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Margaret Ball Petty: She Lived an Active Life 
By Karen M. Vincent 

 

Margaret Ball Petty’s friend, Hope Barnes, said about her, “Margaret was a tower of strength to her family, 

often displaying the ability to keep in perspective the real values in life. Her sense of humor was a joy to those 

who knew her well. Her modest unassuming way belied her courage.” 

 

On June 30, 1898, Margaret Elizabeth Ball was born to Frank C. and Elizabeth 

“Bessie” Brady Ball at home in a large frame house built on the bluff 

overlooking White River. She was the third of five children. Her siblings were 

Edmund Arthur, usually called Arthur; Lucy; Frank Elliott; and Rosemary. 

 

The land surrounding the five Ball brothers’ homes was the playground of 

Margaret, her siblings, and her cousins. Her cousin, Ed Ball, noted that “She 

was just enough older than I, attractive, active athletically, to be my kind of 

‘ideal girl’ when I was a boy. She played tennis, rode a bicycle, climbed trees, 

rode horseback, did all sorts of exciting things, and she was not afraid of 

spiders, snakes, and bugs as most girls were.”  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      (Margaret Ball Petty, 1940) 

Margaret had a varied and expansive education starting at McKinley Elementary School on North Jefferson 

Street in Muncie. When several of the Ball mothers became disillusioned with public education, they started 

their own school at the Frank and Bessie Ball home. Local schoolteacher, Miss Reba Richey, was hired to teach 

the Ball children and several others, including author Emily Kimbrough. Later Margaret attended Tudor Hall in 

Indianapolis. She also attended Muncie High School and Elmhurst Academy in Connersville. She graduated 

from Mount Vernon Seminary (now the Mount Vernon Campus of The George Washington University) in 

1918. 

 

Not content to end her education, Margaret enrolled in a government reconstruction training course at Cook 

County Hospital in Chicago. She also attended the Art Institute of Chicago. Throughout her life, Margaret was 

an avid and talented amateur artist.  

 

While in Chicago, Margaret invited Fred Petty of Muncie to a Mardi Gras dance. They met as children at 

McKinley School and dated as teenagers. Fred accepted Margaret’s invitation and surprised her by proposing 

the day after the dance.  

 

Margaret and Fred were married January 2, 1924 in front of 200 guests at her family home. According to an 

account in January 3, 1924 issue of The Muncie Morning Star, the event was “Notable among the weddings of 

recent years and of wide interest throughout the state and in various sections of the country where the families 

are known….” It was also noted in the article that Fred was “likewise … a member of one of Muncie’s oldest 

families.”  

 

The couple honeymooned in Florida and Cuba and then moved to St. Louis, Missouri to start their married life. 

After graduation from the University of Michigan, Fred had trained at the National Surety Company in New 

York City and worked as a special agent in New York and later in St. Louis. Later in 1924, Fred and Margaret 

returned to Muncie when Fred took a position with Ball Brothers Company. 

 

What came next was unanticipated but a welcome endeavor for Margaret and Fred. Ball Brothers Company 

purchased the failed W.A. McNaughton Company department store located at the corner of Charles and Walnut 

Streets. McNaughton’s, also known as “The Big Store,” was established in the late 1800s, and the five-story 
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building at the corner of Walnut and Charles Streets was built the early 1900s. Unfortunately, the Great 

Depression proved to be the store’s downfall.  

 

Approximately 150 workers started the remodeling and renovation process in August, 1934. The outside of the 

building was sandblasted and the inside was spruced up with paint and new fixtures. Stock was ordered. 

Department heads and other employees were hired, including many former McNaughton employees. The target 

date for opening was November 1, 1934. Fred Petty was one of the incorporators of the new store, along with 

Alexander Bracken and George Ball. 

Fred Petty’s interest in the retail business might have been cultivated by his employment at Kimbrough 

Hardware store in his youth or by the fact that his grandfather Petty had owned a dry goods store. Whatever 

peaked his interest, it was great enough for Margaret and him to purchase Ball Stores in September 1938. Fred 

served as president and treasurer and Margaret served as vice-president and secretary. She took an active day-

to-day role in store operations, working alongside Fred. In a 1953 article in the Indianapolis Star magazine, 

Margaret was quoted as saying, “When we took over, we surrounded ourselves with everything we could lay 

our hands on dealing with merchandising, selling, advertising, just plain merchandising arithmetic. We studied 

at night and put our lessons into practice the next day.”  

