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Introduction

Introduction: The Everyday Low Prices Empire

In the annals of American business, few companies loom as large or cast as long a
shadow as Walmart. What began as a single five-and-dime store in the small town of
Rogers, Arkansas, has blossomed into a global retail behemoth, a company so
ingrained in the fabric of modern life that its name is virtually synonymous with
shopping itself. This book, "A History of Walmart: The Story of an S&P 500 Company,"
chronicles that extraordinary journey, tracing the evolution of a retail experiment into
an economic powerhouse and a permanent fixture on the prestigious S&P 500 index.
From its humble origins to its current status as a multinational corporation, Walmart's
story is one of relentless innovation, strategic expansion, and an unwavering
commitment to a simple yet revolutionary idea: "Everyday Low Prices."

The narrative of Walmart is far more than just a corporate biography; it is a lens
through which to examine the sweeping changes in American commerce and
consumer culture over the past six decades. It's a tale interwoven with the rise of
discount retail, the transformation of supply chains, the advent of global trade, and
the ongoing digital revolution. This book delves into the visionary leadership of its
founder, Sam Walton, whose entrepreneurial spirit and unconventional business
practices laid the groundwork for an empire. We explore the core values that shaped
the company’s culture, the operational strategies that propelled its growth, and the
marketing genius that solidified its brand identity in the minds of millions.

However, Walmart’s history is not without its complexities and controversies. As the
company grew, so did its impact, prompting debates about its influence on local
economies, labor practices, and environmental stewardship. This book confronts these
multifaceted aspects, offering a balanced perspective on the challenges and criticisms
Walmart has faced throughout its trajectory. We will examine the company's efforts to
navigate public perception, its evolving approach to corporate responsibility, and its
ongoing struggle to adapt to a rapidly changing social and political landscape.

The journey to becoming an S&P 500 company—a benchmark of corporate success

and stability—is a testament to Walmart’s enduring resilience and its capacity for
reinvention. From pioneering new store formats like the Supercenter to engaging in
fierce competition with rivals like Kmart and Target, and more recently, sparring with e-
commerce giants like Amazon, Walmart has consistently demonstrated an ability to
adapt and thrive. This book will illuminate the pivotal technological advancements
embraced by Walmart, its sophisticated logistics operations, and the strategic
acquisitions and divestitures that have shaped its diverse portfolio.
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Ultimately, "A History of Walmart" offers readers a comprehensive and insightful
exploration of a company that has not only defined an industry but has also
profoundly impacted the lives of countless individuals globally. It is a story for
business enthusiasts, history buffs, and anyone curious about the forces that have
shaped the modern retail landscape. By examining Walmart's past, we gain invaluable
insights into the present state of global commerce and the potential trajectory of its
future, understanding how a small-town dream transformed into an everyday low
prices empire that continues to influence how we shop, what we buy, and the very
structure of our economic world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Humble Beginnings - The Walton Five
& Early Ventures

The story of Walmart, the retail titan that would one day redefine global commerce,
begins not in a bustling metropolis but in the quiet, unassuming landscape of rural
America, specifically with the birth and formative years of its visionary founder,
Samuel Moore Walton. Born on March 29, 1918, in Kingfisher, Oklahoma, Sam was the
first of two sons to Thomas Gibson Walton and Nancy "Nannie" Lee. His younger
brother, James Lawrence "Bud" Walton, would arrive a few years later, in 1921, also in
Kingfisher. Their early life was far from settled, as their father, a farm appraiser and
mortgage agent, moved the family frequently in search of better opportunities. This
peripatetic existence meant that Sam experienced various small towns, primarily
across Missouri, including Springfield, Marshall, Shelbina, and Columbia.

Growing up during the Great Depression deeply ingrained in both Sam and Bud the
profound value of hard work and self-reliance. From an early age, Sam contributed to
the family income, taking on a litany of chores that would humble many a modern
youngster. He milked the family cow, bottled the excess milk, and then delivered it to
customers. He also had a newspaper route and sold magazine subscriptions. These
early entrepreneurial endeavors, though seemingly small, were crucial in shaping his
understanding of commerce, customer service, and the relentless effort required to
make a living. He wasn't just doing chores; he was running micro-businesses, learning
the ropes of supply, demand, and direct sales.

Sam's ambition and drive were evident even in his youth. While attending eighth
grade in Shelbina, Missouri, he earned the distinction of becoming the youngest Eagle
Scout in Missouri's history at that time. This achievement, a testament to his
leadership, resourcefulness, and commitment, hinted at the extraordinary potential
that lay within the seemingly ordinary farm boy. He continued to excel academically
and in extracurricular activities throughout high school in Columbia, Missouri, where
he was quarterback of the football team and was voted "Most Versatile Boy" by his
classmates. These experiences fostered a competitive spirit and a knack for
organization that would serve him well in his future retail empire.

