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About This Book 
In the summer of 2011 Russ Johnson decided that he would like to create a historical document outlining 

the history of Hammer Pharmacy. He knew he had many fascinating stories and he wanted to preserve 

them. With 140 years of history there were so many things to tell about Hammer’s growth as a business, 

and as an important part of Des Moines’ colorful history. From the years of his childhood in the 1930s to 

present times, Russ has gathered stories of Hammer, serving as the link to his father Russ Johnson Sr., 

who owned and operated the business before him. Russ had read a piece in the Des Moines Register’s 

“You Should Get to Know” segment about Sherry Borzo, Personal Historian of Storied Gifts. He thought 

Sherry might be able to help him accomplish the goal of writing a narrative history of Hammer. 

  

What was originally intended to be a small and simple project then became a year-long effort for both Russ 

and Sherry, meeting and working on the fascinating times that Hammer was a part of. During that year 

Russ provided research, photos and many of his memories of the Hammer story to Sherry, guiding her on 

this journey. They worked hard together to create this informative and interesting book, an engaging vision 

of Hammer Pharmacy! 
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I dedicate this history and story of Hammer Pharmacy—a small 

drugstore located in the old downtown East Side business district 

of Des Moines, Iowa – to my highly respected father,  

 

Russell E. Johnson, Sr. 

 

I have always referred to him as “Dad,” and more often as “My 

Super Mentor – Russ Senior.”  He exposed me and my beloved 

brother, Dick, to the pharmacy business at a very early age.  As we 

continued growing up around the drugstore, I felt I was fortunate 

to enjoy the pharmacy business, and just assumed that this would 

be my lifelong field of employment. 

 

I was so lucky that after graduation from Drake University College 

of Pharmacy (also located in Des Moines), and also after working 

Dedication and Acknowledgement 

for my dad, he made it possible for me when necessary to have 

the time to pursue other pharmacy related opportunities, which 

generally resulted in additional sources of new business. 

 

We did have some failures; two pharmacies, one in Des Moines 

and one out of Des Moines, as well as a gourmet food shop in Des 

Moines.  We never should have gotten into a business we knew 

very little about. 

 

It is very hard to have all winners with no losses. 

 

Back to some personal comments: Our mother died from 

tuberculosis when I was five years old and Dick was three years 

old.  We were raised by our dad, housekeepers Mrs. Cora Cason 

and Mrs. Amanda Froke, Grandma Tina Johnson, Uncle Clyde 
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Newell, and Aunt Teckla Moline.  Aunt Ethel Johnson would help 

by taking me and my brother shopping for clothes and by 

occasionally having us stay overnight at her home. 

 

Thanks to all these folks for such great support as Dick and I were 

growing up. 

 

I wish that my brother Dick had developed an interest in the 

pharmacy business, but that was not his bag or interest.  He would 

have made a great partner but became interested in other 

endeavors.  Dick passed away nearly 20 years ago.  We all miss 

him very much. 

 

Now for the icing on the cake: 

 

The dedication of this book is like a two edge sword.  We all know 

that a sword is most effective if it has two sharp edges.  Russ 

Senior is one edge and my wife and super mother of our children, 

Lucile, is the other edge of the sword – what a combination of 

partners. 

 

Lucile has raised four outstanding children and we are so proud of 

them and their families. 

 

This book is dedicated to Russ Johnson, Sr. and also to Lucile 

(Sargent) Johnson.  Their motivation and positive influence were 

extremely important in helping me contribute my part in bringing 

Hammer Pharmacy to its 140th year of business. 

                                                                           Hammer Pharmacy History                                                                             
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Not Just a Pharmacy On the Corner 
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A photo of the Hammer Pharmacy building as of 2012. The final restoration including awnings on storefront to be 
completed in 2013 



2012:  At first glance Hammer Pharmacy may appear 

unassuming, a little store located in an old building in downtown 

Des Moines, Iowa. Nestled in what is now the revitalized East 

Village area of the city, the building is a historical landmark that 

provides character to this neighborhood that is a mix of 

commercial and residential properties. The Iowa Historical 

Building, a relative youngster built in the 1970s, is across the 

street; and all around Hammer are bistros, bookstores and other 

boutique businesses.   

 

Beyond the glass front door of the entrance there is a modernized 

pharmacy department with a counter that greets customers, and 

separates the entryway from bustling pharmacy staff. The sound of 

pills being poured and counted from plastic bottles to trays can be 

heard throughout. The certified pharmacy technicians are actively 

imputing prescription information into the computer system, 

selecting the proper medications from the pharmacy shelves, and 

preparing and labeling the prescriptions for the pharmacist’s final 

verification. As customers scan the pharmacy shelves, the 

traditional over-the-counter medications are all available as well as 

orthotic braces and supports, compression hosiery, and a Diabetes 

Life Center including diabetic shoes. This is a busy working 

pharmacy. 

 

Displayed on the walls among products of today are artifacts of the 

past—a 1943 newspaper article featuring a story about the 

founder Alvin Hammer that explains the benefit of leeches, signage 

for old-fashioned remedies, and antique pharmacy bottles in 

jeweled colors. A closer look at this brisk business reveals a story 

of hard work and creativity that has lasted more than a century.  

 

Hammer has survived in the retail druggist profession which has 

had to reinvent itself many times over. Throughout the years, the 

business has sustained generations of families, weathered industry 

change, and withstood economic adversity. Beyond the facade of 

the pharmacy is history: of the families who owned it, of 

entrepreneurism, and of the community. It is a story that starts 

with the man Gustavus Hammer.  
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Gustavus Hammer, An Immigrant’s Story, 1840s 

Born in 1818, and raised in the village of Glagau, Germany, 

Gustavus was an established member of society, a merchant, and 

a former officer of the Prussian Army. In 1848, with a wife and 

young family he left behind, Gustavus sailed out of the port of 

Bremen, Germany for America.  Now, as a 30-year-old man he 

wanted to pursue economic opportunities and political freedoms 

that he heard existed for immigrants in America. His plan was to 

leave behind his wife Henrietta Juliana Warner, 2-year-old 

daughter Antonia and newborn son Alfred and send for them once 

he became settled.   

1843 
Fort Des Moines 

Founded.  

1836 
Wisconsin Territory established 

which included the area that would 
later be the state of Iowa. 

1844 
Gustavus marries  
Henrietta Julianna  

Werner (1811) 

1776 
American Congress resolves 
independence from British 

Crown.  

1796 
Edward Jenner develops a method to 

protect people from smallpox by 
exposing them to the cowpox virus.  
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The Hammer family crest. 



Gustavus saw a business opportunity in the lush forests of Wisconsin. The township 

of Mayville was being transformed by pioneers who cut down trees to make way for 

farmland. Gustavus purchased the wood ash from the farmers and had it hauled 

away to Milwaukee where it was processed and converted into potash, a component 

of sodium bicarbonate discovered in 1840 and used in all types of cooking and  

leavening bread.  

1848 
Wisconsin officially recognized as 
a state. Europeans immigrate to 

U.S. called 48ers. 

1846 
First child born to Gustavus and 

Henrietta,  Antonia Hammer born 
in Prussia.  

1848 
Alfred Hammer Born 

in Prussia. 
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April 1861: Gustavus responded to President Lincoln’s first call for 

seventy-five thousand volunteers, and at Mayville, Wisconsin he 

began Company E. which in a few days became part of the Third 

Wisconsin Infantry. As a 48-er, many German-Americans viewed 

the Civil War as an extension of the same battle for democracy 

that the revolutions called for in Europe. He participated in all 

major battles until Winchester, when he was captured in 1862.  

Toward the end of the Civil War he was exchanged for a captain of 

the Confederate Army.  

1851 
Des Moines Incorporated as Fort Des 
Moines. Shortened to Des Moines in 

1853.  

1857 
Des Moines becomes 

Iowa Capitol.   

1854 
Dr. William Baker & Co establishes Des Moines drugstore.  

Alfred Hammer would apprentice with Baker when he arrives in 
1872. 

1846 
Iowa territory formally 
recognized as a state.  

Hammer In the Civil War, 1860s 

1852 
Julianna and children immigrate to 
Mayville, Wisconsin. Alvin Hammer 

born in Mayville, Wisconsin.  
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1867 
Joseph Lister publishes Antiseptic Principle of the Practice of Surgery. Emphasizes 

importance of cleanliness in surgery and use of carbolic acid to sanitize wounds and 
instruments. In one hospital alone death rate goes from 60% to 4%.   

1866 
The Des Moines Valley 

Railroad is the first to reach 
Des Moines.   

1863: 
Abraham Lincoln issues Emancipation 
Proclamation declares all slaves held in 

rebelling territory are free.  

1865:  Alfred Hammer, age 17, enlisted in Company E. 50th 

Wisconsin just days before the end of the Civil War. He expected to 

return home soon, but was not discharged until the end of 1866, 

his regiment engaged in the suppression of Indian uprisings during 

that time. After his return, Alfred took up the study of chemistry 

with Gustavus Bode state chemist in Milwaukee. 

 

Bode, a German immigrant, apprenticed in the druggist profession 

in Prussia, then studied analytical chemistry. In Milwaukee Bode 

initially partnered with druggist M. Tesch, and then started his 

own business with a laboratory and also offering photographic 

supplies.   
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1875 
Alfred marries Mrs. Mary (Frantz) Childs. She has 
two children from former marriage, Edward and 

Clifford. 

1869 
Terrace Hill built by B.F. Allen at a 

cost of $250,000. 

1876 
Alexander Graham Bell 
invents the telephone. 

1870 
Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch 

establish the germ theory of 
disease. 

Alfred Hammer, 1870s 
Alfred, the eldest son of Gustavus and Henrietta, was born in Germany in 1848. 

After Gustavus immigrated and settled in the United States, he sent for his family to 

join him in Wisconsin in 1852.  

  

At the age of 17, Alfred followed in his father’s footsteps serving as a Union soldier 

in Co. E, 50th Wisconsin Infantry in 1865. Shortly after joining, the Civil War ended. 

Instead of being released from the company however, Alfred’s regiment was retained 

for a year to assist with protecting settlers against Indian uprisings.  

 

Afterwards, and throughout the greater part of his life, Alfred continuously 

petitioned the U.S. government to recognize his rightful claim to veterans pension 
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1880 
Alma Hammer born to Alvin 
and Emma Hammer. (1880-

1954)   

1882 
Louis Pasteur develops  

rabbies vaccine. 

1881 
Drake University founded and 
named after former governor 

Francis Marion Drake. 

1879 
Iowa State Fair moved to  

Des Moines from Fairfield, Iowa. 

1880 
Gunfight at OK Corral in 

Tombstone, Arizona  
Territory. 

benefits, and recognition of his regiment’s service to the country, 

which they withheld for nearly fifty years. 

  

Alfred moved to Council Bluffs, Iowa in 1870 and established a 

chemical laboratory with partner A.D. Foster. They began the 

manufacture of photographer’s chemicals, involving the reduction 

of gold and silver, and launched a laboratory. 

  

In 1872, Alfred sold his interest to Foster and came to Des Moines 

where he accepted a position as apprentice with Dr. William Baker, 

who was then recognized as the oldest druggist of Des Moines. 

Then in 1873, Alfred married Mrs. Mary E. Frantz Childs who had 

two children, Edward and Clifford, from her former marriage. 

Together they had one son who died shortly after birth. The couple 

was prominent in the community. 

  

In 1874, Alfred started his pharmacy at Court and 2nd Street, 

then moved to 302 Walnut Street in 1881. Then in 1901, he 

purchased the building vacated by George M. Hippee & Company 

at 310 Walnut, and established a state-of-the-art pharmacy store. 

