nose at big business and went his own way.  Operating under
injunctions and counter-injunctions throughout most of his business career, Doc and
Webb’s City were involved in ten major cases, involving powerful corporations and
associations, that helped end fair trade laws in Florida and the United States.  Maxwell
Hunter, commenting on Doc’s court crusades, wrote, “all anybody knows is that Doc Webb,
with jail staring him in the face, defies all the laws of fair trade and foul in behalf of his
customers.”3  

Doc fought against the Florida Sales Tax, the Florida Loss Leader, or “Fair Sales”
laws, as well as any limitation placed on what he could advertise, such as pharmaceutical
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drugs.  Like all businesses, Webb’s City was also involved in its share of wrongful death
and damage cases, and even had the inauspicious honor of being the location of a crime
that became one of the most influential criminal court cases in the state of Florida, Ralph
Williams v. State of Florida, from which came the “Williams rule.”4  However, Doc’s longest
and most arduous fight was against the price fixing laws in the state of Florida, which began
in the early 1930s.

The so-called “Fair Trade” laws were depression inspired state statutes created
under the authority of the Miller-Tydings Act, which authorized manufacturers to set the
retail price of their branded products to whatever they desired, the “suggested retail price.”
The rationale behind this was simple; manufacturers were entitled to protect their
trademarks against price cutting tactics during dire economic times.  Opponents of this idea
argued that brand manufacturers needed no legislative protection against individual
merchants, for they could refuse to sell to retail outlets that cut their prices or did not sell
at the suggested retail price.  Others stated that these laws indeed promoted unfair trade.
By protecting manufacturers and distributors, these laws stifled competition, usually at the
expense of the consumer.  While Americans and their legislatures alike, seemed concerned
about price fixing at the manufacturing level, they saw nothing suspicious in uniform pricing
at the retail level.5    As the name of his store, Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company, implied,
Doc was one of the opponents of high prices, price-fixing, Fair Trade and all other types
of legislation that limited his ability to lower product prices.  While national suppliers and
manufacturers appreciated the volume of Doc’s sales, they opposed the way he ignored
the “suggested” prices on those items he sold.  The first test case began early in Doc’s
career in 1937.

Proposed by Senators Spessard Holland of Bartow and Fred L. Touchton of Dade
City during a session of the Florida Senate in 1937, the Florida Fair Trade Act permitted
manufacturers to set minimum prices on their trade-marked merchandise.  The Florida
Legislature passed the measure on May 28, 1937, and sent it to Governor Fred P. Cone
who signed it into law, June 5, 1937.  The new Fair Trade law allowed manufacturers or
any retailer to enforce this minimum price through civil actions.  While no criminal penalty
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was provided within the law, the measure, as its sponsor Touchton stated, went “just as far
as we think the law can go” in correcting unfair competition and disastrous price-cutting.
 The title of the law, Chapter 18395, Acts of 1937 provided:

An Act to protect trade-mark owners, producers, distributors and the general
public against injurious and uneconomic practices in the distribution of
competitive commodities bearing a distinguishing trade-mark, brand or name,
through the use of voluntary contracts establishing minimum resale prices
and providing for refusal to sell unless such minimum resale prices are
observed.6

Florida was the thirty-fourth state to pass such an act.  While there were some who
opposed the bill, it easily passed in the House, 48 to 10, and in the Senate, 29 to 0, and
was supported by the State Association of Retail Druggists, chain stores, and  other retail
organizations.  Furthermore, similar laws had been found constitutional by the United
States Supreme Court in test cases from California and Illinois.7  

The first laws led to the inflation of the price of milk and brand name products, and
later effected laundries, dry cleaners, barbers and beauticians.  Doc acted as if he had
never heard of the Fair Trade laws.  Questioning their validity, he refused to sell items for
prices he believed were too high.  Even in the face of legal action, nothing kept him from
selling ice cream for the fixed price of milk, or dispensing haircuts for women (normally
higher) at the same price as men.8  Doc’s first open attack on these laws dealt with dry
cleaners and laundrymen.  Bitterly attacking what he called the “little N.R.A.” Doc argued,
“I fail to see where there is any justification for dry-cleaning prices to go to anything near
a dollar.  If a store can make a fair profit cleaning suits for thirty-nine cents, there is no
reason why the public should be forced to pay more.”9  He refused to raise his prices.
Eventually these tactics led Doc and Webb’s City to court.

The first test case against Florida’s Fair Trade law was argued in front of Circuit
Judge T. Frank Hobson on April 27, 1938, in Tampa.  The suit was filed by the Bristol-
Myers Company of New Jersey, who sought an injunction against Webb’s Cut Rate Drug
Company for selling their products at prices below the standard set by their company.10

Earlier that same year, Doc advertised a sale on Ipana toothpaste.  The toothpaste, which
normally sold for fifty-cents, was being sold by Doc for only twenty-nine cents.  In only six
hours, more then 7,000 tubes of the toothpaste were sold.  News services carried the story
nationwide and Bristol-Myers took notice.  As the story goes, a few days later a man
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walked into Doc’s store and introduced himself as “Mr. Bristol of Bristol-Myers.”  Mr. Bristol
asked Doc to stop selling their toothpaste for less than the recommended price but Doc
refused.11  Bristol-Myers took Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company to court and the case gave
Doc months of free publicity and began his legal crusade against price-fixing.  It also added
to what historian Raymond Arsenault called Doc’s populist mystique;  a “demagogic
troublemaker, a commercial version of Huey Long or Franklin Roosevelt.”12

Attorney Robert H. Givens, Jr., of Miami, representing Bristol-Myers, sought an
injunction against Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company to stop selling the items in question. He
argued that the manufacturer would suffer irreparable damage if the store was allowed to
continue with the sale price, and asked for damages for the violation of the Fair Trade law.
 Givens stated that Bristol-Myers entered into retail sales contracts on November 9, 1937,
with a large majority of the retailers in the State of Florida, including those in St.
Petersburg, Florida.  These retailers agreed that they would not, directly or indirectly,
rebate, advertise or offer for sale any Bristol-Myers products at prices less than those set
by the manufacturer.  While they admitted that Doc and Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company
never entered into the contract, Bristol-Myers argued that Doc was informed of its existence
and was therefore bound by the terms of the contract.  They alleged that Webb’s Cut Rate
Drug Company then violated this by advertising toothpaste for twenty-nine cents in the St.
Petersburg Times on January 6, 1938, instead of the minimum resale price of thirty-nine
cents.  On March 15, 1938, Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company advertised Sal Hepatica, a
Bristol-Myers product, in the medium or sixty-cents size at thirty-nine cents.   Again on
March 18, 1938, the store advertised Bristol-Myers’ Ingrams Milkweed Cream in the large
or $1.00 size for seventy-four cents, in violation of the minimum resale price of seventy-
nine cents.  Since Doc refused to stop advertising those items for sale, Bristol-Myers asked
for a temporary injunction to restrain Doc from advertising, offering for sale or selling any
commodities listed in the suit, claiming it would cause injury to other retailers in St.
Petersburg, as well as the company itself.13

Doc and his attorney, William S. Fielding, answered the bill for injunction with a
motion to dismiss, claiming the Fair Trade law was unconstitutional.  The motion to dismiss
cited twenty-seven different reasons for the dismissal, including that Chapter 18395
violated Article III, Section 16 of the Florida Constitution which required the subject of a law
to be stated in the title, and Section 17 of the Declaration of Rights of the Constitution of
Florida, which prohibited laws which impaired the obligation of contracts.  The other twenty-
five claims revolved around the argument that Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company never
entered into a contract with Bristol-Myers, as well as the constitutionality of price-fixing.
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Fielding finally charged that the Fair Trade law was an attempt on the part of legislators to
delegate its legislative authority to private individuals.14

Judge Hobson denied the temporary injunction.  Basing his opinion on points one
and two in Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company’s dismissal suit, Judge Hobson referred to the
“use of voluntary contract,” stating that the “said act would affect only those who entered
into voluntary contracts.”  Further, Hobson found that Chapter 18395 violated the
Constitution of Florida in that “the title does not empress briefly or otherwise the contents
of section 6 of said act in so far as same applies to any person who has not entered into
a voluntary contract.”15  In short, although section 6 of the act purported to bind even those
merchants who had not signed a contract, because this provision was not referenced in the
title of the act, it was unenforceable.  

Doc had won, but the case was far from over.  Bristol-Myers decided to appeal the
case to the Florida Supreme Court.16  Arguing that the circuit court had found all but one
section of the Fair Trade Act valid, Givens felt confident that the higher court would uphold
the Fair Trade Act.  The Florida Supreme Court heard the case on April 14, 1939.  With
Justice Armstead Brown writing the opinion, the court upheld the lower court’s decision,
stating: “The significance of the word ‘voluntary’ is well understood by the average man,
be he legislator or plain citizen.  Such a person reading the title of the act, would conclude
that it applied only to those retailers who entered into voluntary contract with trade-mark
owners.”   The Court held that the title of the act made it unconstitutional.  Justices William
G. Terrell, James B. Whitefield, Rivers H. Buford, Roy H. Chapman and Elwyn Thomas
concurred in the opinion.17   

Doc had won his first major battle against a major corporation and the Florida Fair
Trade Act and could continue to sell products for whatever price he wished.  However, the
Florida Legislature was quick to fight back.  Believing that the “fair trade” concept was valid,
on May 23, 1939, the Florida House of Representatives and Senate passed another Fair
Trade Act, correcting the erroneous title from the 1937 act.18  This act stood for ten years
until 1949.  During this time, Doc continued to sell Bristol-Myers products but never signed
a contract for selling at the suggested price, allowing him to keep his price cutting practices.
Due to Webb’s Cut Rate extensive sales, Bristol-Myers also continued selling their products
to Doc, despite his refusal to sign.   This did not mean that Doc stopped fighting.

Just a few years later, in 1941, Doc found himself in court again, as the plaintiff.  The
goal once more was to end price-fixing; this time by the Beverage (Liquor) Department of
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Florida.  Doc decided to test the newest “price-fixing” law passed by the Florida legislature
in 1941.  Senate Bill No. 395 was enacted into law as Chapter 21001, which read in part:

Section 2.  Fair Trade contracts, Minimum Resale Prices, provision,
Concerning.  No distiller, rectifier, blender, distributor or vendor, or anyone
for them, who holds a license in this state to sell intoxicating liquors...which
bears a trade mark, brand, label or name of the producer...shall offer any
intoxicating liquors for sale in this state in any manner or at all without
complying with the provision of this Act.  (a) All sales from license, licensed
to distribute intoxicating liquors to licensed vendors, a minimum mark-up
resale price for said licensed vendor of not less than forty (40%) percent. (c)
Any licensee under the Beverage Act who shall offer to purchase or
purchase, offer to sell or sell any intoxicating liquors for a price less than the
minimum mark-up resale price herein provided, shall be subject to the
penalties hereinafter prescribed.19  

This above section of the law was especially offensive to Doc, who claimed it “denies and
deprives the plaintiff of its right as a citizen to freely make and enter into contracts.”  In
sum, distributors would not sell intoxicating liquors to retailers who did not comply with the
new provision.   Further, the retailer could lose his license and be criminally liable for a
violation of the law.  Doc requested a temporary injunction against E. W. Scarborough, the
director of the Beverage Department of Florida, so that Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company
could continue to sell alcohol at cut rate prices.  Doc also asked for a permanent injunction
for the future sales of liquor from his store.20   The local circuit judge, T. Frank Hobson ruled
in favor of Doc and restrained Scarborough and any agent of the Beverage Department of
Florida from interfering with Webb’s City’s acquisition or purchase of liquors or to hinder
with any sale he might enter into.21 Scarborough appealed to the Florida Supreme Court.
On March 27, 1942, the Florida Supreme Court found in favor of Scarborough stating that
the issue was not a price fixing act.  With an unusual rehearing of the case on June 23,
1942, the Florida Supreme Court ruled in favor of Doc and his store.22

Doc fought price fixing again in January 1943, this time against the Barbers’ Sanitary
Commission.  Chapter 20425, Laws of Florida, 1941, authorized the Barbers’ Sanitary
Commission to prescribe and enforce rules and regulations fixing minimum prices to be
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charged for barber services and the hours within which barber shops could be operated.23

With this authority, the Commission scheduled a set of minimum prices to be charged by
the barbers of Pinellas County and opening and closing hours therein.  Again Doc argued
against organizations that could set prices and hours for his barbershops.  Bringing suit
against the Commission, under the name of J. Oscar Robbins, the local court found for Doc
and his Cut Rate Drug Company.  Robbins, in turn, appealed to the Florida Supreme Court
but the court upheld the lower court’s opinion.  The court stated that the act which
“authoriz[ed] the Barber’s Sanitary commission to fix minimum prices and establish hours
for barber shops without giving notice to the public of hearing is invalid.”  The opinion,
written by Justice Terrell, stated: “This Court and the Supreme Court of the United States
have repeatedly held that the public is vitally interested in all regulation of administrative
boards fixing prices for services or commodities and that such notice and hearing must be
given the public in strict compliance with the law.”24  Yet another win for Doc and his fight
against price-fixing.