 

Fred died of a heart attack in September 1949. Margaret was elected president by the Ball Stores board soon 

after his death. She immediately consulted family members who could give her advice about operating the 

business. To reassure Ball Stores employees that the store would go on, Margaret distributed a memo that said 

in part, “This store was very close to Mr. Petty’s heart…. I want, with your help, to carry out his plans. I am 

counting on each one of you to make this possible…. We have lost a wonderful leader and a great friend, but … 

we will carry on and continue to go forward.” 

 

She had ideas and goals and started implementing them. A few things that she took on immediately included: 

 

• Enlarging the board, adding people well versed in retail.  

• Adding a merchandise manager. 

• Aligning the store with a New York buying office.  

• Implementing and managing a million dollar expansion (10 million in today’s dollars). 

 

In addition, Margaret went on buying trips, both alone and with other buyers. She also spent time working at the 

sales counters, in order to gain perspective on the salesperson’s job and on the customer’s wishes. Within three 

years, the volume of sales had tripled.  

 

Some of her goals for the store included: ensuring the well-being and training of store personnel; customer 

satisfaction; community service; and expanding the business. She instituted a company newsletter, with each 

edition including a column titled, “From the President’s Desk” and a feature article on an employee. She hosted 

store parties, the Anniversary Sale dinner and an annual store picnic. She encouraged and supported sports 

leagues. She also instituted employee competitions. Sometimes the winners even got to be served lunch by the 

president in the Ball Stores cafeteria. 

 

In return for her appreciation of and loyalty to her employees, Margaret expected much from them in return. 

She regularly wrote about customer service in the newsletter. In May 1954, she said, “I sincerely believe that 

the most effective way to encourage our customers to return to Ball Stores is by courteous and prompt service.” 

She finished by writing, “In my mind, the test of real salesmanship is not the easily pleased customer, but the 

one that is hard to please. A friend of mine once said, ‘Leave the man smiling.’ Let’s make that our slogan.” 
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During her years at Ball Stores, from the purchase in 1938 to her resignation as Chairman of the Board, 

Margaret took an integral part in the store improvement and expansion. A major project began in 1952 when 

Margaret instituted a five-year $500,000 remodeling program in 1952. Improvements included the complete 

rewiring of the building, new lighting throughout and elevator modernization. New departments included a 

paint store, hardware department and sports department. Other projects included: 

 

• Purchasing stock of area stores that were closing including silverware from the J.F. Kiser Company, 

furniture from the Banner-Whitehill Company and C. Cree Gable Furniture Store, and clothing from 

John Banta Men’s store. She often hired personnel from closing stores. 

• Instituting a training program for assistant buyers. 

• Advertising on the radio. 

• Opening a branch store in Marion and a home furnishing store in Muncie. 

 

After sixteen years as president, Margaret turned over the reins of the store to her son, Ed and became chairman 

of the board. She resigned from that position in 1980. 

 

Running a major department store wasn’t Margaret’s only achievement. In her early 50s, she took flying 

lessons, and, on July 6, 1953 made her first solo flight. She received her pilot’s license that October. Several 

years after receiving her license, Margaret joined the Ninety-Nines, Inc. an international organization of women 

pilots formed “to promote educational and scientific projects.” As a member of this organization, Margaret 

could take part in the All Women’s Transcontinental Air Race, more commonly known as the “Powder Puff 

Derby,” a name apparently bestowed on the race by humorist Will Rogers. 

 

In 1961, Margaret participated in the race. Her co-pilot was Jill McCormick, chief instructor for the professional 

pilot program at Purdue University. They flew a red and white Piper 

PA 24 Comanche, which was, of course, sponsored by Ball Stores. 