Alfred eventually sold his business to Alvin in 1928, and worked 

as an executive at Valley Savings Bank the remainder of his career. 
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Alvin Hammer 

Alvin Hammer was the youngest child of Gustavus and Henrietta 

and their only child born in the United States, the same year his 

mother and siblings immigrated in 1852. He was raised in 

Wisconsin.  

  

Alvin began his work in the retail pharmacy profession in 1872 

while in Wisconsin, he then apprenticed in Chicago and completed 

a 6-month program of study at the Chicago College of Pharmacy in 

1875. His instructor, Albert Ethelbert Ebert, (1840-1906) was 

known as the “Father of modern pharmacy.” Alvin completed his 

thesis on glucose suspended iron isotopes which was recognized 

and published in the national pharmaceutical journals of the day. 

Before his discovery, iron could not be maintained in solution, 

which made it difficult to mix in liquid medicine. 

 

Hammer in Des Moines 
In 1878 Alvin began clerking for his brother Alfred who, in 1874, 

launched his retail pharmacy in Des Moines. By 1882, the city 

directory notes Alvin as managing his own retail pharmacy at 504 

East Walnut Street. Alvin maintained that he was established in 

the profession of pharmacy 

(preferring the term druggist) 

since 1872 as evidenced in 

this storefront photo of 1928 

(inset and left). 

  

In 1879, Alvin married Emma 

Emmelin Stolz (1856-1930) 

in Dodge County, Wisconsin, where the family maintained a home 

in Beaver Dam. They had two children, Alma (1880-1954) and 

Lester (1884-1967). As an adult, Alma worked as the registrar at 

East High School until her retirement and never married. Lester 

graduated from Iowa State University and pursued business 
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opportunities with the Stolz Electrophone Company of Chicago 

before WWI and then later resided in Des Moines.  

 

Early Pharmacy Changes 

Alvin practiced pharmacy in the true German tradition of the 

apothecary; compounding physician prescribed formulas, stocking 

natural herbs and remedies, producing medicines sold under the 

Hammer brand, and offering consultation to customers for relief 

from the symptoms of sickness who could not afford to go to a 

physician.   

  

Russ Johnson Sr. began working for Hammer as a youth in the 

early 1920s. He described Alvin as “An outstanding pharmacist, 

who was able to put together formulas for so many items used in 

our business.” Alvin is quoted in several articles as preferring the 

work of the apothecary and lamenting the retail end of the 

business, which pandered to other revenue sources for the store 

including hardware, cosmetics, candy and tobacco products.  

  

Russ Johnson Jr., who took his turn learning the business during 

his early adolescence in the 1940’s, remembers Alvin from a 

youth’s perspective. “I probably didn’t have an understanding of 

him other than seeing he was an old man by then. He seemed 

kind of gruff so I was always afraid of him. There was an incident 

that involved my bicycle, which was resting outside in the 

sidewalk grate after I made a delivery. It collapsed and ended up 

breaking the front window. Alvin was angry about that but 

generally he also complained about other things, like how I made 

the malts too big.” 

  

In 1942, Alvin was elected honorary president of the Iowa 

Pharmaceutical Association. He was an avid golfer and fisherman 

as well as a member of several civic organizations and the 

Masonic Lodge.  

 

It was a shared love for the 

druggist profession and the 

efforts to maintain Hammer 

Pharmacy through quality 

customer service that 

aligned Alvin and Johnson 

Sr. in a business partnership 

in 1942. Alvin continued to 

work in the business for 73 

years retiring in 1945, only 

a few years before he died 

in 1948. (right: Hammer at 

his Minnesota cabin 1940s) 
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1885 
Gustavus dies at the age of 67. In his remaining years he 
served as Justice of the Peace in Beaver Dam, Wisconsin.  

Julianna dies in 1891. 

1884 
Lester Hammer born to Alvin and 
Emma Hammer. (1884-1967) 

1886 
State capitol completed in East Des 

Moines  
(started in 1871).  

Professionalism and Temperance, 1880s  

The National Organization of Women’s Christian  
Temperance  

The Temperance movement was strong in Iowa for most of the 

19th century. In the 1860s prohibition required establishments 

selling alcohol for mechanical, medicinal, sacramental and 

culinary purposes to carry a permit. The exceptions created a 

loophole for saloons to sell alcohol by the dram for “medicinal 

purposes.”  

  

A few pharmacists did carry the permit and filled doctor prescribed 

orders for whisky, to “calm a patient’s nerves.” Pharmacists 

recognize it as an official drug named spirits of “frumenti.” The 

patient would pay the doctor a dollar to write the prescription and 

Hammer would charge the patient a dollar to fill it.  
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customers to pour the 
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1889 
Highland Park College of pharmacy 

begins in Des Moines, Iowa.  

1897  
William McKinley 

becomes president. 

1897  
Aspirin invented. 

The Republican Party, pressured by the Iowa State Temperance 

Alliance, adopted a platform plank in favor of a prohibition 

amendment to the state constitution which did pass in 1880, but 

didn’t become law until 1882.  

  

The practical use of alcohol for prescriptions would place the 

druggist profession in opposition to some of the laws and licensing 

required by the temperance movements of this century. To 

separate themselves from the saloons, retail pharmacists, 

including Alvin and Alfred, assisted in establishing a professional 

organization eventually called the Iowa Pharmacy Association to 

gain political influence.  

Johnson Sr. recalled the story of a physician who had a female 

patient that insisted she needed medicine for her ailment, when all 

he felt she suffered from was “old age.” He asked Johnson to 

concoct something harmless that he could prescribe. Johnson 

thought it over and filled a bottle half with spirits of frumenti, 

some Bismuth chalk to “sooth the stomach,” and water along with 

a few drops of peppermint spirits. The instructions read, “Shake 

well before taking a dose.”  

 

The patient reported that she was feeling much better as a result. 

The doctor and Johnson Sr. enjoyed the irony that the patient was 

in fact head of the Women’s Christian Temperance.  
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A city directory dated 1882 lists Alvin and Alfred established 

in separate pharmacy businesses across the river from each 

other. Alvin’s first location was at 504 East Walnut Street. He 

then moved to 313 East Fifth (1888-1895); 504 East Locust 

Street (1896-1899);  600 East Grand  (1900 to present).     

Customers came in to Hammer to fill prescriptions and 

buy other items including tobacco, cosmetics, candy and 

soda fountain items, all of which they could place on 

credit. Hammer kept track of their purchases and 

payments in a ledger (pictured above). 
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Factions within the pharmacy community either wanted to 

bolster their role as professional pharmacists,  or focus on 

themselves as retailers of profitable merchandise. In the 

late 19th century, retail prescription sale margins shrank 

and more patent drugs were sold. 

 

In July of 1885, Norman Lichty, a prominent druggist and 

manufacturer in Des Moines, initiated price wars for his 

preparations between local druggists. Attempts were made 

by professional associations to regulate pricing and stop 

price cutting, however it was an issue that would 

challenge druggist retailers into the 20th century. (above:  

picture of mass produced medicine) 

An article from the Des Moines Daily of 1907, reports 

that a number of druggists, including Alfred Hammer, 

must go before the district court to explain why they 

should not be included in a ban on selling alcohol.  
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Hammer’s intent was “to place reliable prescriptions by eminent 

physicians, which may be used instead of patent medicines that 

are flooding the country.” 

 

C.M. McAfee of Cincinnati produced this generic recipe book 

(image left) of cures for man and beast. Alvin Hammer purchased 

and personalized the book as a promotional tool in 1899 and 

utilized it at his new location in 1900. Each recipe listed 

ingredients but not measurements, and was marked with a value 

of $5.00, but was likely given away. 

 

1899 
Hammer makes the news (Capitol July 5, when clerk places firecracker 

under brick which explodes breaking display case glass.  

1898 
National Association of Retail (NARD) 

established. Iowa has 500 members by 1901. 

1898 
The Still Osteopathy College 
founded, now known as Des 

Moines University. 

1898 
The U.S. declares war 

on Spain. 

1900 
Alvin’s son Lester listed as 
clerking at the Hammer 
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1905 
New York is the first state to mandate a 

two-year degree for pharmacy. 

1910 
First Drake Relays held. Now one of the 

largest field and track events in the world. 

1914 
World War I 

begins. 

1901 
William McKinley assassinated 

by anarchist, succeeded by 
Theodore Roosevelt. 
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A customer could present their book and the 

prescription they wanted mixed. Some of the 

prescriptions of interest included a cure for 

chapped hands and lips, which was also 

“excellent for use after shaving.” Hammer 

used the books at his final location on East 

Grand and crossed out his former store 

address. 



Interior of permanent location of  Hammer Pharmacy 
600 East Grand Ave. c 1900 

 

Learning the Business — A Family Business 

Hammer Pharmacy was a family business where the lessons of the 

profession were passed down from the elders to the next 

generation. It was and is a business that  required a great deal of 

attention which Alvin, and later Johnson Sr., committed to 

incorporating around the needs of their family life and other 

activities. Russ Johnson Sr. and several of his brothers including 

Don, Sanford and George worked for Hammer pharmacy as 

youths.  

There were always tasks to do that even young Russ Jr. and his 

brother Dick could help with while at home. Popular medicines 

such as APC (which later became similar to Anacin and Empirin 

compound), were sold in large quantities so the capsule supply 

always needed to be replenished. Compounding of the powder 

would be done at the pharmacy; then the capsules would be filled 

by the boys at home. Russ Jr. remembers, “My brother and I 

would sit by the radio with the mixture Dad brought home and fill 

capsules.” 

 

 Learning the ropes at Hammer pharmacy started with doing the 

gopher jobs such as cleaning and running deliveries. Alvin taught 

Russ Sr., and several other Johnson siblings who worked at the 

pharmacy for part-time work, and then Don Johnson (Russ Sr.’s 

younger brother) taught the basics to Russ Johnson Jr. 

 

Johnson Jr. recalls learning about the business from his uncle and 

answering to him directly when he worked there as a young 

person. Uncle Don taught him how to operate the soda fountain, 

and other fundamentals of retail pharmacy including sweeping and 

scrubbing the floors, dusting the merchandise, attending to the 

outdoor awnings, making change, and prescription deliveries.  

Uncle Don later owned his own pharmacy in Des Moines and was 

the father of two sons, David and Bill, who also became successful  

pharmacists. 
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Johnson Sons 1960s 
Russ' three sons, Mark, Kurt and Rick Johnson all worked part 

time at Hammer Pharmacy while they were growing up.  During 

their pre-teen years, they did jobs like sweeping the floor and 

stocking the pop machine and candy shelves.  They restocked 

sacks, bottles, vials and merchandise, rolled awnings in  and out, 

swept sidewalks, and pre-counted pills.  They would run errands—

usually to make deliveries or pickups in the downtown East Des 

Moines neighborhood area. 

 

During those days, in the early 1960s, Hammer Pharmacy still 

sold ice cream (from a refrigerated case), roasted nuts (on a 

classic spinning carousel), newspapers, magazines and comic 

books, cigarettes and cigars. 

 

In their teens, Mark, Kurt and Rick worked behind the prescription 

counter as "pharmacy techs" helping to fill prescriptions.  They 

would  locate the actual physical prescription for re-orders,  set it 

out for the pharmacist, help to pull and count the medications, 

and finally file the paper prescriptions back into the little folders in 

which they were kept.  As always, they would pre-count bottles of 

30s, 60s and 90s of the most popular prescription drugs—so they 

would be ready without further counting when a prescription was 

received. 