The 1930s also found Doc and his store fighting against a sister law to the Fair
Trade act, the “Loss Leader” bill.  Proposed on April 23, 1937, by Senators Henry C.
Tillman of Tampa and Fred L. Touchton of Dade City, the Florida Loss Leader bill
prohibited retail merchants from selling any article for less than cost, plus six percent for
overhead costs.  The bill was aimed at what the sponsors called “the vicious loss leader
practice” by which merchants sell a few articles for less than cost in order to get customers
into their stores.  It was also aimed at “those merchants who sell damaged or deteriorated
merchandise for less money as though it were new and undamaged goods.”  Violations of
the proposed law would include a five to fifty dollar fine for first offenders, a fifty to five
hundred dollar fine for second offenders, and a maximum fine of five hundred dollars for
third time offenders, as well as a revocation of their licenses to do business.25   While the
bill was defeated, it was brought up again in the 1949 session of the Florida Legislature.
Doc called the backers of this bill “two-faced operators,” who “hollered their heads off
during the war years fighting against controls when merchandise was short and the public
was defenseless.  The government had to step in then to prevent them from gouging John
Q. Public.  Now when the public is beginning to have its inning...they are yelping for laws
that will protect them.”  Doc argued the bill, “the most vicious ever proposed in this state,”
would force many progressive merchants throughout the state to raise their prices on items
that contributed to a lower cost of living in Florida.26   

In 1952, the Florida Legislature revisited the bill.  Again it failed.  That same year,
the U.S. House of Representatives reconsidered a similar law, along with a National Fair



27
St. Petersburg Times, 7 February,  9 May 1952.

28
St. Petersburg Times, 23 June 1953.

29
See Chapter 3.

30
St. Petersburg Times, 30 April 1948.

31
St. Petersburg Times, 30 March 1948, 7 April 1948, 19 April 1948.

32
St. Petersburg Times, 30 April 1948.

82

Trade act.  Doc did everything in his power to stop the bill and he succeeded.27  Like a bad
penny, the bill was looked at again in 1953, under the name “Fair Sales.”  Unlike its
predecessors, this “Fair Sales” bill passed the Florida House and was favorably reported
by a Senate committee.  Eventually the bill was shelved, but Doc feared it would be brought
up in every Florida Legislative session until it passed.  In the St. Petersburg Times, Doc
lamented that the bill should not be known as “fair sales,” instead its name should be closer
to “guaranteed profit for merchants.”28  The “Loss Leader” or “Fair Sales” bill never passed
the Florida Legislature.

Throughout the battle against the “Loss Leader,” Doc continued his fight against Fair
Trade laws.  In 1948, Doc once again found himself in court over price-fixing laws, this time
concerning a law that authorized the setting of minimum prices for liquor.  In March 1948,
Continental Distilling Corporation, a firm from Delaware, restrained Liquor Stores, Inc., of
Tampa from selling their products below a minimum price.  While Doc and his business did
not have any affiliations with the Tampa store, Doc wished to join the fight, citing his
background in Fair Trade court battles.  Doc asked, and was allowed, to be a defendant
in the case in view of several similar cases in which he was currently involved.  Webb’s City
was at this time under a temporary injunction in Federal Court for alleged violations of the
Fair Trade act, including seven charges from liquor distillers and one count from a drug
manufacturer.  What made this defense even more significant, is that Doc and Webb’s City,
since May 1948, had stopped selling liquor and had no intention of reopening this product
line.29  Regardless, Doc wanted to join in the fight against Fair Trade at any level.
Eloquently stating that he did not give a “darn” at what price whisky is sold, Doc argued,
“If they [Fair Trade laws and their supporters] aren’t stopped soon the first thing you know
the price of all groceries will be set by big business.”30

During the 1948 Tampa Circuit Court case, Doc’s attorney, Pat Whitaker, called the
Fair Trade act a “kind of socialistic leveling,” and charged that there was currently a
monopoly in liquor sales in the country.  Whitaker argued that only a few distilling firms
controlled 80-90% of all liquor sold in the United States.  Thus, Whitaker reasoned, these
“parent” firms were banding together to set liquor prices.31  To counter these claims, the
Florida State Pharmaceutical Association and the National Association of Retail Druggists
(NARD), both long time supporters of the Fair Trade Act, made an official statement in the
St. Petersburg Times, through the executive-secretary of the NARD, John W. Dargavel,
who claimed a “national conspiracy to destroy the [Fair Trade] act exists.”32  In the same
article, Doc retorted, “if there is any conspiring being done its being done by the big
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manufacturers and against the public.  Big, rich national manufacturers are always yelling
for government to stay out of business...on the other hand they ask for the so-called Fair
Trade act.”33  The case was lost by Doc and Liquor Store, Inc., in the Tampa Circuit Court
because of the existing Fair Trade act in Florida.  However, they quickly appealed to the
Florida Supreme Court.

The Florida Supreme Court decided the case Liquor Store, Inc., et al. v. Continental
Distilling Corporation, on April 5, 1949.  With Chief Justice Alto Adams writing the opinion,
the court found for Liquor Store, Inc., and Webb’s City.  In a concurring opinion, Justice
Hobson wrote,

It is my view that legislation of the type under consideration here (where is
essentially price fixing of the worse character, i.e. the fixing of a minimum
price floor as distinguished from a maximum price ceiling without a yardstick
for the establishment of such minimum price or any provision for public notice
or hearing) may be valid but it is so only when emergencies which threaten
the general welfare require its enactment.34

The court found the 1939 Florida Fair Trade act to be unconstitutional.  Doc had won.  He
had defeated the 1937 act with the Bristol-Myers case, and now, after a ten year fight, he
had conquered the 1939 act.  The St. Petersburg Times heralded the court’s decision as
the “biggest victory in Webb’s 15-year campaign against ‘Fair Trade.’”35

With the defeat of the Fair Trade Act, uncertainty reigned.  Would small
businessmen go bankrupt under intense competition as supporters of the act promised, or
would free enterprise reign, as Doc believed?  While Doc and his supporters had always
argued that “Fair Trade” was a euphemism for “socialism,” his opponents argued the
opposite.  Fair Trade, they affirmed, prevented price wars and the bankruptcy of little
merchants who could not compete with big corporations in temporary price-slashings.36

The month after the court’s ruling, Doc commented, “everybody said there would
immediately be a price war all over the state.  This has not and never will develop.”  He
pleaded with the people of Florida to write their representatives, stating their views on price
fixing laws, because, “unless a stop is made right now, there will be untold numbers of
these bills in the future.”37  Doc claimed that the idea that small merchants would go under
because of the massive price-slashings of larger stores was ridiculous and that if a
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merchant, large or small, cannot drop the price on his own merchandise when he needs
to get rid of it, “there is no point to building a better mouse trap.”38

His victory was sweetened by the 1951 United States Supreme Court decision which
weakened Fair Trade laws in the United States, by limiting them to only those who signed
contracts with manufacturers, as in the Bristol-Myers suit of 1939.39  Reporting to the St.
Petersburg Times after an eight-week long trip through thirty states, Doc declared that the
Supreme Court interpretation of the federal Fair-Trade Act was like a “shot in the arm for
free enterprise.”  He also assured the readers of the Times that prices on goods had gone
down; citing the drop in cosmetics prices by twenty percent and drugs by about fifteen
percent.40  The victory, however, was short-lived.  By 1952, the federal government was
attempting to pass a Fair Trade bill which would “put the teeth back in the price agreement
laws” weakened by the Supreme Court just a year before.41  This bill, sponsored by Rep.
McGuire, a Connecticut Democrat, permitted the Fair Trade laws of forty five states to be
enforced against non-signers of pricing agreements between retailers and distributors or
manufacturers, as well as signers.42  McGuire’s bill was Doc’s worst nightmare.  

In March of that year, Doc paid for a full page advertisement in the St. Petersburg
Times, called, “An Open Letter to the American People: Do You Want Congress to Pass
a Law Which Would Increase Consumer Living by $2 Billion a Year?”  Within, he made
reference to several advertisements in Washington, D.C., papers which supported the
passage of the national “Fair Trade” bill.   Divulging that these advertisements were
sponsored and paid for by large-scale manufacturers including McKesson and Robbins,
Inc., Parke Davis and Co., Eli Lilly and Co., Abbott Laboratories and the Upjohn Company,
all large manufacturers of pharmaceuticals, and the National Association of Chain Drug
Stores, Doc asked how Fair Trade would help small business.  Playing on Cold War fears
rampant in the 1950s, Doc concluded that these proponents of “Fair Trade” were using the
“‘Big Lie’ tactics of the Nazis and the Communists of continually repeating preposterous
arguments in the expectation that the people will finally come to believe them.”  In his
advertisement, Doc listed the four common arguments for the passage of the Fair Trade
bill: 1) Fair Trade would promote, rather than injure, competition; 2) It would result in lower
prices to the consumer; 3) It must be desirable if it is on the books of 45 states; 4) Fair
Trade is a small business measure.  To each of these arguments Doc countered
extensively with his own opinions, filling an entire page of the newspaper.43 

Doc’s fight against Fair Trade also extended outside of the local arena.  In March
1952, Doc testified before the United States House Interstate and Foreign Commerce



44
St. Petersburg Times, 1 March 1952.

45
Washington Post, 1 March 1952;  St. Petersburg Times, 1 March 1952.

46
Ibid.

47
Washington Post, 18 March 1952; St. Petersburg Times, 19 March 1952.

48
Washington Post, 18 March 1952.

85

Subcommittee and the House Judiciary Subcommittee, which were the two groups studying
the legislation and considering the Fair Trade Bill.  Doc lamented that “manufacturers are
guaranteed the right under the Robinson-Patman Act to sell for less where it costs them
less to sell.  The retailer should have the same right as the manufacturers.  We retailers
who can sell at less than prices manufacturers set,  because we sell in quantity, should
have the same guarantee.”  Secretary of Commerce, Charles Sawyer, also submitted a
statement to the committees in favor of the Fair Trade Bill, asserting that small businesses
wanted the bill and most businessmen were behind the legislation.44  Astonished that a
cabinet member could be so misled, Doc turned to the Washington Post.  In a full page
advertisement, costing $1,359.60, Doc wrote an open letter to President Harry Truman.
In his letter, Doc declared: “this is the first time in history, to my knowledge, that a Cabinet
member of the United States has publically advocated the abolition of competition and the
substitution therefore of the unrestricted rule of private monopoly.”  Doc further claimed
bewilderment “over the confusion that has arisen in your own administration” citing that
Attorney General J. Howard McGrath, as well as the Federal Trade Commission, were
opposed to “Fair Trade.”45  

On the same day, Webb’s City, and eight other leading independent merchants of
Florida, ran an advertisement against the Fair Trade bill.46  On March 19, eight national
associations, representing 1.5 million retailers, countered Doc by issuing their own open
letter to the President in the Washington Post.  Branding Doc as a “pseudo-champion of
the consumer,” they supported the national Fair Trade Bill.  The advertisement was signed
by some of the largest national associations in the country, including: the National
Association of Tobacco Distributors, the National Wholesale Druggists Association, and the
U.S. Wholesale Grocers Association.47  This did not discourage Doc.  He reprinted his
advertisement found in the March 15 issue of the St. Petersburg Times in the Washington
Post on May 8, listing the same supporting arguments and his extensive counter-
arguments.  He followed with a letter to the editor in which he documented at some length
his contention that Fair Trade results in higher prices to the consumer.  The letter went on
to say that “the average fair trade prices are set up for a retail mark-up of approximately
33.3 to 50%.  Our retail store can make a liberal net profit with an 8-18% [markup.]”48  

In July 1952, the United States House and Senate passed the Fair Trade Bill.  Doc
made one last appeal in the St. Petersburg Times: “The Fair Trade Bill now sits on
President Truman’s desk.  Since the same Fair Trade law was thrown out by our own state
and the U.S. Supreme Court several years ago, there have been many millions of dollars
spent in Washington for its re-enactment.  Your Senators, Holland and Smathers recently
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voted for this so called Fair Trade Bill.... If this law is signed by the President, it will, in my
opinion cost the people of this state well over one hundred million dollars annually.”49  His
appeal was in vain.  The bill passed into law and remained until 1957, when the United
States Supreme Court once again declared it unconstitutional.50  

In 1958, a United States Senate subcommittee held hearings on three bills to nullify
the Supreme Court’s decisions of 1951 and 1957, which struck down the Fair Trade laws.
Leading the drive, was Senator Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota.  While the legislation failed
to pass, it was resurrected in 1963 under a new name, the “Quality Stabilization Act.”51  Doc
made two appeals to the subcommittee through the Washington Post.  The first appeared
on August 8:

Yes Mr. Senator and Mr. Representative, if the Quality Stabilization Act now
before congress is passed, the American public will pay not millions but
billions more for thousands of vitally necessary everyday needs.  Listed
below are just a few comparisons of manufacturers’ suggested prices (which
under the Quality Stabilization Act you will be forced to pay) and prices
currently charged at Webb’s.52

The second was printed on August 20:

Attention Mr. Senator and Mr. Representative: Millions of Americans will
mourn the death of free enterprise in case the “quality stabilization act” now
before Congress is passed.  As introduced this act will allow every
manufacturer to fix the retail price of everything the American public wears,
eats or uses, which is sold as brand name merchandise.  Some prices of
everyday necessities will just about double.  Let’s not promote the interest of
retail merchants at the expense of one hundred, eighty-five million other
Americans.53

The Senate subcommittee defeated the “Quality Stabilization Act.”  This was a source of
much pride for Doc.  He claimed that, “the fact that such [price-fixing] laws no longer exist
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at state or national levels is due greatly to Webb’s City’s fight through the highest state and
federal courts for many years.”54

Coinciding with his fight on Capitol hill, Doc fought against price-fixing laws at home
against his old adversaries, the Pinellas County barbers.  During September 1964, Doc was
involved in a dispute with members of the AFL-CIO Barbers Union over the price of
haircuts.  As previously mentioned, Doc was successful in stopping a price-fixing attempt
by Pinellas County barbers in 1943.  On September 2, 1964, the barbers voted to renew
the campaign to set haircut prices at $1.50, challenging Webb’s City’s price of seventy-five
cents.   This time one of their stated goals was to  “make a concerted effort to get Webb’s
City to cooperate with us.”55  Once again Webb’s City refused.  The union countered with
the threat to organize Webb’s City’s barbers, and set up union sanctions against the store.
Doc still refused to meet with union representatives stating, “we have always believed the
unions to be against price fixing and for free enterprise and are surprised at this sudden
attempt by a group of barbers to fix a price on haircuts.”56  Doc continued, “we have been
besieged by customers who don’t want us to raise haircut prices and who are
congratulating us on our stand against price fixing.”57  Doc never did meet with union
representatives and did not raise his haircut prices.58  Surprisingly, there was no picketing
or injunctions, and the matter died.

