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LEMOI ACE HARDWARE
By Diane Keely
Lemoi Ace Hardware at 1004-1010 Davis Street is the oldest family-owned business in Evanston. Founded in December
1895, it has expanded from its early #1006 location to cover the sites of three separate stores. Current and fourthgeneration owner, Ralph Lemoi Dupuis, says he has two mottos, “Every customer every time” and “The detail of retail,”
which reflect the challenges in merchandising and satisfying all customers. From the beginning, the store was dedicated
to excellent customer service. As testimony, the store was named a “Retailer of the [20th] Century” by the Illinois Retail
Merchants Association.

2012: Today’s storefront proclaims: “Serving the community for four generations.” Once an original True Value store, the business
associated itself with Ace Hardware in the 1940s. Owner Ralph Lemoi Dupuis recognizes that, while high city taxes are a liability, a
convenient downtown location is key to his store’s longevity.

Born in Quebec, founder and French Canadian Peter A. Lemoi (1858-1938) moved with his family at age eight to Rhode
Island. Because he spoke French only, he went to work in a textile mill instead of going to school. As a teenager, he
found work in the hardware business. At age 30, Lemoi went to Boston where he met his wife, also Canadian born. In
1893, at the time of the Columbian Exposition, the couple moved to Chicago to pursue their American dream. With
additional experience gained in tinsmith, sheet metal, and hardware companies in Chicago and Evanston, the young
entrepreneur launched a start-up in his Evanston home’s basement on Crain Street. Venturing further, just two years
after arriving in Chicago, he founded Lemoi Hardware at 1006 Davis Street with a partner whom he later bought out.
Peter A. was known for his derby hat, high white collar, and weskit, as seen in the 1902 photo. When he became ill in
1935, his son Ralph H. Lemoi assumed management of the business and in 1938, at his father’s death from a heart
attack, became the owner. Ralph had worked in the store since 1918 after serving in the US Marines. His sister, Gladys
M. Lemoi, who entered the business in 1910, ran the office through 1953, when she took charge of the new check-out
counter.

The third-generation owner was Alfred A. Dupuis, the husband of Shirley Ann Lemoi (Ralph’s daughter and Peter’s
granddaughter). Their son is the current fourth-generation owner, Ralph Lemoi Dupuis. He was asked by his grandfather
and namesake to manage the store in 1981 after his father (Alfred A.) died unexpectedly of an aneurism at age 58. To
accommodate weekend shoppers and do-it-yourselfers (a national trend), the store began opening its doors on Sundays
in April 1988.

Left: In 1902 Founder Peter A. Lemoi stands next to his two
daughters in the doorway of his original Davis Street store. His
year-old son and heir-to-be, Ralph H. Lemoi, looks out with his
mother from an upstairs window. Ralph H. was born in the
family’s apartment above the store.

Above: In 1970, when marking the store’s 75th anniversary, a search was made to identify the oldest customer, shown here with
second-generation owner Ralph H. Lemoi. Mrs. Emma Matthew (91) said when she and her husband married in 1897, they bought a
wood-burning cook stove at Lemoi’s. Still earlier, as a photographer’s employee, she took his knives there for sharpening.

While remaining on Davis Street, the business has moved from time to time. In 1917 the store moved from #1006 to a
new building at #1016. In January 1946, after coping with shipment delays due to WWII, the business returned to its
original building, just in time to celebrate its 50th anniversary. At the open-house celebration at #1008, souvenirs and
flowers were given to customers! 1953 saw a second renovation of #1008 along with an expansion to #1006, the
company’s very first site. At this time, state-of-the art shelving and a then-innovative self-service system were
introduced. A further expansion with renovation took place about 2000 with the purchase of 1004 Davis Street, next to
Bennison’s Bakery. As you exit the store, look up to see four enlarged historical photos of the store and previous owners.
Ralph Lemois Dupuis now lives in his grandfather’s house where he has a prized oak desk his great-grandfather bought
as used office equipment. Before joining the family business, Ralph L. was an accounting major and worked for Price
Waterhouse. He expects to spend many more years as an active owner and admits he still enjoys the business that might
have been a temporary commitment. He has no idea whether any of his four children, all still students, will continue the
family hardware tradition. He wants them to make up their own minds, as he did.
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