They also made deliveries of individual customers and nursing 

homes by car, using both family owned and Hammer owned 

delivery vehicles.  That was during the heyday of CB radios.  

During the 60s, Hammer Pharmacy had a very large antenna on 

top of the building at E. 6th and Grand.  Over the CB (and later 

FM) radio you would hear, "KPH7446 unit 2 to base."  That was 

Hammer's call letters.  "What's your 20?" meant, "Where are you?"   
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The Hammer Building History and Seymour Johnson 

LEFT:  Hammer 
Pharmacy as it 
appeared in 1916. 

Horatio Seymour Johnson and Equitable 
Horatio Seymour Johnson (1868-1941) was a clerk at Equitable 

Life Insurance in 1899 when he negotiated a construction loan 

with his employer of $7,000, needed to build a new business 

building at the corner of East 6th and Sycamore (later to be called 

Grand Avenue). Equitable, established in 1867, was a rapidly 

growing leader of insurance but was not known to be in the 

business of commercial lending. However, Seymour must have 

been a person of importance at Equitable in order to contract the 

initial loan. Seymour’s prominence at Equitable continued through 

his 40-year career as he became vice president and later assistant 

secretary. Hoyt Sherman attorney had a financial interest in the 

Hammer building.  

Lot 7 
The entire lot represented three sub-parcels of which the west 

forty feet of the south eighty was owned by Seymour’s mother, 

Julia Ann Johnson. As of 1884, the site was occupied by two 

single-story stores that housed a hardware store and a saloon. 

Seymour purchased the land from his mother in 1899 and 

proceeded with plans to build a new commercial property. This 

parcel on Lot 7 would be Johnson’s only commercial real estate 

holding, which he would own until his death.  Later his daughter 

Helen Cummings owned the parcel, until she sold it to Russell 

Johnson Sr. and Jr. in 1961.  
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The facade remodel of 1960 

Building Construction 
Seymour solicited for bids from contractors and architects and 

commenced construction with what the July 22, 1899 issue of 

Plain Talk predicted would be “one of the best business buildings 

in East Des Moines.”The building launched quickly once blueprints 

were prepared in late 1899 and work was completed by year’s 

end. Initially the project was called the “Johnson Block” and early 

drafts suggested it would be a three-story brick building, however 

upon completion it was only two stories.  

  

First Tenant 
The first tenant listed was Hast Meat Market at 602 East Grand. 

Hast had their business on the lot at 604 before the Johnson 

Block was built. (Plain Talk, March 24, 1900) Oral tradition 

places Hammer at 600 East Grand in January and the building 

became known as the “Hammer Block,” noting it as the principle 

business associated with the property.  

  

Remodels  
In 1956, Russ Johnson Jr. redesigned the façade of the building 

utilizing the newest technique of that time called an aluminum 

front. By Russ Johnson’s report, the remodel resulted in a positive 

increase in business. In 1962, a metal slip cover was placed over 

the west, north and south sidewalls of the building. 
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In 2007, Bill Dodds of Optimae Life Services discussed the 

possibility of having the building designated as an historical 

landmark and restoring the building to its original appearance. 

Russ did not want to be directly involved in restoration but liked 

the idea. Dodds purchased the building from Russ and Hammer 

was given a long term lease. The landmark status was not 

awarded but Dodds continued with the construction project paying 

attention to renovating the building back to its original appearance.    

 



Interior of permanent location of Hammer Pharmacy Left to right:  

Russ Johnson Sr., Alvin Hammer, George Johnson brother of Russ 

Johnson Sr. 1928 
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Old vintage cast aluminum Lab & Apothecary Medicine Store 

Cork Press. Liquids were often stored in large containers and 

then dispensed in small glass bottles. These bottles were 

stoppered with natural cork to assure a tight fit. The corkers 

were compressed in a cork press. This rotary cork press was 

used for tapering, softening for boring and reducing corks for 

exact fit.  

Hammer Pharmacy Early Locations 



In 1901 Alfred Hammer purchases his own building at 310 

Walnut to house his drugstore, making it a “splendidly 

equipped establishment” for the time. A major draw to this 

new shop was the addition of new gas lights outside which 

were promoted in the newspaper advertisement for the 

opening. The Hammer brothers maintained their pharmacies 

on opposite sides of the river throughout their lives. Two 

addresses printed above. 

This photo is documented as Alvin Hammer’s first 

pharmacy location at 504 East Walnut Street, view 

southeast c. early 1870s Alvin is said to be the individual 

on the left.  
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1920 
Iowa Women vote 
for the first time. 

1924 
The Equitable building is 

completed. 

1918  
World War I ends. 

Hammer Neighbor Hast Meat Market, 1920s 

1925 
National Bar Association 

founded by African Americans. 

Hammer’s primary East Side neighbor was the Hast Meat Market, 

located at 602 East Grand. Established in 1881, the market was 

initially located at 604 East Grand Avenue, then became the first 

noted tenant of the new Seymour Building Block upon its 

completion in March of 1900. The market utilized both 602 and 

604 until approximately 1920, when operation consolidated into 

602.  

 

Louis Hast Sr., a German immigrant born in Steinbach Giessen, 

April 23, 1849, arrived in the United States in 1860 and within a 

year settled in Winterset, Iowa where he worked as a butcher. By 

1880, Hast Sr. established his meat market and cattle purchasing 
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Some of the Hast Family in 1924. Left to Right: Fred Homer 
Hast, Fred’s wife Dora Hast, Louis Grover Hast, Anna Baker 

Hast, Louis G. Hast Sr. Child in front is George Richard Hast. 



1928   
Four-year program adopted as 
policy by American Association 

of Colleges of Pharmacy. 

1927  
Russell Johnson Sr. graduates from 
College of Pharmacy Des Moines 
University. A two-year program. 

1928  
Alfred sells his pharmacy to Alvin and spends the 
remainder of his  professional life as an officer of 

the Valley National Bank.  

1928 
Salisbury House completed, owned by Carl 

Weeks, also a druggist, of Armand 
Cosmetics. 

This soothsayer machine 
was directly inside the 
door during the 1950s. It 
replaced one that sat 
outside the door and under 
the awning of Hammer 
Pharmacy from 1900 to 
1940s.  

business in Des Moines, Iowa. At this time, he was widowed from 

his first wife Sophia Worth. He was then married to Anna Baker 

and they resided at 600 Des Moines Street with their children: 

Carl, Louis Jr., Georgia, and Fred. Also living in the family home 

was the child Mary from his first marriage, along with his first 

wife’s mother and a butcher named Wilson Link who it is assumed 

worked in the business. 

  

Hast Sr. remained in the business until his retirement in 1906. His 

wife Anna continued to manage the market until 1930, and then 

their son Louis Jr. managed and operated the business with his 

brother and Carl until the market closed in 1958. Louis Hast Sr. 

died in 1924 at the age of 75.  
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 In 1940, the name of the business changed to “Hast Food Market 

and Meats,” which reflected an expansion of trade into the grocery 

business.  

Wooden mortar and pestle 
created by Rick Johnson in 
junior high as a gift to his 
dad Russ Johnson Jr.  



Old Fashioned Remedies 

Signature to all local druggists of the past were special 

formulations of medicines designed to relieve symptoms of 

customer’s common ills. Everything from indigestion to boils and 

colds were treated by medicines made specially by each 

pharmacy. Industrialization took a strong hold in the United States 

as the twentieth century launched; mass production created the 

need for factory jobs to meet the growing demands of consumers, 

which manifested into product loyalty. This included branded 

medicines that were made at pharmacy houses, which retail 

pharmacies then sold locally. The pharmacy still formulated many 

of their own ointments, powders and pills but the trend toward use 

of branded medicines gradually became the norm in the 20th 

century. 

 

Most prescriptions were compounded from formulas provided by 

physicians, but each pharmacist still created some of their own 

special medicines. Infusions of digitalis were often prescribed and 

there were emulsions made using cod liver oil. There were 

ointments to treat boils, dandruff and corns, as well as pills and 

syrups for coughs, colds  and headaches. 

 

 Hammer was the source for natural remedies, too. Russ Johnson 

Jr. remembers that sassafras bark was popular in its day; “It is 

used to make root beer but customers liked to steep and soak it to 
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make tea. Blackberry Balsam was a kind of astringent that also 

helped settling problems of the stomach. Leeches imported from 

Sweden by way of New York were kept in a large glass bowl. “I 

remember Dad would place them on an area around a person’s 

black eye and when the leech swelled with blood it was removed.”  

  

Russell Johnson Sr. described the role of the pharmacist in the 

early decades of the twentieth century as a trusted source for 

many customers who couldn’t afford a doctor. “Large families with 

small income came to the drug store for help for their ailments. 

We were never in competition with the doctors, but for everyday 

non-fever coughs, colds and headaches we would sell them over-

the-counter products to hopefully help them feel better.”  

  

Both Alvin and Johnson Sr. lamented the shifting role of the 

pharmacist from preparing medicines to primarily selling patented 

drugs. However, Hammer continued to prepare and offer a range of 

their Hammer label products until the mid 1970s. One noteworthy 

Hammer branded offering was “Formula 77,” popular for its 

treatment of sinus ailments. It was very effective and a good sized 

business was developed around this product. 
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Hammer’s Neighborhood East Des Moines 
During the 1930s and 40s, East Des Moines was a thriving 

community where everything people needed was within walking 

distance. In 1937, recently widowed Russ Johnson Sr. moved his 

family to a house eight blocks from Hammer, and hired a full-time 

housekeeper from the church to help care for his two young sons 

Russ Jr. and Richard.  

  

Johnson Jr. remembers East Des Moines as a place with a small 

town feel. “We had two furniture stores, clothing and shoe stores, 

as well as banks, three grocery stores and four meat markets. 

When I was a kid there were still four movie theaters nearby which 

included the Grand Theater right across the street, the Iowa 

Theater, The State and one called AmuseU.” The street traffic from 

residents sustained eleven pharmacies in the area, prior to 1930. 

“Hammer maintained extended hours from 7 to 11 during the 

week and 7 to midnight on Saturday and Sunday to serve the 

customers exiting the theaters and members of the Four Square 

Gospel church that was located nearby.  

  

Hammer customers were diverse. Johnson Jr. remembers 

delivering prescriptions to East 2nd Street which was considered 

the red light district. There were about six houses there and they 

were considered good customers. “I delivered to them on my bike, 

Johnson Jr. explains, and knew the ladies by name. I always 

addressed them as Mrs., Mrs. Wooten, Mrs. Anderson, and so on. 

I received tips, sometimes a nickel, a dime or more. They always 

carried a stack of one dollar bills. The houses did not look like 

much on the outside but inside they had thick carpet, were nicely 

decorated and always a nice fragrance. Usually there was an 

attractive woman at the front window motioning for prospects to 

stop in.”   

  

East Des Moines fell into decline with the construction of the 

MacVicar Freeway in the 1960s, and there was the continued tug 

between East and West Des Moines with the west yielding gains 

as the commercial city expanded westward. The resurgence of the 

East side today, dubbed “East Village,” provides a reminiscent 

quality of a small town feel mix of commercial and residential 

blended together, a process that has taken time but has taken hold 

successfully.  
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View of City of Des Moines from Capitol, West 1940s 



The soda fountain and pharmacy connection developed in part out 

of a need for retail pharmacists to have another source of revenue. 

Given Alvin Hammer’s  opposition to other retail items being 

offered in the pharmacy it is surprising that he was one of the 

early adopters of the fountain concept in the area. 

 

Hammer initially tracked the progress of the Hammer Pharmacy 

fountain noting initial annual revenues of approximately $1,500. 