Since the enactment of the Fair Trade acts, Doc consistently refused to sign
contracts with manufacturers to avoid having to comply with the recommended retail prices
they had set.  This practice was not always effective, however, since it limited the types of
products he could obtain.  In 1967, Doc fought his last fight against price-fixing laws.  He
filed a suit against both Olin Mathieson Chemical Corporation of New York (who
manufactured Winchester firearms) and Remington Arms Company, Bridgeport,
Connecticut.  Both corporations had initiated a policy in 1963 under which their weapons
had to be sold at a specified price.  If the distributing store sold the guns at a lower price,
the firms would be able to halt the store’s supply of their goods.  Doc filed suit claiming the
businesses created an “unlawful conspiracy” which damaged Webb’s City’s business and
he demanded monetary damages in excess of $10,000 in each case.59   The case was
dismissed on the basis that Florida had upheld the constitutionality of its Fair Trade law.
In 1968, Doc appealed to the Federal Appellant Court.  Recognizing  firearms dealers, like
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Webb’s City,  were not permitted to purchase products for resale from Remington unless
they signed a Remington Firearms Fair Trade Agreement, which bound them to sell at
minimum prices, the appellant court determined that Webb’s City was not entitled to bring
an anti-trust action against the manufacturer and found for the appellee.60  

This was a critical defeat for Doc and Webb’s City.  Doc had lost on the very thing
he had relied on in previous legal battles, the non-signer provisions.  He launched one last
attack against price-fixing on guns against Knight and Wall, Tampa gun wholesalers who
sold the Remington shotguns to Webb’s City.  Filing in Hillsborough County, Doc asked that
non-signers provision be declared, “void, unconstitutional, ineffective and without force of
law.”  Once more, the case was dismissed.61 

Florida repealed the Florida Fair Trade Act in 1975.  During a consideration of the
repeal, the United States House Commerce Committee staff found that certain goods were
twenty-seven percent higher in Fair Trade states than in states without such a law.  When
the act was repealed, prices did indeed drop and many local consumers were pleased that
the act, which Doc once called, “the most vicious ever proposed in this state,” was finally
abolished.62  Two years after the sale of his store, it seemed that Doc had finally won the
war.

Fair Trade laws and price-fixing legal battles were not the only public battles Doc
fought.  Along with his contemporaries, like Eli Witt, a Tampa cigar magnate, and Nelson
Poynter, owner and editor of the St. Petersburg Times, Doc was concerned with the
consideration of a state sales tax by the Florida Legislature in 1939. Doc began publicly
opposing the proposed tax plan in his advertisements in the St. Petersburg Times and the
Evening Independent.63  Doc argued that the state sales tax would hurt the poor, limiting
their purchasing ability, and that the tax would damage the Florida tourist economy, and
consequently his business.  His first public speech against the proposed Florida sales tax
was in Miami before the Florida Taxpayers’ Association on February 10, 1946, and was
reported on both Associated Press and United Press wires.  His speech became the
subject of an editorial in the Miami Herald, entitled, “A Businessman’s Slant.”  The Herald’s
editorial remarked: “Webb’s drug store in the west coast city is a monument to his
dynamism and has won for him national recognition as a business developer.  Webb thinks
that the little man has so much extracted from his pay envelope before he even gets it that
he can’t possibly stand any more draining and survive economically.”64  The next year, he
was the subject of another article in the Miami Herald under the title, “Webb, Here on
Holiday, Keeps Hitting Sales Tax.”   The Herald reported, “next to rest and quiet, Webb
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probably dislikes the thought of a sales tax more than anything else in the world.  As the
leader of the Taxpayers Association of Florida, he is constantly on the alert against such
a tax.  And he is sure the next legislature will try to enact such a levy.”  Doc himself stated,

Florida is becoming a retailer’s paradise, if it is not cursed by a sales tax.  We
are making all the other states third-raters in comparison with promoting new
business.  In a 10,000 mile tour, just completed, I could find no state with
anything comparable to offer the buying public in attractive stores, good
merchandise and pleasant shopping conditions.  All this building, all these
improvements, will pay off huge dividends if the legislature doesn’t strangle
the whole program with a sales tax.  Visitors to Florida must be kept in a
good buying mood and not harassed with nuisance taxes and objectionable
features that arrest sales.  A visitor kept in a happy buying mood will spend
more for luxuries in a month down here than he will spend back home in the
other eleven months of the year –if we keep him in that mood.  A general
sales tax of three percent would cost the average man’s family $75 a year.
A state sales tax would reduce sales of some commodities as much as fifty
percent.  The merchants and public should be on their guard to head off a
sales tax at this coming legislative session.65

The Tampa Morning Tribune seemed to agree.  It argued that Florida lawmakers should
listen to Doc, “because of his high place in the retail world, his words are entitled to
thoughtful consideration.  Florida should do nothing that would, in any way, operate against
the state’s commercial progress.  It should do nothing to antagonize visitors to the state.
The general sentiment is that a state sales tax would do all these harmful things.”66  

Fearful that the 1947 Florida Legislature would pass a sales tax in its last days in
order to raise money to meet its multi-million dollar appropriations, Doc led a delegation of
about 150 merchants and 100 taxpayer association members to Tallahassee.  He issued
a statement claiming that he had been told by leading legislators that no new taxes were
needed and that the state could meet its financial problems by using some of its surplus
and tightening up on its operations. Doc believed the delegation was necessary because,
“Florida is burdened with a prohibitory amendment against a state income tax, now used
by 35 states because it takes from the rich in proportion to the poor, while a sales tax
becomes nothing but a poor man’s income tax by which wealthy property owners shift their
own taxes.”67  The delegation was successful.  The Florida Legislature decided to postpone
the issue and discuss it at a future date.  

The future was not far off.  On May 31, 1947, Senator Evans Crary of Stuart
proposed a new taxation program to help the economic stability of the state.  The program
included a three percent gross receipts tax to be paid by hotels and amusements places,
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as well as a sales tax of three percent to be passed on to the consumer.68  In a speech
made to the Florida Taxpayers’ Association two days later, Doc disagreed with Crary’s
plan, citing other Florida Legislators’ remarks, including Jerry Collins of Sarasota, that new
taxation was not needed to help the economy:  “we aren’t convinced more taxes are
needed but if they are they should be placed on liquor and gambling.... Let’s not put a tax
that will hit at children or at the necessities the poor man has to buy.”69

In early 1948, Doc proposed a replacement for the state sales tax, a state income
tax.    Convinced that a state income tax would be the only fair tax on the people in Florida,
Doc wrote a letter to the people in the St. Petersburg Times illustrating his views, “I suggest
the influential groups effect a referendum that would permit the people to vote their
sentiments on a change of the state Constitution which would enable them to vote their
preference between a state sales tax, which taxes the little fellow, or a state income tax,
which taxes those who have the most.  This would be far more fair.”70  In an accompanying
note, the St. Petersburg Times editor agreed, as well as fourteen state legislators that Doc
listed in his letter.71

The Senate defeated the sales tax, nicknamed the “Warren Tax” after Governor
Fuller Warren, in 1948, but it was reintroduced in 1949.  In response, Doc bought a full
page advertisement in the Tallahassee Democrat to oppose the proposed three percent
sales tax.  He then had copies of the advertisement distributed to each member of the
House.  In the advertisement, he cautioned the members of the House:   “the people of the
state of Florida are extremely conscious of the pledges made by legislators when running
for office  –and principally the pledges that they would vote against any form of a poor
man’s tax –state sales tax.... Your voters will never be given a chance to forget!  And your
opponents in the next election will make good use of your sales tax vote.”72

The state sales tax passed in September 1949.  In an interview with the St.
Petersburg Times, Doc accepted the passage of the law, stating, “now that the tax bill has
been passed Webb’s City will do everything within its power to follow the letter of the law.”
However, Doc believed that a “grave injury” had been done and the Democrats could
“expect more party opposition in the future.”73   He encouraged this by printing the names
of those legislators who voted both for and against the bill in the St. Petersburg Times.74
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Doc continued to fight state sales tax, or any expansion of the tax, for the next
twenty years.  He spoke openly about the detriments of the sales tax on tourism and sales
to the St. Petersburg Times and other economic associations throughout the years.  He
was forefront in the fight against the expansion of the sales tax to groceries in 1951, and
again to clothing in 1957.75  Many have wondered why Doc Webb would be a traitor to his
class, a million-dollar merchant, who would rather pay a state income tax than a sales tax.
To this Doc answered, “I [would] definitely be one of the largest contributors to an income
tax.  But I would rather be taxed...and have the fun making the money than have a sales
tax which hurts the public’s purchasing power and legislates me out of the privilege of
competing and making the money.”76  It is evident that Doc was not concerned with
personal wealth since he would pay more with an income tax than a state sales tax.  

With the deplorable ideas of price-fixing and sales tax, Doc held the position that any
retailer should be permitted to advertise prescription drug prices, along with any other
goods they wish to sell.  On August 27, 1958, the Florida Board of Pharmacy, acting under
the authority of Florida Statutes, Chapter 465, passed the following rule:

Rule2: Illegal Advertising:  From and after September 15, 1958, no person
licensed as a pharmacist, and no person who owns a retail drug
establishment, shall advertise the name or price of tranquilizing drugs or
antibiotics or other drugs which can be purchased and dispensed only by
means of a prescription from a physician.  Any person, firm or corporation
violating this rule, may be cited to show cause why his or her pharmacy
license should not be suspended or revoked....77

Doc, on two occasions, May 31, 1961, and June 13, 1961, violated this rule by advertising
prescription drugs in the St. Petersburg Times.78  On June 20, 1961, the Florida Board of
Pharmacy filed a complaint against Webb’s City asking for a temporary, and eventually
permanent injunction, against the store.  

Webb’s City replied on July 10, 1961, acknowledging that the prescription products
were advertised in the St. Petersburg Times, but arguing that the rule itself was an attempt
at price-fixing and a tool to maintain minimum pricing recommended by the Florida State
Pharmaceutical Association.  Doc also maintained that the rule was unconstitutional in that
it deprived his store, as well as other retailer stores of, “its property without due process,
in violation of Section 12 of the Declaration of Rights of the Florida Constitution, and the
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14th Amendment of the Constitution of the United States.”79  The judge found in favor of
Webb’s City and the case was dismissed in appeal.80  

On July 1, 1967, the restriction on advertising was incorporated into the Florida
Statutes and passed into law.81  This new law provided that no retail establishment could
advertise the sale of any drugs which required a prescription.82  This law reiterated that the
Florida Board of Pharmacy could revoke or suspend the permit of any store which violated
the law.  The law was intended to improve public safety.  H. F. Bevis, Secretary of the
Florida Board of Pharmacy, emphasized that the new law was a result of their worries
about the misuse of drugs.  He argued that when drugs were advertised, people felt the
need to acquire them,  which put doctors in an unfavorable position.  Bevis also contended
that the law would keep drug advertisements from being placed in front of the “young
people.”83   In October 1967, Doc challenged the new law in Circuit Court.  The suit asked
the court to declare the rule unconstitutional on the grounds that it constituted a “restraint
of trade competition and free enterprise.”84 

To demonstrate his point, Webb’s City cited a 1967 American Medical Association
study which showed drug prices varying between a 100 and 1,200 percent markup.  Jack
Holley, the vice-president for Webb’s City, stated that Webb’s City’s concern was for “those
tens of thousands of persons with chronic illnesses who require continuous use of so-called
maintenance medication...how are these persons to know where they can buy drugs at
reasonable prices?”85  Webb’s City also used a report filed in August 1968, by the United
States Department of Health, Education and Welfare task force, which found a need for
patients to be aware of how much a drug cost.86 

Many people in St. Petersburg agreed that the drug law lacked substance.  In an
editorial published on October 23, 1967, the St. Petersburg Times argued: “The ludicrous
justification offered by the Florida Board of Pharmacy for the new state ban on prescription
drug advertising heightens suspicion it had one purpose –to fix prices.”  It went on to state
that the excuse that the advertisements put doctors in a bad position was, “patent
foolishness.  Physicians possess sufficient character to prescribe the medicines they
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consider proper for the patient’s illness, or explain why some advertised drug isn’t suitable.”
The editorial concluded that Doc had an “accurate assessment” that the law was a price-
fixing order.87  Further, the St. Petersburg Times reported that the case elicited a large
response from individuals asking if they could help with the suit.  Likewise, Doc described
an increase in the pharmacy sales in weeks since the suit was filed.  Doc believed that it
was his duty to challenge the law and he insisted that he would continue to advertise
prescription drugs and their prices until the court decision.88  

The case went to trial on January 25, 1968.  After a month of deliberation, Circuit
Judge William Patterson found for Webb’s City.  Patterson’s opinion held that the provision
of the retail drug law which prohibited the advertisement of “any drugs which require a
prescription” was invalid, however the other portion of the law which involved narcotics, and
other hypnotic drugs would remain intact.89   The case was appealed by the Florida Board
of Pharmacy to the Florida Supreme Court, who decided the case on February 26, 1969.
The Supreme Court upheld Judge Patterson’s decision and the provision was declared null
and void.90  Both the St. Petersburg Time and the Evening Independent reported the win.
Lauding it was “the first time a high court had thrown out this kind of law,” the St.
Petersburg Times went on to report that 49 of the 50 states had this type of law, Ohio being
the exception, and now Florida had taken a determined stand against price-fixing.91 

Once again Doc had achieved victory.  Both Doc and Holley hoped that the Florida
Supreme Court decision would lead to lower drug prices in all states.   Tom Kiernan, the
lawyer for Webb’s City in the Florida Pharmacy case, told the St. Petersburg Times that he
had been asked by law firms in other states for advice about overturning their drug laws.
Kiernan also spoke of bringing the matter to the attention of the United States Department
of Justice.92  For Doc this fight was for one reason only, to promote competition and Fair
Trade, and for this, he was vindicated.