After graduating from high school, Sam Walton pursued higher education at the
University of Missouri, graduating in 1940. While many might have been content to
find a stable job, Sam had a clear vision for his future: he wanted to go into retailing
and, eventually, into business for himself. This aspiration led him to a pivotal first step
in his retail career: a job as a sales trainee at a J.C. Penney store in Des Moines, lowa.
Earning $75 a month, he immersed himself in the world of retail, learning the
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intricacies of selling and store operations. He was, by all accounts, a natural salesman,
possessing an infectious enthusiasm that resonated with customers.

However, Sam's passion for sales often overshadowed his attention to administrative
details. His boss at J.C. Penney, while acknowledging his exceptional sales ability,
reportedly threatened to fire him due to his messy paperwork. "I'd fire you if you
weren't such a good salesman," his executive boss is quoted as saying. This early
feedback, though a critique, underscored his innate talent for connecting with people
and moving merchandise, a skill that would become a cornerstone of his success. The
experience at J.C. Penney, though brief, provided him with invaluable foundational
knowledge of the retail business, an education far more practical than any textbook
could offer.

The world, however, had other plans for a brief period. With the onset of World War II,
Sam Walton resigned from J.C. Penney in 1942, anticipating his induction into the
military. He served stateside as a communications officer in the Army Intelligence
Corps, rising to the rank of captain by the time he was discharged in 1945. His military
service, while taking him away from retail, further honed his leadership skills,
discipline, and strategic thinking. More importantly, during this time, in 1943, he
married Helen Robson, who would become his lifelong partner and an instrumental,
albeit often behind-the-scenes, force in his entrepreneurial journey.

Upon his return from the war in 1945, with a wife and a child to support (their first son,
Robson "Rob" Walton, was born in 1944), Sam was more determined than ever to
embark on his own business venture. With a loan of $20,000 from his father-in-law,
Leland Robson, and $5,000 of his own savings from his time in the Army, the 27-year-
old Sam Walton purchased a Ben Franklin variety store franchise in Newport,
Arkansas. This was a significant leap of faith, investing virtually all his capital and
borrowed funds into a venture in a small, delta town. He opened his doors on
September 1, 1945, marking the official beginning of Sam Walton's career as an
independent retailing entrepreneur.

The Ben Franklin store was a franchise of the Butler Brothers chain, which provided
some structure and guidance, but also imposed limitations, requiring Walton to
purchase 80% of his merchandise from them. This early experience, however, became
a fertile ground for Sam to experiment with innovative retail strategies. He quickly
realized that the key to success in a small town was to offer lower prices than his
competitors. He tirelessly sought ways to cut costs, often driving his own truck to pick
up merchandise from the cheapest sources he could find, bypassing traditional
suppliers to secure better deals. This direct, hands-on approach to sourcing was a
harbinger of the sophisticated supply chain management that would later define
Walmart.

His unconventional tactics and relentless focus on value quickly bore fruit. By pricing
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items aggressively low, Sam was able to sell higher volumes, a concept that was not
widely embraced by his competitors in small-town retail at the time. He also
implemented creative promotional strategies, like placing ice cream and popcorn
machines in the parking lot to attract customers. Within just two and a half years, he
had paid off the $20,000 loan from his father-in-law, a testament to the store's rapid
success. His annual sales soared, from $105,000 in the first year to $175,000 in the
third, quickly making his Ben Franklin store the leading retailer in a six-state region.

Despite the resounding success of his Newport store, Sam faced an unexpected
setback. His landlord, recognizing the profitability of the business, refused to renew his
lease, wanting to acquire the thriving store for his own son. This experience, a harsh
lesson in the often-unpredictable nature of business, could have deterred many.
However, for Sam Walton, it simply fueled his resolve. He wasn't one to give up easily.
With his burgeoning family, which now included John Thomas (born 1946) and James
Carr (born 1948), he began searching for a new location to set up shop.

His search led him to Bentonville, Arkansas, a tiny community that, despite its size,
presented a new challenge and opportunity. This time, Sam learned from his previous
experience and insisted on a 99-year lease for his new venture. In the summer of
1950, he opened Walton's Five & Dime on the town square. Though Bentonville
already had two other variety stores, Sam's commitment to consistently low prices
quickly set his store apart. He also introduced the innovative concept of self-service, a
departure from the traditional model where clerks waited on customers behind
counters. This customer-centric approach, combined with his proven pricing
strategies, once again led to immediate success, solidifying his belief in his unique
retail philosophy.

Throughout the 1950s, Sam Walton continued to refine his approach, acquiring and
opening more variety stores, often with the help of borrowed money and reinvested
profits. He understood the power of expansion and the importance of having multiple
"eggs in different baskets." By 1960, Sam was the proud owner of a small chain of
variety stores. His brother, Bud Walton, also played a crucial role during this period,
joining Sam in some of these early ventures. Together, they were building a
foundation, quietly experimenting with ideas and strategies that would, in just a few
short years, revolutionize the retail industry and lay the groundwork for the global
phenomenon that would become Walmart.
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