The fountain was open for business between mid April and mid 

November. Through the winter months, the revenue fell low 

enough that it wasn’t worth staffing. By 1913, with average 

revenues reaching $3,000 a year, he decided the progress 

merited investing in the new Walker Soda Fountain. Expenses 

included McFarland Ice Company, ice cream, eggs, gas and 

phosphate glasses. Russ Jr. explains that the eggs were used in 

the malted milkshakes, lemons for lemonade, and gas for 

carbonated sodas. Phosphates were mixed with bitters and sours 

along with cherry and strawberry syrup for beverages. Bromo 

seltzer and alka seltzer were the only medicinal items mixed at 

the soda fountain, mixed by pouring the mixture from one glass to 

another. Some people became addicted to the bromo seltzer 

which could cause impaired circulation in the fingertips if taken 

too often. This item would require a prescription if it were offered 

today. 

Johnson Sr. remembered the fountain fondly, “The fountain left so 

many memories. We had a good reputation for our ice cream sodas 

and malts. When my Uncle Ray worked behind the fountain, 

everyone especially wanted him to make their malt.” 

 

The fountain brought people into the store and provided an 

alternative gathering place during prohibition. Store hours were 

extended to take care of customers who came from the nearby 

movie houses and the churches. Eventually Russ Johnson Jr. 

eliminated the fountain from the interior design of the store, in 

1955. “Today it would be nice to have the fountain because there 

is a larger profit margin on food, but at the time it seemed 

important to focus on our primary business.”  
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Uncle George behind the 
soda fountain 1928. 
 

The Soda Fountain and Hammer 



Russell Johnson Sr.   

Russell Johnson Sr.  
In front of Hammer Pharmacy 1943 

Russell Johnson Sr. was the son of immigrants Edward Johnson 

and Katrina (Tina) Rugtiv Johnson of Swedish and Norwegian 

decent, respectively. They were married in Des Moines in 1895 

and raised a family of eight children. The Johnsons lived near 

Hammer Pharmacy and the packing company in East Des Moines, 

where several family members worked when they were younger 

and were a typical immigrant family. 

  

When Edward and Tina’s children were old enough they all took 

up part-time work after school either at the pharmacy or the 

packing plant.  In 1920, 15-year-old Russell Johnson began 

working as a delivery boy for Alvin Hammer and received an initial 

wage of $3.00 a week plus the use of a bicycle for deliveries.  

  

Russell, his brothers Donald, Raymond, Sanford, Otto and another 

brother George each worked for Hammer Pharmacy.  They began 

making deliveries, sweeping floors, and running the soda fountain.  

When the Johnson boys were able to drive, Alvin purchased the 

license plates for them each year in exchange for their delivery 

services on the way to and from work.  

  
From Employee to Career 

For Russell, his apprenticeship marks the beginning of a 

relationship and a profession that would span his lifetime and tie 

the Hammer and Johnson names together in the drugstore 
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LEFT:  Russ Jr. and  
brother Dick Johnson 
then 9 and 7. 1939 
standing near Hammer 
Pharmacy. 
 
BELOW LEFT:  Russ 
Johnson Sr. along with 
pharmacy staff working at 
the counter 1965. 

business. Donald earned his degree in a three-year program and 

worked for Hammer for two decades before launching his own 

pharmacy in Des Moines.  

  

In 1922, Russell is listed as clerking for Hammer. Then in 1927, 

after his graduation from pharmacy school in a two-year program 

from Highland Park College, he became a pharmacist with 

Hammer Pharmacy. He noted that when he was first registered as 

a pharmacist his salary was $35 a week and went to $50 a week 

the next year, making him one of the higher paid pharmacists in 

the area at that time.  

  

In 1938, after years of service, Russell, Alvin and Alvin’s son 

Lester formed an agreement that promised Russell half interest (to 

purchase) in the business upon Alvin’s death, as well as an 

understanding the Hammer name would be maintained with the 

business. Lester was given access to his half interest at the time of 

the agreement and used his profits for his own business needs. In 

1942, Russell became a partner and in 1945, he formally 

purchased the entire business.  

  

Russell Sr. particularly enjoyed formulating, compounding and 

dispensing prescriptions at the pharmacy and did so right up until 

his death nearly at the age of 83 in February of 1988. Russ Jr. 

recalls, “He worked his entire life since the age of 15 and even 

after he retired he would assist the pharmacists from about 9 to 3 

each day doing things like counting tablets and compounding 

which he really enjoyed.”   

 

 Russell Johnson Jr. acknowledges that he learned the important 

fundamentals of the business from his dad. At the end of each 

year, and if we did well, we took a raise. If we did not do well, we 

lowered our salaries. We always made a profit.  “He taught me 

how to take care of the customer and how important that is. It was 

always about treating the customer the way you would want to be 

treated and getting to know them by name. We carried that 

concept on throughout all of our business efforts.”   
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1929 
Hammer Pharmacy fire causes $1000 

damage. Edward Hammer (no relation) quoted 
in Tribune-Capitol article. 

1929 
Stock market crashes, 

Depression begins. 

Cherry 3-4177, 1930s 

1930 
Alvin Hammer’s wife Emma 

dies and he lives out the rest of 
his days with daughter Alma.  

1931 
160 acres purchased between 
Fleur and Army post for airport.  
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1930 
Don Johnson graduates from a 3-year 

pharmacy program in Des Moines.  

Hammer Pharmacy's phone number is still the same today as it 

was then, except that they used "exchange names".  Hammer's 

phone number was Cherry 3-4177.  The "Cherry" meant use the 

letters CH for the first two numbers.  On telephones still today, the 

letters C and H correspond to the numbers 2 and 4.  So, Hammer 

Pharmacy's phone number has always been 243-4177. 



1938  
Russ Sr. enters documented 

agreement to become a partner in the 
Hammer pharmacy business. 

1942 
Russ Jr. works part-time after school to learn 
the pharmacy business from the ground up 
under the watchful eye of Uncle Donald.  

1941 
Japanese attack Pearl Harbor.  

1933 
CCC and WPA begin building of 
cement walls along Des Moines 

Riverfront . 

HELFMIRGOT 

The Johnson family all participated in taking physical inventories 

at the end of each year.  They all memorized the Alvin Hammer's 

original code, HELFMIRGOT (corresponding to the numbers  

1234567890), which was on each price sticker and showed the 

actual cost of the product.  In German the phrase means “Help me 

God.” One person would call out the cost and quantity and the 

other person would put it into a manual adding machine.  At the 

end, all of the adding machine tapes were added together to get 

the final total. 
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Otto P. Johnson, the oldest son of Ed and Tina Johnson 
and brother of Russ Johnson Sr., was a Des Moines 
City Policeman during the 1930s and 40s but retired 
early due to a motorcycle accident while on duty. For 
many years later he worked part-time as a handyman 
for Hammer Pharmacy doing electrical, mechanical, 
carpentry and just about anything that needed to be 
done.  



Alvin’s son Lester was educated at Iowa State College in Ames 

and graduated in 1906. He became a manufacturer and began 

work with the Stolz Electrophone Company of Chicago in 

1907, which manufactured and sold hearing aid equipment. 

During World War I Lester patented the first 

intercommunicating outfit for use between pilots and forward 

observers in airplanes. His firm also manufactured 

detectaphones for the British Army. By 1929, Lester was a 

partner in the Stolz Cooperage Company in Des Moines and 

resided there with his parents. (below edifice still has Stolz 

advertized on the side of the building) 

Alvin and Emma Hammer, 50th wedding anniversary, 1929. 

Photo courtesy of grandson Alvin Hammer, San Diego. 
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Hammer Signage and Scripts 



A prescription that was probably written by a physician on 

prescription paper supplied by Alfred Hammer. It was the 

custom in the late 1800s and early 1900s for druggists to 

provide the prescription form which doctors than used. 

Once the patient saw that the prescription was on a 

particular pharmacy letterhead they were more likely to use 

that pharmacy.  This sample is in the Russ Johnson 

collection of memorabilia. It was acquired when Hammer 

Pharmacy bought Alfred’s pharmacy in 1928.  

Storefront window 1928. Note the date of Alvin establishes his 

entrance into the profession of 1872. The Highland Park College of  

Pharmacy banner acknowledges Russell Johnson Sr.’s degree from 

that institution. 
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1945 
Alvin Hammer officially retires 
and Russ Sr. buys the second 

half of the business. 

1942 
Alvin Hammer elected honorary 

president of the Iowa Pharmaceutical 
Association.  

1942 
The Women’s Army Auxiliary corps (WAAC), 

later known as the Women’s Army Corps 
began training at Fort Des Moines No.3, the 

first center for WAAC.   
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Here is the Hammer Drug Diamond Ball team which was one of 

the best of the local clubs during the late 1930s and early 1940s. 

Pictured here is the team when they were in the championship 

running at the state diamond ball tournament at Drake. The club 

was scheduled to play with the Cooper Coal team of Newton. The 

players include Sanford Johnson as manager (center in the suit). 

Sanford was another Johnson brother of Russ Sr. who also worked 

for some time at Hammer Pharmacy in his youth. 

Hammer Drug Diamond Ball Team, 1940s 

Six generations of the Stephenson family 
have patronized Hammer pharmacy 
starting with Anna Sharp who was born 
in 1845 moving on to her daughter 
Mildred Sharp Stephenson born in 1879, 
and forward with the latest family 
member today, Joshua born in 2010! 
Pictured above are Mildred along with her 
husband Thomas who lived above 
Hammer during the 1940s.  



1952 
Russ Jr. graduates from Drake 

Pharmacy college, a 4-year degree. 

1948 
The Des Moines Art Center 

Opens.. 

1955 
Jonas Salk creates the 

first polio vaccine.  

1950 
WOI is Des Moines’s first  

television station.  
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Hammer Bow Factory 

The Johnson family made bows at home to be used for gift 

wrapping for gifts at customer request during the Christmas 

season.  They used a hand cranked machine that took the ribbon 

off of a spool and made as many loops as the person wanted for 

the bow based on the number of times they cranked the handle.  

To finish  the bow there was a punch that cut V shapes in the 

middle and held the loops in place to be tied in the center.  The 

ribbon was then pulled out by hand, loop-by-loop, to create the 

bow.  Kurt Johnson estimates that the Johnson family probably 

made thousands of these bows over the years. 



Russell Johnson Jr.  
For Russ Johnson Jr. learning, 

about retail pharmacy began as it 

had for his dad, Russ Sr., so 

many years before. In 1943, 

then 13-year-old Russ Jr. came 

into the store after school to help 

make deliveries, clean and stock 

merchandize and learn to work 

behind the soda fountain. His 

uncle, Don Johnson, who worked 

at Hammer many years before purchasing his own drugstore, was 

primarily responsible for instructing young Russ especially all 

duties outside the prescription department.  

  

Russ Jr. recalls no formal discussion about his future plans. It was 

understood that he would attend pharmacy school at Drake. In 

1952, with a 4-year pharmacy degree, Russ Jr. started to work 

fulltime at Hammer Pharmacy. Russ Sr. soon recognized that his 

son’s passion was not necessarily behind the pharmacy counter, 

but toward entrepreneurial innovation. He gave his son freedom to 

pursue new business possibilities for Hammer which Russ Jr. 

appreciated a great deal.  

 

  

Russ Jr. recognized an opportunity with a small nursing home 

customer nearby and Mrs. Hazel Rowe who was the owner. “Here 

was a customer with multiple patients in her home. She made 

regular larger monthly checks out to Hammer. I just started calling 

on those type of facilities after I got out of college.” He built up a 

new piece of the Hammer family.  