Whether his fight was with Fair Trade laws, sales tax or advertising, Doc was praised
by many for his efforts.  Every article written about Doc Webb or Webb’s City mentioned
his struggle for free and fair competition.  One of his unfailing supporters was the St.
Petersburg Times.  At a dinner in Doc’s honor, Nelson Poynter, owner and editor of the
Times, stated, “You [Doc] have never beefed about competition.  You love it, and St.
Petersburg and Florida are the better because of you.  I have admired and supported your
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monumental fight to keep prices competitive and free enterprise free.”93  Other editors felt
the same.  One editorial sums up the support Doc had from the Times:

In a nation full of businessmen who proudly proclaim their devotion to free
enterprise, here is one who really means it.  The fight Doc Webb has made
year in and year out, against the so-called “Fair Trade” laws, is not only
typical of this extraordinary merchant.  In the long run this may be his
greatest contribution to the maintenance of the nation’s free enterprise
system.  In this inflationary age, when “administered prices” have largely
supplanted the free market, the fact that a merchant can be as fiercely
independent and competitive –and as hugely successful as Doc Webb –is a
real contribution to our economic liberty and social structure.94

Likewise, historian Walter P. Fuller and author Tom Mahoney, supported Doc’s efforts at
free enterprise and competition.  In his book, The Great Merchants, Mahoney lists Doc’s
legal successes from 1939 to 1963, as one of the key components which made him a
“great merchant.”95

“More than any one thing this country of ours needs today is a clearly defined
national law to protect both the public’s and manufacturer’s interest... to tell manufacturers
and producers to what extent they can own and control their product.”96  These were words
that Doc Webb lived by.  Doc was driven by his need for fair and incessant competition.
From 1939 to 1969, at the personal cost of over $250,000, Doc’s name and store were
synonymous with the fight for free enterprise and competition, and Doc considered this fight
the greatest achievement of his life.97

This chapter has dealt primarily with Doc’s court battles against manufacturers or
legislation.  Doc Webb’s largest court battle, which rose to the United States’ Supreme
Court, was not over Fair Trade or loss leaders, but with the very people who supported and
maintained his business, the black community of St. Petersburg.
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CHAPTER SIX

THE OTHER SIDE OF THE CITY

St. Petersburg, Florida, has historically been seen as the city of dreams, the city of
green benches, and paradise on earth.  Promotional literature abounds for St. Petersburg,
detailing how “everyone has access to everything that is needed to succeed and enjoy life
as its best.”  But, how did the Chamber of Commerce define “everyone?”  What about the
African Americans who lived on the edge of the city of dreams, in what historian Raymond
Arsenault called, “the city within a city?”1

Before Raymond Arsenault’s book, St. Petersburg and the Florida Dream, the history
of African-Americans in St. Petersburg was largely ignored.  The first portrait of St.
Petersburg in 1924, Karl Grismer’s, History of St. Petersburg: Historical and Biographical,
mentioned blacks only once, stating simply, “Negroes also began coming in.”2  In 1929, W.
L. Straub, editor of the St. Petersburg Times, wrote the book, The History of Pinellas
County, in which blacks were never mentioned.  St. Petersburg histories continued to
ignore the black population until Grismer wrote his second book, The Story of St.
Petersburg: The History of Lower Pinellas Peninsula and the Sunshine City in 1948.  In this
account, blacks are represented in the following passages: 

The only barber was a big Negro who carved you at 15 cents per head and
then rubbed turpentine into the cuts to stop the flow of blood.3

Chief of police J.J. Mitchell was murdered by a Negro whom he had arrested
on Christmas day, 1905.  A crowd quickly gathered, surrounded the jail – and
a few minutes later, the Negro was killed, just how and by whom was never
revealed.4
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The federal government through the United States Housing Authority,
financed the development of Jordan Park, low-cost Negro housing project,
which cost approximately $1,600,000.5

In 1972, historian Walter P. Fuller in his book, St. Petersburg and Its People, discussed
blacks in certain sections.  While his inclusion of blacks in any capacity is admirable, Fuller
dismisses the first blacks in St. Petersburg in one sentence:  “Under the flag of the US a
slave never lived in St. Petersburg.  The first Negro couple to live here were born slaves
but settled on Tangerine Avenue as free people.”6   Fuller made the pertinent point that Doc
Webb had the audacity to build his empire of Webb’s City in the “Negro” area.  Fuller finally
summed up the black community as a whole with the following quote: 

Negro churches in St. Petersburg have been adequate in quantity and
generally of high quality.  This is due to the fact that the St. Petersburg Negro
population has been of distinctly higher educational level and more traveled
and sophisticated on average than their race throughout Florida and the
south.  While their income level has been steeply below the average for St.
Petersburg whites, it has been above the Southern level for Negroes.7

In 1973, Hampton Dunn, in his Yesterday’s St. Petersburg, reverted to the standard of
never mentioning blacks in St. Petersburg.  Dunn does note, however, that they sailed in
the Florida area with the Spanish.  In 1976, in Del Marth’s book, Once Upon a Time, once
again blacks are not mentioned at all, nor are they represented in the numerous
photographs that fill the book’s pages.  In the second edition of his book, Marth included
blacks in his “Timeline” with entries such as: “1966: Black Activists Tear Down Mural in City
Hall” or “1968: Black Unrest Hits City,” but still does not include them in his larger text. 
Even in the 1980s, blacks were still largely ignored in St. Petersburg histories.  For
example, in 1987, June Hurley Young never mentioned blacks in her portrait, Florida’s
Pinellas Peninsula.

Finally, in 1996 with the publication of Raymond Arsenault’s book, blacks were
represented in relation to their population and importance.  Arsenault covers blacks in every
chapter, discussing chronologically the events of the first African-American family to World
War II’s effects on the black community.  Others soon followed suit.  In 2000, Rick Baker
in his Mangroves to Major League: A Timeline of St. Petersburg, Florida: Prehistory to 2000
A.D., blacks were included in various aspects, including politics, economics and sports.
In 2002, in Voice of America: St. Petersburg: An Oral History, Scott Taylor Hartzell focused
on the people of St. Petersburg, both black and white, including two studies on Rev. Enoch
Davis and Chester Lucius James, Sr., as well as a chapter on the City Federation of
Colored Women’s Clubs.  Ironically, that same year Wayne R. Ayers’ Images of America:
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Tampa Bay’s Gulf Beaches, which was published in the same series as Hartzell, failed to
mention or include blacks within its text or pictures.  

It is telling that blacks were not included in the histories of St. Petersburg.  There
was no place for blacks in paradise.  St. Petersburg was committed to what historian
Raymond Arsenault called the “twin concepts of white supremacy and racial segregation.”8

St. Petersburg was, in most respects, a northern city with its population of northern and
foreign-born residents, with northern sentimentalities.  However, in race relations, more
than any other social area, St. Petersburg strongly followed southern traditions.  St.
Petersburg’s white citizens, like other cities in the South, controlled blacks through “Jim
Crow” laws, which allowed whites total control over blacks, and delegated them to
Arsenault’s  “city within a city.”

African Americans had been a part of St. Petersburg from the late 19th century.  With
their small numbers, for example only one family from 1868-1887, they lived in what Fuller
called a “relatively tolerant place.”9  This situation began to change in the late 1880s with
the first large migration of African-Americans to St. Petersburg.  With the building of the
Orange Belt Railroad, many blacks came to St. Petersburg as railroad laborers and decided
to stay.  Working as day laborers, domestics and fishermen, the black community helped
build the city of which St. Petersburg was so proud.  Blacks themselves settled two
separate communities known as Pepper Town and Cooper’s Quarters, proving that
residential segregation was well in place by the turn of the century. 

By the first decade of the 20th century, blacks totaled about 26.6% of the population
of St. Petersburg.10  However, an image conscious city that relied on their tourist economy
and the idea of paradise on earth, did not usually advertise that side of the community.  St.
Petersburg’s city planner John Nolen stated, “St. Petersburg does not have a particularly
large colored population... but like all southern cities it has its colored section.”11  In other
words, blacks had their place, but it was not on the sandy beaches,  the Million Dollar Pier,
nor the city’s green benches.

Due in part to the Florida boom, the black community tripled in size during the 1920s
to approximately 4,500 citizens.12  The boom time prosperity that whites enjoyed did not
necessarily transfer to St. Petersburg blacks.  While employment and wages were up, most
of the black community was forced to live within the “underside of the boom,” with
substandard housing, no city utilities and no hope for expansion beyond their residential
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borders.13 The majority of blacks in St. Petersburg lived in poverty and worked in unskilled
or semi-skilled positions.  The situation was exasperated by the division of class, in which
the middle class blacks did not always empathize with the problems of their lower class
brothers.  The black middle class, which included teachers, barbers, and ministers, was
roughly 6.7% of the total population.  They did, however, help the black community form
their own churches, set up their own schools, and open their own restaurants and bars.
These local institutions thrived mostly because of segregation.  Since blacks were not
allowed to frequent most businesses in the downtown.  Thus, St. Petersburg followed the
“color line,” of separate and unequal.14  

In the 1930s, the black population grew at a faster rate than the white.  In fear of
what this might do to tourism, city officials claimed that St. Petersburg’s black population
hovered around 9%, even though the federal census figures showed 18%.  As the black
community grew, so too did the system of segregation.  The new municipal charter,
adopted in 1931, stated one of its primary goals was “to establish and set apart in said city
separate residential limits or districts for white and Negro residents.”15  The city charter
prohibited infringements of white businesses within black territorial limits or visa-versa.  The
city council, led by Councilman Millege D. Weaver, in May 1936, approved a resolution that
required all blacks to live within a seventeen block area west of 17th Street and south of 6th

Avenue South.   While it was impossible to enforce such a measure, the fact the city
council approved it showed the mind-set of the white citizens.16

The economic situation of St. Petersburg improved markedly after World War II,
although it did not trickle down equally to the black community.  Service in the armed
forces, albeit segregated, was a great source of pride within the black community and a
much needed source of employment.  Even so it did little to curb segregation or racism.
Politically, the climate of St. Petersburg changed for blacks after the war.  In the early years
of the twentieth century, blacks were allowed to vote, and their votes were actually courted
in some cases.  In 1913, with the establishment of the all-white primary in St. Petersburg,
blacks were politically limited.  By the 1930s, they were all but disenfranchised.17  In 1944,
with the Supreme Court’s decision in Smith v. Allwright, the white primary was declared
unconstitutional and consequently voter registration in the black community rose by 30%.
Some white attitudes also began to change during this period.  One influential individual,
Nelson Poynter, editor of the St. Petersburg Times, was a liberal-minded supporter of the
black community.  Beginning in 1939, he published a weekly “Negro News Page,” which
was inserted into the Times, but only in black neighborhoods.  This page reported on local
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activities, births and deaths, and was always written by black reporters.  However, blacks
remained segregated socially and economically, especially in the forms of housing and
employment.18  Blacks could not sit on St. Petersburg’s famous green benches, they could
not swim at the world famous beaches, nor could they eat at the lunch counter at Webb’s
City.

Race played a key role for Doc Webb and Webb’s City.  Most articles on Doc Webb
stressed that he made his start on the “wrong side of the tracks,” or the “Negro section of
the ‘Sunshine City.’”19 As mentioned before, Doc set up shop blocks away from the
downtown because property was inexpensive.  With this move away from the downtown,
and the white customers of St. Petersburg, Doc made a tenuous alliance with the black
community. Doc talked proudly of how he expanded his business and in the process tore
down “73 slum shacks with outside toilets,” to build a larger store.20   In Collier’s magazine,
Maxwell Hunter was awestruck that he would set up a business in an area that held
“ramshackle Negro stores... [and] a cluster of Negro shacks.”  In the process Hunter noted
that Doc knocked down these shacks and hauled in a truckload of merchandise which were
“mostly remedies to ease the miseries of the surrounding Negro population.”21  Whites,
especially the women, were squeamish about patronizing this “scabrous” district of town.
Until much later, when these ladies stopped avoiding the area, their pride curtailed by five
pound bags of sugar for ten cents, the black community were Webb’s Cut Rate Drug
Companies’ main customers.22  Thus, to most writers, like historian Walter P. Fuller and
writer Gene Burnett, Doc was the “merchant prince” and a hero to the black community.23

Doc knew the importance of his black customers to his store’s success.  In his
“General Store Rules,” Doc stated that he needed the “colored trade of St. Petersburg” and
suggested waiting on them first or “as rapidly as you can so as to keep them moving.”24

However, he was not always charitable.  As a white man living in the 1940s and 1950s, he
concluded that blacks like to keep moving because, “the colored people do not like to stand
in the way of white people, so make it a point to keep them waited on promptly and
moving.”25
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Despite the fact that Doc was quoted as saying, “I always have appreciated their
[blacks’] patronage and have given them the same service I have given to all,” blacks,
either as customers or as employees,  were not treated equally at Webb’s City.26  Although
Doc had set up his store within the black community and relied on them for much of his
trade throughout his tenure at Webb’s City, blacks were not always allowed to shop in all
areas of the store.  It was understood that blacks were allowed in most retail areas, but not
the 2nd floor women’s ready-to-wear department, nor at men’s suits.  Moreover, like all
department stores, drug stores and restaurants in St. Petersburg, Webb’s City did not allow
black customers to eat within the store.  As Dorene Baker, a regular customer at Webb’s
City stated: “We were not allowed to eat at Webb’s City at the counter and restaurant.
They had two water fountains and one was labeled ‘colored only,’ the other ‘white only.’”27