The 2,700 mile course started in San Diego and went on to Yuma 

and Tuscon, Arizona; El Paso, Midland, Abilene, and Dallas, 

Texas; Shreveport, LA; Jackson, MS; Montgomery, AL; Greenville, 

SC; Lynchburg, VA; and Hagerstown, MD. The race ended in 

Atlantic City, New Jersey. The pilots flew only in the daytime and 

had a three-stop minimum. Margaret and Jill did not place in the 

ninety plane field, but Margaret noted that “We couldn’t have had a 

more thrilling time in Atlantic City if we had come in first. We 

were given rides to parties in convertibles with motorcycle police 

escorts and were treated like royalty.” 
(Margaret Ball Petty and her Powder Puff Derby co-pilot, Jill McCormick, 1961) 

While she did not take part in the Powder Puff Derby again, Margaret continued to compete in small races held 

by her chapter of the Ninety-Nines. She was elected chair of the Indiana Ninety-Nines in 1964. Margaret 

continued to fly frequently until about 1969. 

 

Margaret also continued her art career. She studied one summer with Hoosier Group artist Otto Stark, and took 

correspondence courses and night classes at Ball State. She also found inspiration in the paintings of her Uncle 

J. Ottis Adams and Aunt Winifred Brady Adams. During summers in Leland, Michigan, Margaret ventured to 

the Adams’ cottage, two doors from the F.C. Ball family home. There she watched them paint until J. Ottis and 

Winifred suggested that it was time for her to go outside and play.  

 

Throughout her life, she painted for her own enjoyment in oils, watercolors, and acrylics. Initially, she painted 

on the third floor of her home but later built a little log cabin on her property to use as a studio. In October, 

1979, the Minnetrista Center, now the E.B. and Bertha Ball Center, hosted an exhibition of Margaret’s 
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paintings. In a review of the exhibition, Nancy Millard noted, “… the exhibition sparkles with vitality. The 

viewer senses that she sees more than flowers in her garden. She captures the momentary loveliness of nature at 

its prettiest.” 

 

Margaret also participated in an active community life. A few of her memberships included: Altrusa, Ball 

Memorial Hospital Auxiliary, Conversation Club, Art Students’ League, Muncie Art Association, D.A.R., Psi 

Iota Xi Sorority, Sigma Alpha Iota Music Sorority, and Muncie Civic Theatre (for which she designed and 

painted sets including for the production of Arsenic and Old Lace). In many cases, she was much more than a 

member. She served as an officer, committee chair, and/or fundraiser for most of these organizations. And that’s 

not all. 

 

She was the first woman on Ball Brothers Company board of directors, elected in 1953, serving until 1969. She 

also served on the board of First Presbyterian Church and was head of the campaign to build the church on 

Riverside Avenue, taking over after her Fred died. Margaret also served on the board of Ball Brothers 

Foundation. During World War II, she organized Muncie’s Bundles for Britain and provided a meeting place 

for the women who knitted caps, scarves, and socks. On a side note, her sister Lucy started the Indianapolis 

chapter of Bundles for Britain.  

 

Margaret started her own foundation – the Margaret Ball Petty Foundation – in 1957. Grants were awarded to 

support charitable, religious, and educational work. It was through this foundation that Margaret and her son Ed 

purchased “The Passing of the Buffalo” and presented it as a gift to the city in memory of husband and father 

Fred Petty.  

 

The heroic-sized bronze was created by Cyrus Dallin – the same sculptor who created “Appeal to the Great 

Spirit.” “Passing of the Buffalo” was purchased from the estate of Geraldine Rockefeller Dodge. The statue was 

installed on Walnut Plaza in front of Ball Stores on April 7, 1976 and was officially presented to the city during 

dedication ceremonies on April 25. Mayor Robert Cunningham offered his thanks to the Petty family for their 

many contributions to art and education. The statue now stands at the roundabout on South Walnut Street. 

 

The Margaret Ball Petty Foundation was discontinued in 1985, a year after Margaret died. Final gifts were 

presented to Ball State’s art gallery, now DOMA, First Presbyterian Church, Indiana University School of 

Medicine, and Mount Vernon College in Washington, DC. 

 

Margaret died December 27, 1984 after leading an active life. 

 