  

Hammer continued to have steady growth in long term care 

eventually becoming the state’s largest Long Term Care Pharmacy. 

In response to the specific needs for these customers, Hammer 

established a closed pharmacy to work directly with these 

facilities, which was not open for retail sales, in a new building 

just to the east of Hammer in 1985. This facility prepared 

medicines specifically for the patients’ needs to help staff more 

safely administer medications.  

  

Russ Jr. is quick to attribute Hammer’s success to those strong 

leaders he delegated the day-to-day operations to over the years. 

This enabled him to pursue and develop initiatives that helped 

Hammer grow even as the profit margins were shrinking on 

traditional prescription sales. Russ Jr. was eager to learn how he 

could help his long term care clients, so he walked up the hill to 

the Iowa State Capitol to ask nursing home inspectors what they 

expected in well-run facilities. Soon Hammer became a consulting 
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source for nursing home care providers, helping them stay up with 

rules and regulations and learn the best practices in their industry. 

Hammer provided an annual one-day continuing education (C.E.) 

program for nursing home administrators and registered nurses 

which were usually held at Drake University. 

 

It was the consulting aspect of the long term care business that in 

1969 led Russ to work with other pharmacists nationally, forming 

the American Society of Consultant Pharmacies. This organization 

started off with a handful of pharmacists, who met in Chicago, 

that helped establish standards and rules to regulate the industry, 

which today has a membership of over 6000 members nationally.  

  

Russ networked with pharmacists to learn of other entrepreneurial 

projects related to the core pharmacy business. One idea from his 

research was to offer additional health care products and services 

along with prescriptions. In 1965 while attending a conference at 

the Des Moines Savory Hotel, Russ signed on with a franchise 

company that provided hospital and sickroom supplies. At first it 

was canes, crutches and some powered equipment on a wall in 

the pharmacy. This need outgrew the franchise and soon Hammer 

Medical Supply took over the neighboring retail space in the 

Hammer building, and eventually settled in a building across the 

street. In 1996, this division won a three-state contract to provide 

home healthcare respiratory services for the Veteran’s 

Administration.  

While these aspects of the business grew, Russ saw another trend 

in retail pharmacy. Little pharmacies were disappearing because 

they couldn’t compete with the larger operations. He saw the 

benefit of pharmacies joining together for greater purchasing power 

and sharing a turnkey marketing program so that they could offer 

more competitive pricing to their customers and still maintain the 

service standards of a local pharmacist. In 1971, the first store 

was launched in Des Moines initially called the Medicine Chest, 

which then developed into the Medicap chain.  

  

In 1996, Russ and fellow investors sold Medicap primarily to Bill 

Kimball, Charlie Porter and longtime key players in the company. 

There were 155 Medicap pharmacies in the multi-state company 

at that time. In 1997, Russ 

and key company associates 

sold the successful Hammer 

Long Term care pharmacy to 

a national public company. 

Today he has semi-retired, 

maintains an outside office, 

and labels himself a “private 

investor.” His focus has 

returned to the little 

pharmacy on the corner that 

started it all.   As a youth in school, Russell Jr. 
already knew he would follow in his 
father’s footsteps into  the pharmacy 

profession. 
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Entrepreneur Wisdom 

These are lessons about business and life that have been passed 

on from Hammer to Russ Johnson Sr. who then passed them on to 

his son, who passed the wisdom on to his children. 

 

Communication:  Make it a point to greet everyone in your office. 

Whenever you can compliment a person on anything, do so. Leave 

affirming voice messages or send an E-mail little comments like 

congratulations.  

 

Decisions:  When making a tough decision, draw a line down the 

middle of a sheet of paper and list the pluses on the left and the 

minuses on the right. You might end up with 12 positives and 4 

negatives and that will tell you something. If you still aren’t sure, 

let the idea cook awhile and all of the sudden something will seem 

right.  

 

Failures:  There are peaks and valleys but without valleys you 

wouldn’t have the peaks to appreciate. When things seem down 

and wrong, a lot of the time it boils down to attitude that makes 

the difference.  

 

If you lose an account, think about how to overcome the loss and 

move ahead. Think about why the account was lost and what you 

can learn from that.  

Goals:  Establish written goals; daily, weekly, monthly, yearly, three 

to five years out, both business and personal.  

 

Leadership:  Lead by good example. It makes leadership easier. 

Get in the office early. Do a good days work. Recognize the many 

good things that your people do and provide praise. Enjoy seeing 

them succeed.  

 

Meetings:  Move things along rapidly. Most meetings can be 

handled in an hour or less. Send a note ahead with an agenda.  

 

Community:  Support your community. Make sure you give back to 

groups such as the Chamber of Commerce, your church, Rotary, 

Kiwanis, schools and other nonprofit organizations.  

 

Work:  Do 10% more than what’s expected.  

 

Success:  The more successful you are the less you have to display 

your wealth.  

 

Customer Service:  Get to know your customers’ names and build 

strong communication with them.  
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Business Niches  

Even as Alvin disparaged the retail trappings of his business, these 

niches provided an important role in sustaining the pharmacy as 

the sale of pharmaceuticals ebbed in and out of profitability. In a 

Des Moines Register article August 18, 1945 Alvin states, “When 

I started we didn’t sell candy, cigars, or newspapers, and we didn’t 

have a soda fountain. There were only a few patent medicines. 

Almost everything we sold was in prescriptions that we mixed 

ourselves. It was a nicer business . . . more of a career and less of 

a job.”  

 

At various points in time the pharmacy added products: “The east 

wall contained all the crude drugs, some in clear bottles and 

others in blue glass. During this time there was a soda fountain on 

the right side of the store with a few tables and chairs. Later there 

were even a couple of booths. The prescription counter displayed 

the tools of the pharmacist including mortar and pestle of varying 

sizes. There were counters throughout the store several of which 

housed a wide selection of cigarettes and cigars. There was a 

display of cosmetics and a large quantity of penny and nickel 

candies available, too. There was also a toy department and some 

Swedish imported gifts. We made trips to Chicago each year to 

buy for this area.”  

 

Russ Johnson Jr. took the spirit of entrepreneurism and niches to 

the next level during the 1960s by expanding into offshoots 

including long term care pharmacy and medical supply. These 

ventures helped Hammer grow exponentially and became their 

own separate entities with the next generation of Johnsons at the 

helm. This growth came at a time when retail druggists who had 

not found niches could not continue. Hammer and related 

companies went on to purchase some of the longstanding 

pharmacies in Des Moines including King’s Pharmacy, Adams, 

Benoit, Methodist Plaza Pharmacy, Bright Drug, Wilden Pharmacy, 

Penn Medical Pharmacy and Greenawalt Drug.   
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Sick Room Supply was a niche that started in the pharmacy and 
became a successful additional business on its own. 



Hammer Neighbor Dr. Griffin  

Stanley Griffin was accepted as a student at Still College of 

Osteopathy and Surgery in 1947 (Des Moines University-

Osteopathic Medical Center). He moved his family of three 

daughters and wife Edna from the state of North Carolina where, 

because he was an African-American, he was not permitted to 

deliver babies as part of his practice. Stanley settled in Des 

Moines, Iowa and became one of the first black physicians in the 

state. Mary E. Campos, a well known champion of human rights in 

Iowa, worked as Dr. Griffin’s medical secretary from 1955 through 

the next 20 years.  

 

Dr. Griffin’s mission was to offer care to patients of all nationalities 

which he did in Des Moines for 25 years. Initially his practice was 

near the capitol but when 

that building was slated to 

be torn down, he moved to 

602 E. Grand, next to 

Hammer, after leasing the 

space from Russ Johnson Sr. 

It was convenient for 

patients to have the 

pharmacy right next to their 

doctor’s office. Within a few 

years during the late 1950s, 

Griffin’s practice grew rapidly and they outgrew the office on East 

Grand. Mary relates that Russ Johnson Sr. always treated everyone 

fairly and was an advocate for the community and businesses of 

East Des Moines. Dr. Griffin was respected and beloved by the 

community as a physician who treated all equally and served all 

ethnicities. 

 

Stanley’s wife, civil rights activist Edna Griffin, received national 

attention when she and two others organized protests against the 

Katz Drug Store at 7th and Locust in downtown Des Moines, Iowa. 

On a day in July 1948, Griffin, along with other activists, entered 

the Katz Drug Store and attempted to order ice cream but were 

denied service by management on the basis that, “We don’t serve 

coloreds here.”  

 

After the incident, Edna formed the Committee to End Jim Crow at 

Katz to pressure Katz to obey state law and treat all patrons 

equally. She led a series of actions to the pharmacy including sit-

ins. Ultimately she and fellow organizers filed a civil lawsuit 

against Katz and testified in court. The outcome was a victory for 

the civil rights cause and Katz agreed to cease denying service to 

blacks. The incident influenced all other businesses to obey the 

law as well.  
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Katz Drug Store Downtown Des 
Moines, Iowa 



An accidental corner 

The corner of East 6th and Grand turned out to be an ideal location 

for a shop because it was a major interchange on the streetcar 

route. Passengers stepped off at this corner with transfers in hand 

to get on board other streetcars headed to points further East, 

West, North and South in the city of Des Moines. Hammer was a 

perfect place to stop in and grab something from the soda 

fountain, purchase tobacco or fill a prescription while waiting to 

transfer. “It was good for us because the passengers would have 

transfers good for 30 to 45 minutes, so they would do a little 

shopping.”  

 

The steep slope on Grand heading East and West made this busy 

intersection the sight of frequent accidents during the days of the 

streetcar, which began in the nineteenth century and extended well 

into the twentieth. Russ Jr. explains, “There were always accidents 

during the slippery times of winter because of the hill. Nine times 

out of ten the accident involved a vehicle coming down the hill and 

attempting to make the left turn onto East 6th.”   
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1950s Curbliner accident at the corner of East 6th and Grand.  

East 6th and Grand Corner with trolley  1916. 
Hammer Building right corner with awning.  



1952 
Hammer Pharmacy launches  

Long Term Care. 

1956 
Hammer Pharmacy storefront 
replaced with state of the art 

aluminum front. 

Key Hammer Pharmacist Clarke Cordes, 1960s 

1958 
Luther T. Glanton became first  
African American judge in Iowa. 
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By 1962, Clarke Cordes had recently graduated from Drake University College of 

Pharmacy and was working fulltime for a hospital and part-time for a corporate 

pharmacy. The work experience helped him decide which way he wanted to go in his 

career. Clarke learned that Hammer Pharmacy might be looking for a pharmacist. He 

knew he liked the personal approach to caring for customers and wanted to help grow 

an independently owned store in varied roles he was trained and skilled to fill. Clarke 

interviewed with Russ Johnson Jr. and was hired. During Clarke’s tenure he worked as 

an employee/co-owner/pharmacy manager and helped with operations during the 

pursuit of business in both nursing homes and medical equipment until 1978. Clarke 

says, “Those were very enjoyable years. I found both Johnson Sr. and Jr. to be genuine 

and accommodating for customers and good role models.” 

This painting was on display in Clarke’s office 
during the 1970s. It was painted by his mother-
in-law Wilma Main of Des Moines. The items are 
various antique pharmacy tools of the trade 
found at Hammer that have been collected.  



1960 
Russ Johnson Jr. becomes 

partner in Hammer Pharmacy. 

1962 
Metal slip screen the façade of the 

building west sidewall and north rear 
wall at a cost of $25,000. 

1963 
Iowans could now legally buy 
liquor by the drink for the first 

time since 1851. 