 Some segregation and racism within Webb’s City was not so obvious, but simply implied.
Customer Rene Flowers remembered: “Because I was a young girl at the time, really not
understanding that I was not welcomed to go into the clothing shop, but you just knew you
shouldn’t go in there.  You didn’t question why.”28  

Likewise, Webb’s City’s black employees were not treated in the same manner as
white employees.  As Webb’s Store Rules state, “All colored help will be under one
supervision and will be used throughout the store as a whole as is deemed necessary by
the Supervisor of their department, which comes under the Delivery Department.”29  In
1960, when the NAACP picketed Webb’s City, one of its main sources of discontent was
that Doc and his managers did not hire blacks in proportion to the black retail trade Webb’s
City enjoyed, nor did it employ blacks irelative to their population in St. Petersburg.  In
Doc’s own words, he stated that he employed about one hundred and fifty black
employees, less than 10% of the total number of 1,70030 It is fair to say this 10% did not
come close to Webb’s City’s black retail trade, nor did it represent the percentage of blacks
within St. Petersburg, which had dropped to around 15%.31  Nor did it seem that Webb’s
City allowed those employees the same benefits of advancement as white employees.  Dr.
Ralph M. Wimbish, the president of the NAACP’s local St. Petersburg Chapter, noted that
certain jobs at Webb’s City were only available to whites. Webb’s City would not allow
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clerking, cashiering, or any leadership positions to be held by black employees.32  He went
on to attest that Doc denied a black employee, with the same qualifications as a white
employee, a job in higher positions: “He [Doc] would deny the [N]egro the privilege of
holding that job for the reason he is a [N]egro.”33

Doc Webb disagreed with this notion.  While admitting that he did employ 150
blacks, he affirmed that he had black employees for as long as he had run the business,
and they increased in both number and salary accordingly.34  While there are no
employment records in existence, from pictorial evidence, Doc’s claim that he employed
blacks from the beginning is correct.  One should note, however, those employees were
always divided from the larger group, and were limited to traditional black positions such
as butchers and barbers.35  As for black employees’ salaries, Doc told the St. Petersburg
Times:

 They [blacks] have progressed with us in position and salaries annually each
year and will continue to improve.... We pay the same wages for the same
work to all.... The average wage of Negro employees is now four times
greater than when we opened in 1925.  Some draw up to $100 per week and
many of them have been with us for over 20 years.... Our [black] employees
trade with us regularly and they seem appreciative of the prices and the
quality merchandise.36

Without employment records, one must rely on Doc’s testimony.
Some of his black employees agreed with this statement.  Willibel Muldrow said that,

“we just got along like family cause Doc Webb was nice to everybody.  And a lot of black
people worked for him.”37  Betty Fuller shared a personal story about Doc’s respect for the
blacks who worked for him: 

He asked me about my badge and I told him I wasn’t going to wear it, wasn’t
any black going to wear their badges because we didn’t have “Mr.” and “Mrs.”
on them.  He asked why, I said because Mrs. Moore didn’t have them put
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them on, and he said, ‘Well Betty I’ll see about that when I get on the
balcony.’  I said okay.  Then the next day when we got to work Mrs. Moore
herself called everybody up one by one, all the blacks, even from the
cafeteria, up to her office to get our namesakes, and our badges, with our
names, “Mrs.” Betty L. Fuller...38

White employees also agreed.  Barbara Hanley, stated: “I just remember that he was very
kind to all the black people that worked there.”39

Doc and Webb’s City supported the black community in ways other than
employment.  A regular sponsor of city little league  baseball and city league basketball,
Webb’s City had its own team, with both white and black players.  Doc also contributed to
black churches, schools and local charities to help the black community.40  Always mindful
that if he helped them, they would help him, Doc gave supplies, food and prizes to local
black charity events and local poor houses. Sanford Stiles, a St. Petersburg Times
corporate marketing director with the paper since 1937, agreed:  “I think Doc did a lot of
things he didn’t like to get too much attention for.”   Dick Bothwell also attested, “from the
beginning Doc enjoyed good relations with the black community near his little store.”  Mrs.
T. P. Johnson, an old-time employee, said “twenty-five percent of his business was black,
and lots of black babies were named for Doc.  They’d bring them to the store for him to see.
‘What would the baby like?’ he’d ask, ‘a radio,’ they’d say.  Doc would give it to them.  He
helped the black churches too, and individuals in trouble.  He did a lot.”41

However, by the mid-1950s times were changing and blacks were no longer
prepared to settle for the status quo.  After decades of being treated as second-class
citizens, blacks around the country joined in the struggle for civil rights.  After Brown v.
Board of Education in 1954, blacks decided to test cases against the Plessy v. Ferguson
doctrine of “separate but equal.”  Integration tactics at public schools and facilities, as well
as sit-ins began across the country.  Membership in the NAACP throughout Florida started
to grow, totaling 6,581 by 1959.42  St. Petersburg’s black community quickly joined the fight.
Staging sit-ins in June 1960 at lunch counters at Webb’s City, as well as other retailers in
St. Petersburg, local chapters of the NAACP as well as the Student Non-Violent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), followed the practices of their fellow members in
Greensboro, North Carolina, and in many cities in Florida.  Protesting against the
segregation of public facilities became common as blacks in St. Petersburg, and across the
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country, did not want to eat in separate areas, swim at “black” beaches nor enter stores
through separate doors.43  

Beginning at 5:00 p.m. on Friday, December 2, 1960, St. Petersburg’s chapter of the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP),  the Congress of
Racial Equality (CORE), the Citizens Cooperative Committee and the St. Petersburg Inter-
Denominational Ministerial Alliance, began picketing local stores in downtown St.
Petersburg.  With signs reading, “Show Your Concern Don’t Shop Here,” “End Lunch
Counter Discrimination, Join CORE,” over one hundred blacks picketed two downtown
department stores, Webb’s City and Maas Brothers, and held sit-in demonstrations at five
lunch counters, including Webb’s City, Woolworths, Liggett’s Rexall, McCrory’s, Kress and
Rutland’s Department Store.   The picketers also marched in front of white-owned bars and
liquor stores in the African American neighborhoods and held rallies to support their cause.
The picketing revolved around the stores’ failure to support the black community in its
desegregation efforts, specifically lunch counters.  The Civil Rights organizations also
called for a boycott against stores which permitted black shopping but not service at lunch
counters.44  

The leader of the St. Petersburg chapter of the NAACP, Dr. Ralph E. Wimbish, in
discussing the boycotts and sit-ins, stated: “We are not angry with anyone.   We are
preaching non-violence.  We are not violent; we are not emotional.  This is strictly a
business proposition with us.  Some people say we should wait.... I have waited thirty years
in this town and nothing has happened yet.”  Wimbish pointed out that blacks could be
served in neighboring towns like Largo, Tampa, Bradenton and Sarasota, but not in “this
city [St. Petersburg] that claims to be so liberal.”45

Doc Webb and Webb’s City employees were shocked at the picketing.  Doc made
a formal statement to the St. Petersburg Times that same day:

I don’t understand why this group picks on us.  In my opinion we have been
among their very best friends in the entire country and I make no apologies
for any treatment of the Negro race... I have always appreciated their
patronage and have given them the same service I have given to all.  We
have kept competition keen for them and we know that we have saved them
many thousands of dollars... We have thousands of Negro customers and
friends throughout the county.46  
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Picketing was halted at Webb’s City by 1 p.m. on December 7, after Doc’s attorney
George Wells obtained a temporary restraining order from Judge Jack F. White.47   Within
the order, Judge White ordered all demonstrators to cease displaying signs, posters or
handing out handbills near Webb’s City’s premises.   In response to the injunction, Dr.
Wimbish replied: “it has been the NAACP’s intention from the start to remain within the law
in its protest action.”48  He stated that the NAACP would follow the court’s order “to the
letter.”  While the picketing did stop at Webb’s City, it continued on at Maas Brothers and
the sit-ins continued at other lunch counters.49  

This injunction was very significant in legal terms since it was fundamentally a
constitutional freedom of speech issue and had the ability to set a precedent for future
cases.  The injunction which Doc obtained named the NAACP, as well as Dr. Wimbish and
his wife, C. Bette Wimbish as defendants.  The injunction was decided just before noon on
December 7th, and was handed to Mrs. Wimbish at her home, to Dr. Wimbish at his office,
and at the scene of the picketing to attorney Isaiah W. Williams, the NAACP’s
demonstration chairman, all before 1 p.m.50 

Describing the picketing as “malicious and unlawful interference” with Webb’s City’s
business, the action claimed that the demonstrators constituted both a “public and private
nuisance.”51  The suit charged that the picketers were intimidating prospective customers
by blocking the store entrances.  Furthermore, the NAACP was  charged for violence
towards customers who attempted to cross the picket lines to enter into Doc’s store, by
shoving or jostling them.  Doc complained that Webb’s City’s 159 black employees had
been threatened “with bodily harm if they continue to work [for Webb’s],” and that the
defendants attempted to deprive transportation for Webb’s City’s employees.52  The
Wimbishes, as well as other NAACP demonstrators, were also charged with making
threatening phone calls to Webb’s City operators, using “extremely vulgar language” and
threatening to plant explosives within the building.   Finally, the order charged that because
of the defendants’ above actions, Webb’s City lost about $15,000 in trade.53  Doc’s attorney
also submitted twenty-seven photographs to strengthen his case.54 
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The incident Doc relied on to prove his case involved Jack George Doyle Morrison,
Jr., who was arrested for trespassing on December 5, after Webb’s City’s detectives said
he was blocking the door to the grocery department.  Claiming that he was merely holding
the NAACP sign for a picketer that had “gone to lunch,” Morrison said he was not a NAACP
member.  Police questioned his reliability, since he swore he had never been arrested
before, when St. Petersburg police found that he served three years in prison for a burglary
in Ocala, Florida.  While Morrison pled guilty, he said he “didn’t know what it was all about.”
He was sentenced to ten days in the City Jail on December 7 for vagrancy.55  

Under the provisions of the temporary restraining order, members of the NAACP
could not:

1. Display signs, posters or handbills requesting that members of the public
not trade with the plaintiff.

2. Picket the premises of the plaintiff or interfere in any manner with
customers at his business.

3. Place any telephone calls to Webb’s City, except to transact legitimate
business.

4. Threaten any employee of Webb’s City or threaten people providing
transportation of employees to Webb’s City.56

The NAACP was given twenty days to answer the complaint before a permanent injunction
hearing would be set up.57  

With the support of over three hundred local black citizens, the NAACP filed a
motion to dismiss.58  The motion argued three points that countered the previous complaint,
“the lack of jurisdiction...insufficiency of service of process...[and] failure to state a cause
of action upon which relief [could] be granted.”59   The NAACP also filed a motion to
dissolve the restraining order under the belief that it was in violation of the Florida
Constitution’s Declaration of Rights, sections 13 and 15, as well as the 1st and 14th
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Amendments of the United States Constitution.60  In light of the injunction at Webb’s City,
the NAACP decided to halt the picketing of Maas Brothers.  The NAACP’s attorney, Isaiah
Williams stated that he called off the picketing to give downtown merchants an opportunity
to meet with the black organizations and demonstrators to discuss the inequality of service
on a racial basis.  As for Webb’s City, Williams replied:   “We are law-abiding Americans
and are obeying the injunction.  We have directed pickets not to go near Webb’s City, and
are asking all Negroes and whites not to go there either.”  Picketing at other stores
continued, however.61   

On December 8, the Evening Independent ran an editorial about the picketing and
Webb’s City’s injunction.  Claiming that this should have been expected “under the
circumstances,” the editorial stated that there had been “obvious interference” and cases
of intimidation from the picketers.  The editorial continued: “much of the trouble at the
downtown stores has been sparked by outside people...[who have] started false rumors in
an attempt to hurt these businesses.”  The editorial concluded with a warning: “It is obvious
that a store which loses any degree of business from boycotts will meet the loss by
eliminating all unnecessary help.”  The editorial inferred that blacks could lose their jobs.
“Perhaps some of the more fervent demonstrators are willing to make sacrifices to prove
their points, but there is nothing very fair about jeopardizing the jobs of other Negroes who
may not be so steamed up about the campaign.”62 

For the case, depositions of Dr. Wimbish and his wife C. Bette, as well as Doc Webb
were to be taken March 3, 1961.  While both Dr. Wimbish and his wife attended the
deposition, Doc Webb was away on business in Miami.  The NAACP immediately filed a
motion to dismiss because Doc Webb refused to appear for the deposition.63  The Court
did not grant the dismissal, stating that Doc, a very busy businessman, was not given
enough time to change his plans.  The defendants’ attorney stated that Dr. Wimbish, a
medical doctor, was also a very busy man, but he had been deposed.  This was ignored.
When Webb’s attorneys suggested that Doc’s be deposed at a later time, the defense
argued it was not enough time to use the evidence gathered in the deposition for the trial.
Doc Webb was never deposed.64

In the depositions, it was found that C. Bette Wimbish was not involved in the
picketing at all and was excused.  The motives behind the picketing were also explored.
Dr. Wimbish stated that the picketers, made up largely of members of the student body at
various schools and by local members of the NAACP, decided to boycott and picket
Webb’s City because they were denied the free use of all facilities therein.  Another motive
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behind the picketing was that Webb’s City was discriminatory in its employment of blacks.
While blacks were allowed to work in Webb’s City, they were not hired in proportion to his
black trade, nor were they allowed jobs in higher levels.  Dr. Wimbish claimed that Webb’s
would “deny persons that are [N]egroes who have the same qualifications as a white
person for any given job.”65  Dr. Wimbish also denied the charges that the NAACP made
threatening phone calls to Webb’s City, prevented black employees from attending work,
or entered  Webb’s City to picket.  