1966 
Des Moines Area Community 
College was officially created.  
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1960s Technology Mechanical Calculator 

In the 1960s, Hammer Pharmacy purchased one of the earliest 

mechanical calculators.  It looked like an electronic mechanical adding 

machine.  Prior to that, adding machines were non electric but were 

mechanical - you had to pull a lever in order to do addition.  The 

electronic calculator was about  1 cubic foot in size and weighed about 

30 pounds and cost about $600!.  When you entered a multiplication 

problem, such as 30 x 1.24, it would go thought a mechanical repetitive 

process and finally, after 5 - 20 seconds, spit out a tape that gave you the 

answer.  But it could work on its own while you were continuing to do 

something else - a great time saver. 



1969 
Hammer Medical Supply starts as a 
small department in the pharmacy.  

1969 
Russ Johnson Jr. is one of the founders of the American 

Society of Consulting Pharmacists. Today more than 
6000 members. 

1971 
Russ Johnson Jr. launches the first Medicap 

(originally called Medicine Chest) on Ingersoll Ave. in  
Des Moines. 

1969 
Neil Armstrong walks on 

the moon. 

1971 
A ban on television and radio of cigarette 

advertising goes into effect in the United States. 
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Thermofax, 1970s 

The entire Johnson family remembers using the "Thermofax" machine 

to make copies of customer ledger cards to send out statements each 

month.  Customer accounts were recorded on "ledger cards.”  At the 

end of the month, using the Thermofax machine, the ledger card was 

matched up with a piece of Thermofax paper and fed through the 

machine, and a heat process copied the ledger card to the Thermofax 

paper.  The Thermofax paper was then mailed out to the customer. 

Cheryl Johnson Adams, daughter of Russ Jr. and Lucile, remembers 

that they often invited neighborhood youths over once a month to 

help fold statements and place them in envelopes for mailing. Each 

child was paid $1 for their efforts and Lucile would make them a 

treat.  



1976 
Hammer Medical Supply moves to 

freestanding building  
525 E. Grand.   

1971 
Closed pharmacy for Long Term Healthcare 

is opened to dispense meds directly to 
nursing homes.  

1972 
Hammer introduces 
unit dose packaging.  

1973 
First Des Moines Register 
Annual Great Ride Across 

Iowa (RAGBRAI) 

1979 
Pope John Paul II visits 

Living History Farms 

1974 
First vaccine for  

Chicken pox. 

Key Hammer Pharmacist Jim Brelsford  
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It was the prospect of helping grow and serve a healthcare sector that was being 

overlooked in the industry that led Jim Brelsford, a bachelor of Science in 

Pharmacy graduated from Creighton University, to join Hammer Pharmacy in 

1976. While attending school he had worked for a pharmacy that serviced a local 

nursing home and some of his responsibilities involved filling the unit dose trays 

for the facility. Hammer was a perfect fit for his interest in this area and a deal 

was struck. Throughout his association until 1997, Jim served in many 

capacities; as a consultant pharmacist, a long term care pharmacy manager, 

president and COO and part Owner. The Long Term Care business grew from 300 

to almost 3,000 beds, and Hammer Medical Supply went from one location to 

five. In conclusion, what struck Jim most about Hammer was a spirit of service 

that never waned.  



Good Medicine For Small Business:  Medicap Pharmacy 

Small independent pharmacies have always faced business 

challenges. Russ Johnson Jr. knew this firsthand from his own 

experience and so he was always exploring new opportunities. It 

was in doing his own research that he came to an idea of a 

franchise to help small pharmacy owners meet the demands of 

customers while keeping costs low. Johnson first recognized the 

good idea and joined with an existing franchise called Union 

Prescription Centers in the mid-1960s. Russ was always 

interested in new solutions that fit with his philosophy of quality 

customer service. Johnson and other shareholders invested and 

they soon opened three franchise stores in the Des Moines 

market.  

 

After a few years, however, with less than strong support from the 

franchiser, Johnson was still committed to the idea but ready to 

create something that worked better. He had learned how to run 

a franchise from this experience and knew it was the customer 

amenities that counted:  Independent pharmacists, collective 

buying power, plus features such as a drive-thru option for 

customers.  Johnson was confident and ready to implement the 

program with the right person to help.  

 

At the same time, Johnson was busy expanding Hammer’s Long 

Term Care pharmacy and overseeing several busy pharmacy 

locations. He also needed a traditional pharmacist to fill a 

position.  Russ was urged to meet with a candidate named Bill 

Kimball who was not a pharmacist, but had managed a chain 

retail pharmacy in Iowa. While Russ opted to select a 

pharmacist, he didn’t forget Kimball. When he was ready to start 

his own franchise (originally named Medicine Chest located on 

Ingersoll Avenue) he asked Kimball to come on board in 1971. 

Johnson and investors sold two Union Prescription stores and 

converted the SW 9th location to Medicap, which was the next 

official name for the franchise in 1979.  
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Medicap pharmacies became successful over the years while 

Kimball served as president and Johnson as chairman and CEO. 

In 1996, the company was sold to Bill Kimball, Charlie Porter 

and employees with 155 franchise stores established across the 

country.  

 

Johnson acknowledges he could not have enjoyed the company’s 

wonderful success without the efforts of Bill Kimball as President, 

Charlie Porter as Executive Vice President, Kurt Johnson as CFO, 

Darrel Gilbert as Controller, Cal James as Vice President of sales, 

and Beverly Cushing Watts as office manager and the first official 

employee of Medicap. Upon retirement and later sale of the 

company, she was the longest serving member of the Medicap 

team.  
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Current and latest Medicap Pharmacy. Owner—Greg 
Johansen and associates. Also, a former Medicap corporate 

employee.  

ARTICLE:  An article 
about Kimball being 
named president, with 
the earlier name of 
Medicine Store which 
would ultimately be 
Medicap. Lee Town 
News, 1983 



Hammer Corporate Leader Kurt Johnson 1970s 

Kurt Johnson son of Russ Johnson, Jr., started working at Hammer 

Pharmacy and Medical Supply in the position of Controller on 

August 31, 1978. 

 

At that time, cash flow had been very negative.  Many bills were 

past due and checks were being held until cash came in to cover 

them (although payroll never went missed).  Monthly accounts 

receivable statements were being sent out 10-15 days after the 

end of the month - causing a flood of customer complaint phone 

calls after they were mailed out.  The accounting department staff 

had experienced about 100% turnover during the prior year.  

Monthly financial statements were about 2-3 months behind, and 

the physical records were very disorganized. 

With hindsight, the reason for this was fairly clear.  About a year 

earlier, Lola McKee, the manager of the accounting department, 

with over 25 years of employment at Hammer, had retired and 

moved to the Southwest part of the U.S.  A young C.P.A., Dennis 

Knight, who had previously worked on Hammer's year end 

financial statements and tax return, had been hired as Controller to 

take over Lola's responsibilities at Hammer, plus additional 

responsibilities managing the accounting for several other related 

pharmacies.  Dennis was a smart, hard working young man, but 

there was no way that he, or anyone else like him, could take over 

the workload of Lola plus additional responsibilities and not fall 

behind quickly.  Lola had been a "work horse" who could do every 

aspect of her job efficiently—almost with her eyes closed.  Dennis 

and his staff fell quickly behind.   

 

Kurt was hired to replace Dennis—an awkward situation.  Dennis 

was well liked and had been on  the job for only one year, and Kurt 

was the "boss's son." 

 

Dennis handled the situation very professionally and went above 

and beyond what anyone in his position would have been expected 

to do.  He agreed to stay and overlap with Kurt for three months 

and bring the related companies' books up to date while helping to 

train Kurt and help him get control of the accounting operations at 

Hammer. 
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Over the next year, Kurt also experienced almost 100% turnover in 

the accounting department.  (Marsha Peters was the only 

accounting staff member who remained, but sometime later, two 

other long term Hammer employees transferred into the 

department: Laura Thompson and Darlene McFate (Kellar). 

 

Kurt lost a lot of sleep during that time worrying about how things 

would ever get under control.  But, with the help of Jan Johnson 

(Kurt's wife) and Russ and Lucile Johnson (Kurt's mom and dad) 

things did get turned around, and ultimately things prospered. 

 

When Kurt started, Clarke Cordes, R.Ph. was the general manager 

of the business and also ran the retail pharmacy.  Jim Brelsford, 

R.Ph. ran the nursing home pharmacy operation along with Roger 

Overton, R.Ph..  Part of the nursing home pharmacy was at 600 

E. Grand but part was also out in a nursing home.  Kathy Wills ran 

the nursing home billing department.  Kathy's department was 

also responsible for maintaining and printing patient drug profile 

charts that were provided to Hammer's nursing home clients for 

them to record what drugs were given to their patients.  Kent 

Wildrick, R.Ph. ran the Hammer Sickroom Supply retail store (later 

renamed to Hammer Medical Supply) which was located at 523 

E. Grand—kitty-corner from the Pharmacy.  The accounting 

department was located in the Hammer Sickroom building—in 

very cramped quarters. 

 

During Kurt's early years, a number of very good, well qualified 

employees in the accounting department quit because of the 

disorganization, the crowded working conditions, and because they 

simply had better work opportunities than Hammer offered at that 

time.  But, over time, the accounting department improved and 

stabilized.  The department now boasts many long term 

employees.  As of 2012 eight employees in the department have 

more than 10 years of service and three have more than 20 years 

of service.  The employee with the highest number of continuous 

years of service (33 years), Laura Thompson, had been in the 

accounting department for many years but is currently in another 

department.  The employee with the second highest number of 
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Formerly the Long Term Care Pharmacy for Hammer. Before the 
beginning of the 20th century this lot of land was used by Hast meat 
market. The building was initially the home of a downtown fish market. 
Currently architect firm FEH Associates. 604 E. Grand 



continuous years of service (29 years), Robin Kadner, was hired by 

Kurt and has worked in the accounting department for all of those 

years. 

 

Kurt was named Chief Executive Officer in 1983.  He helped lead 

the Hammer LTC Pharmacy to become Iowa's largest long term 

care pharmacy.  Russ Johnson, Jim Brelsford, Terry Flatt, Roger 

Overton, Jim Leslie and Susan Boeshart, Pat Lawr and Sherri Van 

Weelden were all instrumental in achieving that status. In 1997 

the long term pharmacy was sold to NCS Healthcare.  Jim 

Brelsford resigned his position, sold his stock in Hammer back to 

the Company, and became manager for NCS Healthcare.  Terry 

Flatt stayed with Hammer Medical Supply.  All of the employees 

involved in the long term care pharmacy operation transferred their 

employment to the new owner.  

Computer and technology utilization by Hammer went though 

dramatic changes during Kurt's time at Hammer.  For example, 

when Kurt started, accounts payable (bill paying) and payroll were 

entirely manual systems.  For example, time cards were totaled 

manually, pay checks were calculated and written manually, and 

W-2s were typed by hand at the end of the year.  Now, of course, 

everything is computerized and automated.  One of the earliest 

computer installations was an Apple II—with 128K of memory 

and dual floppy disc drives for storage.  There was no "hard drive" 

for data storage.  Hammer ran its general ledger, payroll, accounts 

payable, word processing and spreadsheet programs on that 

Apple system.  Kurt led several major projects to initially 

implement and then change and upgrade computer systems at 

Hammer. 
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First space for sickroom supplies was within the Hammer Pharmacy 
602 E. Grand. Then it grew and moved next door with a shared door to 

600 E. Grand. 

600 E. Grand façade c 1960s 
Second location for medical supply was 602 E. Grand next door. 



Over the years, Kurt developed many bonus incentive plans.  He is 

particularly proud of the current profit-sharing incentive plan—

which has been in effect for 14 years.  The plan includes all 

employees in the company (after 1 year of service).  Owners don't 

participate in the plan and branch store managers who have their 

own bonus plan participate in only a small way.  70% of the profit 

sharing money is distributed equally, and 30% is based on years of 

service.  Pay level, supervisory status, or job title are not factors in 

the calculation.  During the past several years, the average 

employee has received over $1,000 every six months and the 

longest term employees have received over $3,000 every six 

months!  Since the plan started, profit sharing payments to 

employees have totaled over $1.4 million.  Kurt said, "This plan 

gives every employee a very good reason to help improve the 

Company."  Today, we are fulfilling our mission statement which 

states in part, ‘We should strive for the "Best of All Worlds" where 

the clients, employees, and owners all benefit greatly from the 

association.’" 

 

In 1998, Kurt decided to semi-retire and relinquish the titles of 

CEO and President.  He continued as Chairman of the Board of 

Directors and Treasurer of the Company, but phased out of day-to-

day responsibilities and helped to hire and train Greg Swanson in 

the position of Controller.  Today, Kurt continues as Chairman of 

the Company and leads the Stockholder, Board and semi-annual 

planning meetings. 
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The third location for 
Hammer Medical Supply 
was 525 E. Grand Ave. 
where House of Bricks  is 
today.  



Hammer Corporate Leader Rick Johnson 1980s 

Rick Johnson started working at Hammer Medical Supply in 

1983.  Rick had worked for John Deere for almost 10 years and 

had not anticipated ever working at Hammer.  All the same, he got 

laid off at John Deere and started at Hammer Medical Supply in 

shipping and receiving.  Almost 10 years later he got called back. . 

. but declined the offer.  In that job, Rick became very familiar 

with most of the products offered. 

 

In 1985, Rick moved into customer service at Hammer Medical 

Supply.  He became the in house expert in wheelchairs—especially 

the high tech, high cost electric wheelchairs used by a wide variety 

of clients with unique disabilities—and was active in the marketing 

of these products to referral sources.  These chairs had very 

specialized controllers such as "sip and puff" that were controlled 

by the patient's breath. 

In 1987 Rick was named the manager of the headquarters store 

at 523 East Grand.  In addition to supervision of all staff at that 

location, he took over responsibility for purchasing of all 

merchandise at that time. In 1990 Rick was named a vice 

president and general manager over all Hammer Medical Supply 

locations and operations. 

 

Rick has volunteered his time in various health care charities.  He 

was on the boards of the State of Iowa Vocational Rehabilitation 

Employers' Council, the Ronald McDonald House, and the Multiple 

Sclerosis Society.  He was name volunteer of the year of the MS 

Society in 1990. 

 

In 1998 Rick was named President and CEO of Hammer Medical 

Supply  (1997 Hammer Long Term Care Pharmacy was sold and 

the Hammer Pharmacy was spun off into a separate legal entity: 

Hammer Pharmacy Company). 
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A sample of the fleet of vehicles used to serve customers by 
Hammer Medical Supply. 



Rick experienced many changes during his almost 30 years at 

Hammer (as of 2012).  Hammer Medical Supply has opened 10 

branch stores and closed two (in Des Moines) for a net of eight 

and a total of nine store locations including the headquarters at 

1801 2nd Avenue in Des Moines and the new branch store in 

Coralville scheduled to open during the summer of 2012. 

 

Rick experienced the introduction, rise and fall of the Erecaid—a 

plastic vacuum device to assist men with impotence.  At its 

height, Hammer was selling 30 - 40 units per month.  Later, with 

the development of the prescription drugs Viagara and Levetra, 

sales of the Erecaid were replaced. 

 

Hammer has also ridden the wave of the lift chair.  This 

upholstered chair lifts patients to a standing position and back 

down to a seating position.  Today, Hammer has the second 

highest volume in the nation for the Golden brand seat lift chair. 

On September 2, 2002, Rick just barely missed getting hit by a 

car that catapulted through a wall and into his office.  It was 

before the store opened on a Saturday and Rick had momentarily 

left his office when a drunk driver jumped the curb and rocketed 

through the window of Rick's office, landing on his desk. 

 

During Rick's career, Hammer Medical Supply had a good number 

of long term employees who contributed greatly to its success.  

Betty Hosler, who started as a pharmacy technician, became 

Hammer's in-house expert for ostomy supplies.  Betty completed 

more than 25 years of service prior to her retirement.  Tammy 

Mitchell, who also started as a pharmacy technician, went on to 

become manager of Hammer's Respiratory Department.  As of 

2012, She is still employed at Hammer Medical Supply with over 

30 years of service.  George Losee, delivery technician, has been 

with Hammer over 25 years.  Terry Flatt, now part owner and 

Executive Vice President, started in 1985 as a marketing and sales 

representative.  Jos Campbell, R.N. worked as a customer service 

representative for many years prior to becoming manager of 

Hammer's first branch location in West Des Moines.  Jos retired 

from Hammer after more than 15 years of service. 

 

Over the years many Johnson relatives have worked for Hammer 

part-time. Today, Rick's son Cody, a Registered Respiratory 

Therapist, represents the 4th generation of the Johnson family to 

work in the business. 
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This is the 4th location of Hammer Medical Supply at 1801 
2nd Avenue It is the retail store and corporate headquarters.  



1996 
Medicap franchise company is sold. 

155 stores open at the time. 

1981 
Hammer Medical Supply 
offers intravenous and 
respiratory therapy. 

1993 
Record flooding 

occurred in Des Moines. 
Water Works closed for 

20 days. 

1989 
The Berlin Wall Falls. 

1992 
First vaccine for Hepatitis A. 
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Russ Johnson Jr., Russ Johnson Sr., 
Kent Wildrick, Clarke Cordes. 1970  

Hammer Respiratory Expert Mark Johnson 1980s 

Mark Johnson, Vice President and Board Member of the company, started working 

at Hammer Medical Supply on a part time basis in 1982.  Mark had worked for 

many years prior to that at Northwest Community Hospital as a respiratory 

therapist.  So it was fairly natural that Mark would come to work at Hammer as a 

respiratory therapist, helping setup, educate and monitor Hammer's oxygen patients.  

Initially, Hammer only needed a part time person, and so Mark held down his full 

time job and also worked for Hammer.  But, as Hammer's oxygen and other 

respiratory related business grew, it became clear that Hammer needed full time 

staff. 

 



2012 
Renovation of Hammer Pharmacy building 

at 600 E. Grand in final phase. 

1997 
Hammer Long Term Pharmacy 

sold to NCS Healthcare 
Company.  

2001 
Hammer Medical Supply moves to 
present location at 1801 2nd Ave.  

2004 
Facebook is 
launched 

2001 
September 11, terrorists attack 

in New York City 

200O 
East Des Moines buildings 
slated for demolition. East 

Village is born. 
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Mark has seen tremendous growth in the respiratory business at 

Hammer as well as dramatic changes in technology.  Hammer had 

perhaps a few hundred oxygen patients when Mark started 

working at Hammer. Today, Hammer has over a thousand oxygen 

patients and even more patients who use various respiratory 

products including CPAPs and nebulizers. 

 

When Mark began working at Hammer, the typical oxygen patient 

had several 75 pound "K" tanks (for in-home use) and a half dozen 

25 pound "E" tanks (for portable use) delivered each week.  A few 

people used the new electric  "oxygen machines" which weighed 

150 pounds and had to be delivered by two people.  Today, the 

vast majority of oxygen patients have electric oxygen concentrators 

that extract oxygen from the air continuously.  They weigh about 

50 pounds and provide all in-house needs.  They include a 

detachable portable bottle that lasts about 2 hours and weighs 

about 10 pound.   The newest technology is a battery powered 

concentrator that weighs about 10 pounds and provides for all of 

the in-house and portable needs of the patient. 

 

Left:  Patient trying on 
CPAP device.  The 
respiratory department is 
the highest dollar volume 
in the company sales, 
over 50% of total 
business.  



Hammer Pharmacy Today 
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There are few things about today’s pharmacy profession that Alvin 

Hammer would recognize from 1872 when he began in the 

business. Hammer Pharmacy constantly moves forward to keep 

up with the pharmacy profession, and in many aspects have set 

the pace for other independent pharmacists.  

 

The focus on the whole patient by providing not only medicines 

and expertise, but also other services that make it easier for the 

customer, has remained the goal at Hammer. The original 

Hammer Pharmacy is still a retail pharmacy, a focus more aligned 

with the value of founder Alvin Hammer, carried on by Russ Sr. 

and then by the entrepreneurial efforts of Russ Johnson Jr., 

followed by Clarke Cordes, Jim Brelsford, and now Pam Key.  

 

Kurt Johnson is the current chairman of Hammer Pharmacy 

Company, Russ Johnson Jr. is secretary of the company, and Pam 

Key is the “star” manager and shareholder. The one thing that 

Alvin and Russ Sr. would recognize that has never changed is 

Hammer Pharmacy’s commitment to treating the customer right.   
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Pharmacy Leader Pam Key  

Pam gave serious thought to the direction she wished to go after graduating with a 

bachelors of science pharmacy degree from Drake University College of Pharmacy in 

1992. She worked as store manager for a small pharmacy chain while she finished 

up her graduate degree from Drake with a Masters in Business Administration in 

1993. She enjoyed the experience, challenges, and complexities that running a small 

pharmacy entailed, but the pharmacy eventually sold to a corporate chain when the 

wished to retire. Shortly thereafter, she met Russ Johnson. It was a discussion with 

Russ and the aspect of being an independent pharmacist that drew her into becoming 

Hammer Pharmacy’s manager in 1999 and eventual partner/owner of the pharmacy 

in 2007. 

 

No day is the same in her work. Pam is in charge of every aspect of running a 

business, from hiring and training staff to making the budget and financial decisions. 

In addition she is a pharmacy professional and must manage the particulars required 

for a pharmacy business such as her role as HIPPA compliance officer and still make 

room to be the tech repair person and IT go-to-gal. Pam wears many hats but 

maintains it would not be possible without the assistance and expertise of the 

Hammer staff. She and the staff continue in the tradition of honoring Hammer 

Pharmacy’s attention to customers and spirit of service. Russ says, I can think of no 

one today who could do a better job of running and taking Hammer Pharmacy into 

the future than Pam Key. Independent pharmacies continue declining but Hammer 

Pharmacy continues.  



Story of A Deal and Renovation to 600—602 E. Grand 

Initially, Bill Dodds leased office space upstairs at 602 E. Grand from Russell 

Johnson of Hammer Pharmacy, in 2005. He learned that Johnson was considering 

the options of rebuilding versus maintaining the old building. Dodds, who had been 

involved in building restoration throughout the years, pitched the idea to Johnson of 

restoring the property, endeavoring to have it listed as a historical landmark. 

 

A deal was struck and in 2006 Dodds purchased the building, and Hammer 

Pharmacy began leasing space, still operating there as it has done for over 100 

years. Historical research, design and construction progressed, with attention 

focused on recreating elements of the original façade. This included repairing the 

original brick work and in particular rebuilding the oriel windows on the second 

story.  