Testimony in the Webb’s City picketing injunction case began Wednesday, March
8, 1961.  At issue was whether the temporary restraining order, issued by Judge White on
December 7, 1960, should be dismissed or made permanent.  Testimony centered mainly
on whether the NAACP’s organized picketers had remained on the sidewalk in a peaceful
display, or blocked entrances, entered the store, and intimidated customers.  The Supreme
Court of the United States had previously ruled to protect people’s right to picket, therefore,
the judgement of this case was whether the picketing had, in fact, been peaceful.  

Doc Webb was the first to testify.  He claimed that on December 2, a group of men
marched through the store with banners.  He testified that: “these men were forcing their
way with banners through various crowded areas of the store.  They were not only
blockading, but interfering with the retail trade... [it] seemed to me that the law and order
had taken a vacation.”66  Doc said that his “clerks were excited and more or less terrified.
A lot of the elderly people immediately left the store.”67  When asked about the picketers’
interference with black customers, Doc replied, “they were more or less blockading and
interfering and they were telling many fine colored customers that you can’t go in there....
They didn’t keep the colored persons from entering, but they would get in front of them and
raise the banner in front of them.  I heard on two occasions, ‘you can’t go in there.’”68 When
asked if he knew any of the picketers, Doc answered: “[They were] all strangers as far as
I am concerned.... I know a lot of colored people and a lot of white people.  My
customers.”69  Doc testified that there were blacks in the market and in the drug area with
banners and signs, and when he called in the police, they left the store.70

R. E. Johnson was called to testify about revenue Webb’s City forfeited because of
the picketing.  Johnson, the Secretary-Treasurer, as well as former Comptroller, for Webb’s
City, testified that on December 2, 1960, the gross receipts for Webb’s City totaled
$105,923.00.  Comparably, on December 2, 1959, one year previous, the gross receipts
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totaled $117,583.00, a loss of almost $12,000.71  He continued that on Saturday, December
3rd, the gross sales were $107,218.00, in comparison to Saturday in December 1959 of
$120,364.00.  A loss of $13,146.00.  In a cross examination, the defense attorney noted
that on other days sales were down from the previous year by about $3,500.  He also tried
to prove that a slow economy (which is established in Chapter Four) and not the picketing,
made the sales lower.  But this argument was not admitted in court.72

The plaintiff called several Webb’s City employees to substantiate Doc’s testimony.
Charles W. Gike, a supervisor at Webb’s City, testified that he saw one instance of
picketing in the grocery entrance, as well as a two other instances of picketers inside, and
they all involved the same individual, Jack Morrison.  Fred J. Secutchie, the chief security
officer at Webb’s City, testified that he too saw Jack Morrison and others inside the store.
He also stated that he was approached by several blacks who said they were afraid of the
picketers.  Additionally Frances De Money, chief telephone operator of Webb’s City,
testified that she received several obscene anonymous calls at Webb’s City, as well as
bomb threats.  When asked if she could identify any of the voices, she replied, “I could tell
it was colored people.”73  The only non-employee called was John G. Healey, a lieutenant
with the St. Petersburg Police Department.  It is interesting that he testified that he did not
see any picketers inside, but he arrested Jack Morrison based on the word of Mr.
Secutchie.74

To counter, the defense called Dr. Ralph M. Wimbish, president of the St.
Petersburg chapter of the NAACP.75  Dr. Wimbish testified that neither he or any other
agency told picketers to enter the store or interfere with customers.76  He verified that thirty
picketers were outside of Webb’s City for four days picketing for the purpose of bringing
attention to Webb’s City’s segregation policies.  Wimbish stated:

For sometime there has been a growing resentment of the process that
forbids a Negro to engage in certain acts that we feel we are being unjustly
denied the privilege of engaging in.  We at first sought to request that relief
of this particular aspect of our life in that we approached the management of
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various stores and departments and drug stores and ask that they
desegregate their counters and allow Negroes to eat there much as they
allowed Negroes to use any and all other facilities in the store.  This was
done in the form of letter writing, in some instances by conferences and on
every hand we received a rejection of the proposal and we felt motivated to
prove our feeling to these matters in the only way that we knew how.  We
sought to do this in a manner in keeping with law and order.77

Dr. Wimbish claimed to have talked to the manager, Mr. V. E. Webb (the author believes
this is a misspelling of B. E. Webb, Bunie E. Webb, manager of Webb’s City in 1961), about
the segregated counter but no change was made to their segregated policies.78  As far as
the public protest was concerned, to Dr. Wimbish’s knowledge, not one picketer entered
the store.  Nor did anyone in the NAACP make anonymous phone calls, or threaten to
bomb Webb’s City.79 

When asked about Jack Morrison, the African American who was found by the police
in the store with a picket sign, Dr. Wimbish testified that he went to the jail to ask if Morrison
was a member of the NAACP.  Dr. Wimbish stated that Morrison said he was not a member
of the NAACP, nor any other part of the organized movement.80  When shown a picture of
Morrison and his picket sign, Doc’s attorney, Mr. Bucklew, asked Dr. Wimbish to describe
the difference between Morrison’s picket sign and one from the NAACP.  Dr. Wimbish
admitted there was no difference, and went on to attest that the picket sign was prepared
by his organization.81

The defense also called several picketers and members of the black community, to
corroborate Dr. Wimbish’s testimony.  Leon Cox, Jr., an instructor at Gibbs Junior College,
and adviser to the Youth Council who participated in the picketing, testified that he
instructed the picketers not to go inside the store and to picket at least fifteen feet away
from each other and to stay on the sidewalk.  He also stated that he did not see any
picketers inside Webb’s City, nor did he recognize Jack Morrison.  Finally he stated he did
not make any calls to Webb’s City.  They also called Theodore Lockhart, a student at Gibbs
Junior College and President of the Youth Council, Henry Lyons, also a student at Gibbs
and Jesse L. Fennell, the minister of the New Hope Baptist Church.  They supported Cox’s
assertions that they were present at the picketing, did not see any picketers enter into
Webb’s City, did not make any phone calls to Webb’s City, nor did they recognize Jack
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Morrison.82  After the testimony from both sides was heard, Judge White set the date,
March 24, to hear final legal arguments.83

What is so unusual about this case, is that it was heard at all.  In essence the point
of continuing the injunction was superfluous.  In January 1961, Webb’s City, as well as
seventeen other St. Petersburg stores, removed their racial barriers to lunch counter
service.84  When asked why the case was moved forward, Doc replied that he was
concerned with any group who interfered with his business, and did not want it to set a
precedent.  Doc claimed this had nothing to do with race, “I have nothing against any group
of men –I have the best customers, race, creed, we give them all the same friendly
service.”85  Picketing, or anything that limited his ability to run the business the way he
wanted, must cease.

Peaceful picketing and its constitutionality under the United States Constitution was
the main issue in final arguments on March 24, 1961.  This issue, Judge White stressed,
was “delicate” because of the constitutionality of free speech, and thus could be precedent
setting.86  In oral arguments, Sam Bucklew and George W. Phillips, Webb’s City’s
attorneys, contended that the presence of the picketers was enough to frighten away
customers.  Phillips argued,  “[The NAACP] are trying to use the cloak of constitutional
rights, freedom of speech, freedom of association, for the malicious purpose of trying to
force the plaintiff to hurt his business by running it to suit them.”87  Bucklew also added that
the object of the picketing was not just lunch counter desegregation, but was also to force
Webb’s City to hire Negroes for all types of jobs.  In final summation for Webb’s City,
Bucklew stated that this was the “meat in the coconut” and the reason for the picketing, and
stressed again his contention that picketing was an attempt to coerce, and thus had no
standing under the first amendment.88  

Fred Minnis, the NAACP’s attorney, countered, “we were not demanding extra
treatment or special treatment, but were in search of equal treatment identical to that
provided to all other customers.”89  Minnis also chastised Doc and Webb’s City stating: “No
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one could deny Webb’s right to refuse service to Negroes entirely.  There are stores that
do it.  But he wants to have his cake and eat it too.”90  Robert R. Carter, the NAACP’s
general counsel from New York, pointed out that the Supreme Court had upheld a person’s
right to picket as long as they were not personally profiting from hurting someone else’s
business.  In this case, Carter claimed, the picketing was to “bring to the public the fact that
Webb’s City was refusing to serve Negroes in its cafeteria.  The picketers had a clear
interest in this, a personal interest.  There’s nothing sufficient in any showing of violence
to take this case out of peaceful picketing as construed under the 14th Amendment.”91 

For the NAACP, Carter’s final summation insisted that the case did in fact come
under the First Amendment’s freedom of speech and he declared his defendants were
working under their constitutional rights.  “We have a right to state our view,” he said, “and
have them weighed by the public.”92  He insisted that one could not be denied
constitutional rights just because someone is hurt, as Webb’s City contended.    Judge
White said he would take two weeks to decide the case.

On May 3, more than one month later, Judge White granted a permanent injunction
to Webb’s City against the NAACP.  Maintaining that the defendants’ demonstrations were
“with intent to disrupt and discourage trade with the plaintiff and in protest of the plaintiff’s
policies of lunch counter segregation and not having Negro employees more in proportion
to the percentage of plaintiff’s Negro trade and not employing Negroes in top administrative
positions,” Judge White found for Webb’s City.93  In what many called a landmark decision,
Judge White decreed:

 The Court is mindful of the various rights and freedoms comprehended,
expressly or implied, within the protective provisions of the State and Federal
Constitutions.  Among these are freedom of speech and opinion and the right
to protest and to seek personal betterment...but personal rights of this
character are qualified rather and absolute because the law implicitly requires
that individual rights be exercised with due regard for the rights of others who
have the right to differ... The right to protest the policies of lawful private
interests such as plaintiff’s may be exercised within proper limits, for
example, through conventional modes of communication or by withholding
patronage; but coercive and destructive picketing may be enjoined by a court
of equity where, as in this case, there is no adequate remedy at law for
continuing and recurring damages.94
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This permanent injunction prevented picketing of Webb’s City by the NAACP and Dr.
Wimbish.  Dr. Wimbish’s wife, C. Bette Wimbish, was excused since she was not present
at, nor had any affiliation with, the picketing.95

Following the verdict, Doc made an official statement to the St. Petersburg Times:
This was a victory for all our customers.  The right of everyone wishing to
patronize Webb’s City to enter our doors without fear of violence or
intimidation has been upheld.... All customers regardless of race, creed or
color, have received the same courteous, respectful service and will continue
to do so.96

Even though Webb’s City and others had already desegregated their lunch counters,
the case did not end in 1961.  The St. Petersburg Chapter of the NAACP, as well as Dr.
Wimbish, applied to the court to remove the permanent injunction.  When this failed, they
appealed to the Florida Supreme Court on June 28, 1961.97  Surprisingly, the Florida
Supreme Court denied the request, stating that the issues involved in the appeal were
under the jurisdiction of the Second District Court of Appeals in Lakeland, Florida.98    While
the NAACP appealed this decision, the Florida Supreme Court overruled their objections
and transferred the case to the District Court.99  

On April 17, 1963, the District Court of Appeals, under Associate Judge Paul D.
Barns, failed to find error with the case.  Barns contended, “the defendants [NAACP] had
the right to buy where they please and by concerted action to cease patronizing Webb’s
when they considered it to their interest to do so; and in turn Webb’s City had a right not
to sell.”100  Weighing the NAACP’s interest in advancing their social objectives of ending
segregation and discrimination by coercive picketing, against Webb’s City’s right to do
business, a property right, Judge Barns affirmed Judge White’s decision, and Judges C.
J. Shannon and J. Smith concurred. 101
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The NAACP was not satisfied.  In July 1963, the NAACP appealed the case to the
United States Supreme Court.102  Arguing that Florida law allows peaceful picketing under
Chapter 21968, Laws of Florida 1943, the NAACP reasoned that: “If this decision is allowed
to stand, it would establish a precedent that no one may picket to publish the fact of racial
discrimination.”103  Furthermore, they argued that they could not seek redress at the Florida
Supreme Court, because it was denied to them, and thus appealed to the Supreme
Court.104 
   Webb’s City responded by asserting: “picketing, by its very nature, involves
something more than mere free speech, and it therefore is subject to reasonable restraints
which cannot be applied to conventional forms of communication.”105  They maintained that
the picketers used intimidation of customers and employees, both white and black,
interfered with customers entering the store, and made bomb threats and insulting
telephone calls.  Their other main argument was that the Supreme Court had no jurisdiction
in this case.106  

On December 2, 1963, the Supreme Court of the United States granted the Writ of
Certiorari to the NAACP and agreed to hear the case the following year.107  On January 3,
1964, Webb’s City sent a memorandum to the court suggesting that the cause was moot,
or no longer presented a controversy because the issues involved had been resolved.  As
stated previously, the St. Petersburg Times reported that Webb’s City, as well as the other
downtown stores, had desegregated their lunch counter in January 1961.  Within this
memorandum, Webb’s City’s attorneys claimed the effective date was January 1962, with
their cafeteria becoming desegregated in the summer of 1963.  Regardless of the exact
timing, the memorandum reported that blacks were now served, with no discrimination,
within every section of Webb’s City.  Finally, they stated that they were willing to dismiss
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the injunction on the NAACP and Dr. Wimbish, and vacate the judgement of the District
Court of Appeal, if the court would declare the case moot.108

One week later, the NAACP filed a memorandum in opposition to Webb’s City
suggestion of moot.  Stating that while Webb’s City served blacks at the lunch counter
since 1962, it did not feel the controversy was over since it continued to litigate at the
Supreme Court of Florida and then to the District Court of Appeals.  Only when the
Supreme Court of the United States agreed to hear the case, did they decide the case was
moot.  Further, the injunction involved prevented the petitioners from peacefully picketing
Webb’s City and their constitutional right to do so.  This question, the petitioners claimed,
had not been found moot.  Nor had the idea that the petitioners were protesting
discrimination in the hiring and upgrading of employees.109  The NAACP still wanted the
case to be heard.

The United States Supreme Court heard this case on February 17, 1964.  The court
decided that the petitioners’ motion to advance was denied, agreeing with Doc’s attorney’s
that the case was moot.  However, they continued that the judgement of the Second District
Court of Appeal of Florida was therefore vacated, as well as the injunction of the NAACP
and Dr. Wimbish.110  Doc had won and lost.  While the Supreme Court ruled on whether the
picketing was peaceful or not, which was probably to the benefit of Doc and Webb’s City,
Doc did lose the injunction against the picketing of his store.  It had been suggested that
the Supreme Court would have found in favor of the NAACP.  This probably seemed a
hollow victory, but even more so, in light of events which occurred a few years later in
1968.

The year 1968 was a watershed for the Civil Rights Movement.  After years of
fighting, some in the Civil Rights Movement became more violent.  With the infusion of new,
more youth-driven movements like Black Power and the Black Panther Party for Self-
Defense, African Americans were taking a more violent stand against segregation and
discrimination.  Fourteen years past the Brown v. Board decision, it looked like nothing had
changed.  Riots broke out across the country, including Watts and Newark, and the Black
Muslims were growing in numbers with their insistence on black separation and the
problems with the “white devil.”  In the spring of 1968, trying to regain momentum for the
non-violent movement, Martin Luther King, Jr., prepared to lead a poor people’s march on
Washington, D.C.  Along the way, he took time to go to Memphis to support a garbage
workers strike, and while standing on a Memphis motel balcony he was shot by James Earl
Ray in April 1968.  The black community was stunned.  It seemed non-violence was no
longer the answer.

 On May 6, 1968, just a month after Martin Luther King, Jr.,’s death, over two
hundred garbage collectors, all but one black, walked off the job and ignited St.
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Petersburg’s largest civil disorder.  Their grievances had been growing for some time.  The
city had consistently promised higher wages and better working conditions.  Likewise, a
streamlining of the garbage department had cut the workforce by a fourth, making the
remaining men work longer hours, lift heavier loads, and serve longer runs.  Their demand
was for a 25-cent an hour increase.111  This was not their first strike.  In October 1966, the
garbage collectors had gone on strike for over a week for the same concessions.112  While
many local politicians blamed “outside agitators,” most of the men involved in the strike
were local employees.  

For the next four months, the garbage strike, led by the charismatic Joe Savage,
included more than forty marches to city hall, and support from some of the major players
in the Civil Rights Movement.  Martin Luther King, Jr.,’s brother, A. D. King; Southern
Christian Leadership Convention (SCLC) president, Ralph David Abernathy; Kentucky
State Senator Georgia Davis; Reverend C.K. Steele, Vice President of the SCLC; and
Georgia State Representative Julian Bond, once public relations director for SNCC, all
visited St. Petersburg and lent their support during the strike.113  The garbage men were
also economically supported by the NAACP, who set up a fund for food and a $1,000  fund
from the AFL-CIO.  

The NAACP boycotted downtown businesses to support the garbage strike as well
as protest the hiring practices of the city government.  The “don’t-buy-downtown” campaign
urged both blacks and whites to boycott all downtown businesses starting on May 24,
1968.114 The boycott lasted on and off for two months and included some picketing.  Within
this boycott limit, resided Webb’s City.  

The boycott of downtown stores had a rocky start.  The St. Petersburg Times
reported that the boycott was “barely noticeable” to most merchants and most reported
business as usual.  At Webb’s City, the Times reporter found both black and white
shoppers throughout the day.  Some of the black customers were quoted as saying they
did not know that Webb’s was included in the boycott, while others were unaware of the
boycott’s existence.  One woman declared that she was aware of the boycott, but planned
on shopping at Webb’s anyway.115  Doc’s son, Jimmy, reported that business was good.

To counter, the president of the local NAACP chapter in St. Petersburg, Isaiah W.
Williams claimed the downtown merchants were scared.  Several blacks had begun
shopping at Central Plaza and boycotting all stores downtown.  To support his argument,
Williams singled out Webb’s City.  Stating that Doc was worried with the lack of the African
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American trade, Williams showed that Webb’s City had published bonus coupons in the
editions of the St. Petersburg Times that went to only black areas of the city.   Williams
went on to charge Webb’s City with “discriminating against white people” in a Times
advertisement on May 26 because Doc had not put those same bonus coupons in papers
going to white sections of town.116 

The second phase of the NAACP boycott of downtown involved picketing.   Starting
in July,  Williams stated that over thirty picketers would be dispatched to the boycott area,
including Webb’s City.117  On July 8, 1968, six picketers were arrested at Webb’s City for
interfering with customers.   The three men and three women who were arrested as part
of a larger group of students and local youth were heard shouting “Let’s burn it down –we’ll
start with Webb’s” and “Honky in the bush, cut him down.”118  With this, Doc turned again
to the courts for an injunction.

Webb’s City was granted a temporary injunction against picketing by Circuit Judge
Robert E. Beach on July 10, 1968.  The injunction named Earnest Wiggens, Andre Lee
Shellman and four other persons, identified as “John Doe” as defendants, but the injunction
applied to anyone who picketed the store.  The injunction was posted both inside and
outside of Webb’s City, preventing persons from “picketing, shouting, chanting, singing and
intimidating, harassing or interfering in any way with Webb’s City’s customers or employees
at or near the premises.”119  Doc used the same justification for this injunction, as the
previous one against the NAACP.  Doc requested that the injunction be granted because
the picketing “resulted in great and irreparable financial loss” to his store.120   The hearing
for the permanent injunction was scheduled for July 17, 1968.

In a surprising turn of events, Doc did not pursue the permanent injunction, but
rather sought a “peace pact” with the demonstrators.  He agreed that marchers in groups
of three would be permitted near the store in return for the promise of no more disorderly
picketing of the store.  The agreement, which was reached in Judge Beach’s chambers,
stated that the peaceful picketers could carry signs, provided that they were not directed
against Webb’s City.  Doc, arguing that the picketers “have no dispute with Webb’s City,”
did not want to lose any more business from the black community.121

In early September, the garbage strike came to a close.  The strikers received their
jobs back as well as a six percent raise.  However, they were also required to work six
days, instead of the five they had worked previously, but it included a half day on Saturday
in which they would be paid for a full day.  Joe Savage, as well as the other strikers also
lost their seniority, sick leave and vacation benefits.  They returned primarily for economic
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reasons.  Most of the strikers had been without income for months and since their financial
resources were steadily drying up, they could not hold out much longer.122

The garbage strike had more long-lasting results, however.  The black community
had unified under the struggle, the city of St. Petersburg changed, learning to negotiate
with its employees as well as electing the first black City Council member, C. Bette
Wimbish, and the garbage men unionized for guaranteed benefits.

After generations of segregation and racism, St. Petersburg’s color line began to
fade.  By the 1970s, blacks were allowed entry into traditionally white beaches like Spa
Beach, and restaurants and lunch counters.  Dr. Wimbish and others were instrumental in
integrating the Airco Golf Course, and desegregating the St. Petersburg winter living
quarters for black baseball players of the New York Yankees, and Mound Park Hospital.
His wife, C. Bette Wimbish, was the first black to be elected to the city council in 1969, and
was then chosen vice mayor by the council.  Pinellas County schools were desegregated
countywide in 1971, as well as local private schools, including the Catholic school system,
integrated by Dr. and Mrs. Wimbish’s children.123

Webb’s City’s symbiotic relationship with the black community continued until the
store’s closing in 1979.    The closing of Webb’s City had devastating effects on the black
population who had come to rely on its location and prices.  Many blacks were now forced
to travel long distances to obtain goods usually found around the corner.  Likewise, many
had to deal with the economic ramifications of higher prices and lower quality.  

To some blacks, Webb’s City meant more than a good bargain and location.  Rene
Flowers, a customer of Webb’s City for years, said it best: “I’d love to see something like
Webb’s City come back again.  It was a positive meeting place, it was a place where
individuals could get to understand what was going on in their community.... Just a sense
of place, that’s what Webb’s City means to me.”124 

As for Doc’s personal relationship with the black community, one has to look a little
deeper.  Doc was a southern white male at a time where segregation and racism was the
norm.  Doc, like other men of his time, often focused on what the black community could
do for him and his business.  He did hire blacks to work for him, he did cater to the black
community in his store, but one could speculate it was all for his own gain.  Further, one
could question whether Doc ever considered any African American his counterpart or
friend.

For these questions one should turn to those who knew Doc best.  Dick Bothwell,
St. Petersburg Times writer and Doc’s friend, wrote about Doc’s relations with the black
community.  “From the beginning,” Bothwell contends, “Doc enjoyed good relations with the
black community near his little store.”125  Bothwell also cites his longstanding relationship
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with Alberta (Bert) Zinnamon Staten, an African American woman who was with Doc for 44
years as a “combination maid, cook and chauffeur.”  Bothwell attests that “Doc regards
[Alberta] as a member of the family.”126  After his death in 1982, Doc bequeathed $20,000
to Alberta, and paid off the mortgage on her home.  While his will did include several other
employees, former managers of the store, and friends as benefactors, Alberta received the
largest cash gift, other than his children.127  It seemed to Doc at least, that Alberta was a
member of the family.  

One may never know what Doc truly thought of African Americans as a whole or the
black community within St. Petersburg which he helped sustain and in turn sustained him.
He leaves a multi-faceted picture.  On the one hand, he was the man who created a store
on the “wrong side of the tracks,” that, for right or wrong, cemented his economic future
with the black community.  On the other, he was a dictatorial businessman who would not
allow blacks to eat at his lunch counters, advance in job level, or march, picket and protest
against his store.  If one is to believe that “the sale” was all he was after, Doc must have
swallowed whatever negative thoughts he had been taught as a southern white male about
African Americans, and relied on the belief that green was the only color that mattered.
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Figure 1
John Williams, known as the “father” of St.
Petersburg, Florida.  Circa 1890.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of
History.

Figure 2
Peter Demens, founder of the 
Orange Belt Railroad.  His 
hometown of St. Petersburg, Russia is 
the namesake for St. Petersburg, Florida.
Circa 1900.
Courtesy of the St.Petersburg Museum of
History.

CHAPTER SEVEN

A VIEW OF THE CITY
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Figure 3
Orange Belt Railroad, St. Petersburg’s first railroad built by Peter Demens.  Circa
1888.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 4
Central Avenue, St. Petersburg, Florida.  Circa, 1925, the year Doc Webb arrives
during the height of the boom.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 5
James Earl “Doc” Webb in front of his
store, Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company,
circa 1940.  He is 43 years old.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of
History.

Figure 6
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company’s Employees circa February 15, 1932.  Twenty-two
total employees.  Doc is seated at the extreme left, second row.  T. P. Johnson, first
vice-president is third from the right, front row.  John Holmes, the black gentleman
kneeling right, has been a Webb employee since the first day the store was opened.
Six women are also represented.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 7
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company, circa 1935.
In the front of the store are his employees, totaling 46, including three blacks, seen
to the left of the picture.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 8
Webb’s City’s expansion of the building to be four stories throughout the main store.
Circa 1937.  With this expansion, the store did the largest business of any retail drug
store in the world.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 9
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company, circa 1938 decked out with Christmas decorations.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 10
Exterior of Webb’s City from the north, circa 1942.  Now known as the “World Most
Unusual Drug Store” it covers an entire city block and two stories.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.



124

Figure 11
Another photo from the west of Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company circa 1942.  With
the expansion in 1939, Webb added another floor and the picture windows on the
second floor. 
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 12
Webb’s City’s expanded Drug Store.  Now the drug department within his store is
twice as large as his original store in 1925.   Note the Ipana toothpaste on the top
front shelf.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 13
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company’s Delicatessen and Meat Market in the main store.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 14
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company’s check out line for the grocery store.  Circa 1937.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 15
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company’s new Second Floor Women’s Ready to Wear
Department, circa 1937, with Doc Webb seated at left.  In his first expansion, Webb
decided to incorporate things not usually associated with a drug store, to make it
what he called a “One Stop Shop.”
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 16
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company’s famous “3 Cent Breakfast.”  While it was popular
during the Depression, oftentimes Doc Webb would bring it back for specials in later
years, like this picture in the late 1940s.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 17
Webb at far left during one of his Tennessee sales.  As a publicity stunt, Webb is
often kicked out of the store to go back to Tennessee while the store managers are
free to sell at even lower prices.  Webb is seen in his trademark white suit.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 18
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company’s “Poster Girls.” Circa 1946.
Webb used the local beauties to represent his store and products. 
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 19
A Webb’s City’s “Poster Girls” promotional tour.  Doc Webb is second from left in the
front.  Circa 1950.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 20
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company float for the Festival of States Parade with his
famous “Poster Girls.”  In front of the Vinoy Hotel.  Circa 1940.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 21
Train-car load of cigars for Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Store’s famous “Cigar Sale.”
Circa 1940.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 22 
Webb’s City always attracted stars to
entertain its customers.  Here is Tyrone
Power, the movie star, with Doc Webb,
circa 1940.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of
History.
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Figure 23
Webb’s “Outstanding Shirt Sale,” circa 1944, was another one of Webb’s tactics to
get people to buy goods during the war years.  Over 3,000 shirts were sold in one
day.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 24
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company, circa 1942.  Doc Webb’s famous War Bond Show
in which he sold over one million dollars worth of bonds within ten days.  Several
thousand people came out to the shows.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History. 