 

Dodds did apply to have the building recognized by the National Register of Historic 

Places, but too much of the property had been changed over time that it could not 

be awarded this designation. Although not in agreement with the decision, this did 

permit Dodds to design and refurbish interior spaces to be more hospitable for 

contemporary office needs. In keeping with the goal of maintaining an historically 

significant building, great attention has been dutifully paid to recreating as much of 

the outside of 600-602 as possible.  
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Owner of the Building Since 2006 Bill Dodds  

Bill Dodds is a fifth generation native Iowan. His great-great-grandparents were 

some of the first pioneers in Iowa, settling in Des Moines County in 1835. He was 

raised up river in Ottumwa and then headed north to Des Moines where he attend 

Drake University and obtained his undergraduate degree in History in 1971.  

 

Dodds went on to receive his Masters in counseling. He worked for some time as a 

teacher and then a principal in the Des Moines School system. Later Bill worked in 

the mental health field serving both in the non-profit and State sectors.  

When asked why 602 E. Grand is so important, Dodd speaks from a depth of 

passion for the value of preservation. He explains that there are numerous studies 

that demonstrate that restoration construction provides more jobs and is 

environmentally responsive by preserving existing structures. But practicality aside, 

for Dodds it is about the value of place. 600 E. Grand has served for over 100 

years at this corner, watching the ebb and flow of Des Moines residents streaming 

by while performing its role in the city’s timeline. It is this reverence of tangible 

history in our midst that ignites Dodds’ fervor; restoration of 600 assures that this 

corner will remain intact for the future, to contribute to the energy of the growing 

East Village community. 
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Bill Dodds’ Business Optimae Life Services 

Bill made a professional transition into the for-profit sector, teaming with ResCare in 

1998, a business which provides mental health services for people with physical 

and mental disabilities in Iowa. ResCare continued to expand, offering more services 

and in 2007 renamed to Optimae Life Services to reflect these changes. At this 

time, Dodds became a part-owner. 

 

Optimae offers counseling and support that often allows clients to reside in their 

home, proffering an out-of the-box approach so clients can secure employment to 

realize their independence. Optimae has been recognized by the Des Moines 

Register as one of the top employers in Iowa. The Plain Talk bookstore next to 

Hammer is one of several businesses that operate within the employee-owned 

Optimae Life Services model.  
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Building front as of 2012. In 2013 the restoration project is scheduled to be completed, restoring 
and developing the original store fronts with awnings.  
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Hammer Into the Future 

As Hammer Pharmacy prepares to celebrate 140 years of retail 

pharmacy service, Russ Johnson Jr. remains humble about his 

own entrepreneurial talents. He has established important 

opportunities throughout his tenure and kept Hammer moving 

forward. However he recognizes the Hammer team for their 

contribution; if they had not done their part so well, he could not 

have pursued his vision to build other lines of business within the 

pharmacy profession.   

 

Johnson is especially grateful that the Hammer team grew to 

include his own family of sons Mark, Kurt and Rick. Each has 

contributed their expertise in areas such as management, finance 

and respiratory care. Other members of the Johnson family have 

also left their mark from the recognizable Hammer logo (daughter 

Cheryl) to providing years of service to help Hammer prosper. 

Russ’s wife Lucile helped out in the early years of their marriage, 

working part-time in the pharmacy office accounting department 

creating and sending out charge account statements, which was 

very important for good cash flow.  

 

He also notes contributions of people such as Kent Wildrick 

followed by Terry Flatt, who has been a key player today in 

growing the company. Terry Flatt started work as a sales 

representative for Hammer Sickroom in 1975.  He worked for two 

different medical supply providers prior to coming to work at 

Hammer.  Terry was one of the keys to Hammer's success in the 

nursing home market—for medical supplies.  Terry developed 

relationships with administrators and directors of nursing that 

were vital to competing in that market. 

 

After the spin-off of Hammer Pharmacy in 1997 Terry was named 

Executive Vice President of Hammer Medical Supply with 

responsibility over all marketing and advertising and supervision 

Mark Johnson Vice President, Terry Flatt Executive Vice President, 
Rick Johnson President/CEO, Kurt Johnson Chairman 
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over branch store operations.  Terry helped to oversee the 

geographic expansion of Hammer Medical Supply into central Iowa 

and southeast Iowa.  

 

Terry has been active in the Midwest Association of Medical 

Equipment Suppliers (MAMES) and is the board representative for 

Iowa.  Terry and Hammer were recently named Provider of the 

Year by MAMES. 

 

Terry’s son, Matt Flatt, is following in his Dad’s footsteps and 

doing a commendable job as territory manager. The same holds 

true of Cody Johnson, son of Rick Johnson, who represents a 

fourth generation of Johnsons in Hammer working as a respiratory 

therapist. 

 

In 1998 the remaining Hammer Pharmacy corner drug store and 

Hammer Medical Supply were split into two separate legal 

entities—brother and sister organizations with identical ownership 

at that time.  Since then, ownership has changed somewhat but 

there is about 90% overlap of ownership interest. 

 

Kurt also helped Hammer Medical Supply to grow from one to 

nine locations (in 2012), and to become one of Iowa's leading 

home medical equipment retailers.  At one time, Hammer had four 

locations in the Des Moines area, but closed two locations many 

years ago.  Kurt led the first project to become accredited (by 

JCAHO) many years ago.  He also led several projects to first 

computerize and then upgrade Hammer Medical Supply's computer 

system.  Today, 2012, all nine Hammer Medical Supply locations 

are on a single network from point-of-sale customer service to 

purchasing to inventory to billing to electronic claims submission to 

receipt of electronic remittance from payers, and all documents are 

scanned and stored in Hammer's computer system. 

 

Throughout Hammer’s history, wherever there has been a need for 

healthcare support with cost-effective choices, Hammer has 

stepped up. It began in the late 1800s when Alvin collaborated 

with physicians to compound specific medicines, to the 1990s 

when Hammer became Iowa’s largest long term care prescription 

provider, to the present with expansion of Hammer Medical Supply 

the impetus has been driven by addressing patient needs.  

 

The Hammer team remains committed to serve their customers, 

both the patient at the counter as well as the healthcare providers 

who treat them. Russ notes that at the core of Hammer’s success 

is the motto his Dad, Russ Sr., taught him so many years ago: 

“Always take good care of the customers and success will follow.” 

No matter how healthcare and patient needs change, striving to 

live up to this advice is why Hammer will continue to grow into the 

future!  
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Russ Johnson With A Few Comments 
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When my Dad, Russ Sr., began practicing pharmacy in downtown 

East Des Moines, there were 11 drugstores in that part of town.  

When I was a boy years later, there were five drugstores in that 

same area.  Now and for many years, we have been the only 

pharmacy in downtown East Des Moines. 

 

In my younger days, this part of Des Moines was like a small town; 

four meat markets, two banks, three clothing stores, a dime store, 

three grocery stores, three bake shops, 2-7 floor office buildings, 

two fruit markets, two furniture stores, four movie theaters and 

many other small businesses. 

 

After many years as a quiet, deteriorating business district, change 

began just a few years ago.  The area became known as “The East 

Village” and is now seeing continual growth, as many small and 

unique shops, stores and outstanding restaurants are opening in 

the area. 

 

In my younger days in pharmacy practice I was president of the 

Polk County Pharmacists Association.  At one particular meeting 

we had a record crowd of approximately 150 members while 

meeting at the Waveland Club House.  There were two very 

important problem issues: 1)  Some retailer in town was cutting 

the price of cigarettes and 2) A chain retailer (Shoppers World) in 

the Merle Hay Mall shopping center was cutting the “Fair trade 

price of an over the counter” product.  I believe the product was 

Bayer aspirin.  Almost all non-prescription (over the counter) 

products had a published fair trade price and no merchant was to 

sell their products for less then these prices.  Our profits were 

protected at that time.  Believe me, today’s challenges are much 

greater then those in the old days.   I am sure at that time, those 

incidents were serious.   In our community, as well as throughout 

the entire United States, many prescriptions are dispensed in large 

chain drugstores, food supermarkets, Wal-Mart, Target stores and 

etc.  Also growing rapidly is large prescription mail order 

operations. 

 

A major problem behind today’s competition are PBM’s (Pharmacy 

Benefit Managers).  They are like a brokerage that bundles 

prescription orders then takes a fee per prescription.  The 



prescriptions are then filled by a pharmacy that (via contract) fills 

the prescription at their pre-determined price.  We pharmacies will 

be only compensated at their predetermined fee.  The bottom line 

is by agreeing to their fee, we can fill that PBM’s prescriptions at a 

much smaller profit (not negotiable). 

 

Chain drugstores have the advantage of one backroom department 

(for accounting, reports, employment services, advertising and 

promotions, etc.), not one office per individual drugstore. This 

reduces costs in each of their stores.   

 

Today, the independent pharmacy is struggling for survival.   

 

You who are reading this story are, or have been, experiencing 

during your lifetime the trend of small independent businesses and 

independent pharmacies continually decreasing.  Our answer to 

this challenge is “niches.”   Niche business is the reason we are 

still alive today.  Examples of additions to Hammer Pharmacy, past 

and present:  

 Serving long-term patients in health care facilities 

 (prescriptions) Delivery and mail service. 

 Respiratory services (oxygen, oxygen concentrators, CPAP, 

nebulizers, etc). 

 Durable medical equipment such as wheelchairs, hospital beds, 

canes, crutches, etc. 

 Home modification such as walk-in bathtubs, bathroom safety, 

kitchens, rooms, stairways, ramps, etc. to allow seniors to stay 

in their home longer. 

 Diabetic shoes, compression hosiery, orthotic splints, supports, 

braces and diabetic meters and supplies Keep tuned—more to 

come. 

 

In conclusion, the future of Hammer Pharmacy is challenging but 

very bright.  We have been fortunate to have a great leadership 

with very talented team members over these 140 years. 

 

From a personal note, Lucile and I are proud of the fact that 

because of Russ Johnson, Sr., along with many family and friends, 

we now have a fourth generation of the family involved in the 

Hammer business and we look forward to more in the future.  
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www.city-data.com/ busi nesses/703154054-feh-associates-architects-
 des-moines-ia.html 
49.  Page 60:   
 Sickroom supplies space in Hammer:  Russ Johnson Jr. Collection 
 Hammer façade c 1960s:  Russ Johnson Jr. Collection 
50.  Page 61:   
 Hammer Medical Supply first standalone location East Grand:  Russ 
Johnson Jr. Collection 
51.  Page 62: 
 Rick Johnson photo:  Hammer Medical Supply 
52.  Page 63:   
 Hammer Medical Supple Headquarters:  Hammer Medical Supply 
53.  Page 64:   
 Mark Johnson photo:  Hammer Medical Supply 

 Group shot of Russ Johnson Jr., Russ Johnson Sr., Kent Wildrick, 
Clarke Cordes c 1970s:   Russ Johnson Jr. Collection 
 
54.  Page 65:   
 East Village Des Moines Iowa:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
File:Des_Moines_East_Village.jpg 
 Hammer Medical Supply Headquarters:  Hammer Medical Supply 
 Hammer Medical Supply CPAP:  Hammer Medical Supply 
 Hammer Pharmacy:  Hammer Pharmacy 
 
 
 
55.  Page 66: 
 Present day photos of Hammer Pharmacy:  Hammer Pharmacy 
 
56.  Page 67:     
 Pam Key:  Pam Key 
57. Page 68: 
 East 6th and Grand corner photo:  1910:   
 Hammer Pharmacy c 1960s:  Russ Jonson Jr. Collection 
58.  Page 69: 
 Hammer current 2012:  Hammer Pharmacy 
59.  Page 71:   
 Present Hammer Building 2012, Hammer Staff 
60.  Page 72:   
 Photo Mark Johnson, Terry Flatt, Rick Johnson, Kurt Johnson:  
Hammer Medical Supply 
 
  
  
 
  
 
  
  
 

 

 

 

 

 