131

Figure 25
Army Air Corps Boot Camp on the Vinoy Hotel grounds, circa 1942.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 26
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company’s famous “First Nylons after the War Sale,” circa
1945.  During the war, men and women were forced to live without certain items due
to restrictions and rations.  After the war, Webb put almost every good or item that
was rationed on sale.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 27
Webb’s City from the air, circa 1950s.  In
this view, Doc Webb owned everything to
the right of the railroad tracks.  
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of
History.

Figure 28
Webb’s City’s Manager’s Sale, circa 1948.  Webb enjoyed a large customer base
due to his low prices and fantastic sales gimmicks.  It was estimated that in 1948
around 12,000 people visited the store every day.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 29
Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company’s Soda Fountain, circa 1945.  His famous ice
cream, made on the premises, is served for 5 cents a cone.  Also note the black
worker behind the counter.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 30
Webb’s City’s Outpost on Gandy
Boulevard in Tampa, circa 1950.  The sign
points westward towards the original store
in St. Petersburg.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of
History.
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Figure 31
Webb’s City, circa 1960.  Now four stories and several city blocks.  Note the two-
story mermaid on the left side of the building.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 32
Webb’s City’s escalators first floor to the second floor, circa 1960.  The first in St.
Petersburg, Webb added these modern escalators for show and accessability.  
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 33
Webb’s City Board of Directors.  Doc Webb fourth from left.  Bunie Webb fifth from
left. Circa 1960.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 34
Doc Webb and his older brother Bunie
Webb.  Circa 1960.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of
History.
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Figure 35
Webb’s City’s Lunch Counter, circa 1961.  Note blacks both behind the counter and
at the counter.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 36
NAACP Lunch Counter Protest, June 1961.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 37
NAACP Lunch Counter Protest, June 1961.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 38
NAACP Lunch Counter Protest, June 1961.   The signs read “This [These]
Merchant[s] Supports Racism.”
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 39
NAACP Lunch Counter Protest, June 1961.   The signs read “This [These]
Merchant[s] Supports Racism.”
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 40
NAACP Lunch Counter Protest, 16 June 1961.  Rev. Enoch Davis in front right. 
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 41
The start of demolition of Webb’s City circa 1984.  Two men from Wildcat demolition
are taking down the famous two-story mermaid.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

Figure 42
Webb’s City demolition (razing) circa 1984.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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Figure 43
While Webb’s City has been gone since 1984, you can still see signs of Webb’s
everywhere in St. Petersburg.  This is a photo of Webb’s Plaza in downtown St.
Petersburg, circa 2002.
Courtesy of the St. Petersburg Museum of History.
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CONCLUSION

It took only a few days to destroy what it had taken a lifetime to build.  Webb’s City
– store, trend-setter, St. Petersburg icon – had shut down and a city mourned its passing.
 For four years Webb’s City sat, unoccupied, in the center of the downtown.  Decayed and
vandalized, the once fabled “World’s Most Unusual Drugstore,” lay in ruins.  In the early
1980s, St. Petersburg finalized its plans to demolish the buildings of Webb’s City.

Doc Webb lived to see the fall of his city, but not its destruction.  At the age of
eighty-four, Doc Webb passed away June 4, 1982, at St. Anthony’s Hospital.  For several
days thereafter both the St. Petersburg Times and the Evening Independent ran stories
about both his life and death.  Covering everything from his flamboyant business tactics to
his fight against Fair Trade, Doc was remembered by a community and editorialized as a
“legend” by both papers.1  Doc Webb left behind an estate which totaled $1.6 million
dollars.  In his will he remembered both family and friends, as well as his customers.  The
bulk of his estate went to his third wife, Dorothy E. Ondriezek Webb, whom he married in
1978.2  He left $25,000 to each of his children, as well as a $150,000 trust fund.  He gave
various amounts of money to other family and friends, with the largest, $20,000, to his
longtime maid Alberta Zinnamon.  Doc also recognized his long time support from the
elderly community with a gift of $50,000 to the Doc Webb Senior Citizens Center, for new
buildings and improvements.3  It was fitting that the day of Doc’s death, the City Council
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took the first step in reviving the area in which Webb’s City stood.  Members awarded a
piece of the property to a local developer who constructed an office building on the site.4

Four days before Christmas, 1983, Wildcat Wrecking Corporation of Fort Lauderdale
began the razing of Webb’s City, selling everything within the store from the pine floors to
store signs and display shelves.  An auction was held for all other unclaimed material left
in the building.  A chain-link fence went up at the beginning of the next year to prepare for
the demolition.  On January 6, 1984, the St. Petersburg City Council held a formal farewell
for the Webb’s City buildings that was attended by hundreds of former employees,
residents and visitors who had been customers, and city officials.  The ceremony included
Doc Webb-style nine cent ice cream cones and songs from a barbershop quartet.  It led
one frequent visitor from Cincinnati, John Farwick, to say, “The people of St. Petersburg
have lost an old friend.”5  

Amidst blowtorches, wrecking balls and bulldozers, Webb’s City’s main store was
systematically demolished by March 11.  Drawing curious stares from local residents, in
August the vacant dirt lot had turned green by hydro-seeding.  Now the city had to decide
what to do with the vacant lot.6  Eventually it was developed into a multi-functional
downtown center, with a Winn-Dixie supermarket, shoe store, dry cleaners, liquor store,
beauty supply shop, appliance store and third-party check-cashing business.  Simply called
“Webb’s Plaza,” the strip mall picked up where Webb’s City left off, and still stands today.
Occupying the area of Webb’s City’s nursery and florist shop, and offering goods and
services originally offered in Webb’s City, Webb’s Plaza was a successful urban renewal
project for downtown St. Petersburg.  

Winn-Dixie followed closely in the footsteps of Webb’s City.  It enjoyed the
customers and employed the same groups of people that Webb’s City did ten years earlier,
downtown residents, the elderly and African Americans who lived nearby.  Webb’s Plaza
accommodated a need that downtown residents had long required since there had not
been a major grocery store within forty blocks of the downtown since Webb’s City closed
in 1979.7 

Coinciding with the destruction of downtown was another Webb’s City landmark, the
Webb’s City Outpost sign on Gandy Boulevard.  The sign, which had beckoned visitors to
St. Petersburg and Webb’s City for thirty years, was under threat of destruction because
of its age and nonconformance to newer building codes.  The 73 x 50 foot sign’s
centerpiece, a giant Atlas holding up the world in his arms, was big and flamboyant.  The
sign remained long after Webb’s City Outpost was closed in 1979 atop Loon-Fong Chinese-
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Vietnamese Cuisine restaurant.  After many nostalgia inspired protests, the dilapidated sign
was destroyed May 4, 1993.8  

City Officials managed to spare one of Webb’s City’s best known features, the 16
x 12 foot mermaid sign that advertised Doc’s 4th Floor Mermaid Show.  For twenty-six years
the mermaid sign watched over thousands of visitors entering Webb’s City from her perch
on the north-side of the main store’s building.  The city paid for its storage, but then
questions were raised about her fate.  A citywide campaign, sponsored by the Evening
Independent, elicited residents’ help to find the right place for this St. Petersburg landmark.
Most of the Independent’s readers suggested the Pier.  In keeping with the idea that a
mermaid is a sea creature, the pier seemed the most logical location.  Before a permanent
place was chosen, the mermaid was displayed temporarily at Tyrone Square Theaters to
promote the new movie Splash.  It was then put into permanent storage and almost
forgotten.9  Webb’s City’s mermaid finally found its definitive home at the St. Petersburg
Museum of History.  It hovers over a large, permanent display of Doc Webb and Webb’s
City.  But what of Doc and Webb’s City’s legacy?  Did St. Petersburg and its residents
remember Doc and his store only through signs, a grassy patch in the center of downtown
and Webb’s Plaza.  The City and the man were gone, but definitely not forgotten.   

To dismiss Doc as just a local phenomenon without a greater significance is to miss
the larger picture.  In business, Doc Webb and Webb’s City were pioneers.  His was the
prototype of the modern superstore discounters like K-Mart, Wal-Mart and Cosco.  In Tom
Mahoney and Leonard Sloane’s The Great Merchants: American’s Foremost Retail
Institutions and the People Who Made Them Great, in which Doc Webb was included, their
last chapter focuses on the “new” discounters.  Highlighting K-Mart and Korvettes,
Mahoney and Sloane delve into what makes this innovative retail business work.  They
maintain that discounters have helped drive prices down, stimulate Sunday selling and
provided the convenience of late-hour shopping.  Discounters also have battled national
manufacturers over Fair Trade laws and loss leader legislation.  Contemporary discounters
have added extra services to their stores, such as beauty salons, watch repairing, car
centers, to gain new customers.  Discounters also established large parking facilities for
thousands of automobiles.  Setting up a “bazaar-like atmosphere,” these discounters
offered “fifteen-minute specials,” food vendors, carousels and other amusements that made
shopping equivalent to a family outing.  The most recognizable characteristics of the
discounter, Mahoney and Sloane argue, are their lower mark-ups, higher turnover, reliance
of self-service counters, and low overhead.  They describe the “birth” of the discount
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retailers with the Korvettes in 1948 and K-Mart in 1962.10    Even Wal-Mart, the retail giant
of today, started as a small five-and-dime store in 1962.11

By 1937, Doc had accomplished every one of the things listed above and more.  Doc
instituted the one-stop-shop, he set up the 8-items-or-less lane, the senior citizen discount,
and extensive use of advertising.  While the adoption of these ideas by other discounters
led to his downfall in the end, Doc was one of the greatest business innovators of the first
half of the 20th century, and he has been largely ignored.

St. Petersburg remembers.  In 1990, James Earl “Doc” Webb was inducted as a
member of the Tampa Bay Business Hall of Fame.  A pioneer in the retail business, Doc
was remembered by business associates and employees as a trend-setter.12  St.
Petersburg retirees for years remembered him and his generous donations to the St.
Petersburg Senior Center which was renamed in Doc’s honor.  It has been decades since
Webb’s City held its last sale, but remnants are still scattered around the area.  The statue
of Paul Bunyan, that once graced the store, now straddles the roof of Starkey Road Used
Auto Parts in Seminole, Florida.  Dave’s restaurant on Ninth Street South, has a framed
stock certificate for 400 shares of Webb’s Cut Rate Drug Company, issued to Aretta Webb.
“Webb’s 99-Cent Superstore” does business on Central Avenue, in downtown St.
Petersburg.  While not associated with Doc Webb, it makes use of the name recognition.

Doc Webb and Webb’s City were featured throughout the years in the St. Petersburg
Times during reminiscences and “looking back” features, but in the summer of 2000, Doc’s
legacy received its largest affirmation when Bill Leavengood and Lee Ahlin brought Webb’s
City: The Musical to St. Petersburg.  In its first run, Webb’s City: The Musical played at
Ruth Eckerd Hall on June 22-23, 2000, and at the Bayfront Center’s Mahaffey Theater from
June 30 to July 2 , 2000.  With a crowd of more than 1,800 people for its final performance,
and letters to the editor pouring into the St. Petersburg Times, Leavengood and Ahlin were
persuaded to bring the musical back to Mahaffey Theater in 2001.13  Webb’s City: The
Musical  enjoyed the most successful run in Mahaffey Theater’s history, from November
15-24, 2001.14  Most recently, the musical has been adopted by St. Petersburg Little
Theater for a run in September 2003.  In it, Doc’s grandson, James Earl Webb III, plays
both a Securities and Exchange commissioner who orders Doc to stop selling stocks in his
store, and an auctioneer, selling pieces of the store during its final hours.

The community support for Webb’s City: The Musical led to the St. Petersburg
Museum of History exhibit, “Webb’s City: A Community Remembers.”  The exhibition, which
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opened April 19, 2002, included quotes from the local community, a documentary featuring
former employees, customers and business contemporaries of Doc Webb, as well as
theatrical displays of the mermaid diorama, the dancing chickens and of course, the two-
story mermaid sign.  Running until January 20, 2003, the exhibit was seen by thousands
of people who wanted to remember the man and his “World’s Most Unusual Drugstore.” 

With all this attention, the man behind the city still remains much of a mystery.  After
his death, many tried to explain what made Doc tick.  John Thornton, a vice president of
Webb’s City, stated simply, “well, he was a small man, and most small people have a lot
of push behind them.”  Doris McIntyre, wife of a vice president, remarked, “he was
determined.  And then he was a little man, and lots of times they have big egos.”15  Bethia
Caffery, an Evening Independent reporter, spoke to Doc before the sale of his store,
reported, “you get the picture of a small-size middle child who had to try harder, a super-
sensitive boy who would let nobody, but nobody push him around.  A boy who wanted to
be somebody important.”16  Bill Leavengood, writer and director of Webb’s City: The
Musical, believes, “[Doc] is a man who does not have time for his family and who has all
sorts of conflict in his personal life that are a direct result of his drive as a businessman.”17

Leavengood continues, “If [Doc] had one fault, he was monomaniacal in the pursuit of his
business.”18  In his own defense, Doc attributed his propensity for ostentation in business
to a feeling of inferiority about his small size, and credited his brothers’ beatings as
incentive to become great.19  

All of these opinions have some relevance in fact.  Doc was a man driven to become
something great and fantastical, and he achieved this.  What makes him unusual is that
unlike other businessmen, his drive was not to make money, but to have customers and
make the sale.  His most quoted saying remains, “I didn’t give a damn about money, I
wanted customers!”  I believe this is key to understanding Doc Webb.  The thrill of the sale,
the advertisements and hype, the dramatic number of customers, the fight against Fair
Trade and for free competition, this is what Doc aspired to, not to accumulate power or
money.   This is how most remember him.  

The man who wanted only to “stack ‘em high and sell ‘em cheap” would be proud
of this recent attention and hoopla.   
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