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Introduction
In the annals of American enterprise, few companies can lay claim to a history as rich,
complex, and impactful as MetLife. From its humble beginnings in the aftermath of the
Civil War to its current standing as a global financial services powerhouse, MetLife's
journey mirrors the very fabric of American economic and social development. This
book, "A History of MetLife: The Story of an S&P 500 Company," delves into the
compelling narrative of an institution that has not only weathered countless storms
but has consistently redefined its role in the lives of millions.

MetLife's story is more than just a chronological account of corporate milestones; it is
a testament to resilience, adaptability, and an unwavering commitment to its
policyholders. Over more than 150 years, the company has navigated economic
depressions, world wars, technological revolutions, and dramatic shifts in societal
needs, consistently emerging stronger and more relevant. Its evolution from a mutual
life insurance company to a publicly traded, globally diversified financial services
leader provides a unique lens through which to understand the broader trends that
have shaped modern capitalism and the insurance industry.

As an S&P 500 company, MetLife represents a benchmark of corporate success and
enduring value. Its inclusion in this prestigious index signifies not only its significant
market capitalization but also its sustained performance, robust governance, and
influence within the global economy. This book explores the strategic decisions,
innovative spirit, and dedicated leadership that propelled MetLife to this esteemed
position, offering insights into the factors that drive long-term corporate prosperity.

Beyond the boardroom and balance sheets, "A History of MetLife" illuminates the
profound impact the company has had on the lives of everyday Americans and,
increasingly, individuals across the globe. From providing financial security to families
during times of hardship to offering innovative products that empower individuals to
plan for their futures, MetLife has played a pivotal role in fostering economic stability
and well-being. This narrative explores the human element of MetLife's history,
showcasing how its mission has resonated with generations of employees, customers,
and communities.

This book promises to be an engaging and insightful exploration into the heart of a
quintessential American institution. It offers not only a comprehensive historical
account but also a compelling case study in corporate longevity, strategic evolution,
and the enduring power of a well-defined purpose. For anyone interested in the history
of business, the financial services industry, or the remarkable journey of an S&P 500
giant, MetLife's story offers invaluable lessons and a fascinating glimpse into the
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forces that have shaped our world.

Ultimately, "A History of MetLife" is an invitation to understand how a company born of
necessity grew into a global leader, continually adapting its vision and services to
meet the ever-changing demands of a dynamic world. It is a story of trust,
transformation, and the relentless pursuit of a legacy that continues to impact lives
today.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Dawn of a New Era: MetLife's
Founding and Early Years
The story of MetLife begins not with a grand vision for a global financial powerhouse,
but with a practical response to a nation in turmoil. The year was 1863, and the
American Civil War raged, leaving a trail of devastation and uncertainty. In this
climate, a group of astute New York City businessmen saw a pressing need: financial
protection for the soldiers fighting for the Union. They pooled their resources, raising
$100,000, and established the National Union Life and Limb Insurance Company.

This nascent company was specifically designed to insure Civil War sailors and soldiers
against disabilities, accidents, and sickness resulting from their wartime service. It was
a niche, yet vital, market, addressing a profound vulnerability faced by countless
families. The initial offerings, while focused on the immediate needs of war, laid the
groundwork for a future that would extend far beyond the battlefield. The company's
headquarters were located on lower Broadway, placing it in the heart of New York
City's bustling commercial district.

Despite its noble mission, the National Union Life and Limb Insurance Company
initially struggled to gain significant traction. Its first year saw a meager number of life
and accident policies written, indicating that even in a time of great need, establishing
trust and market presence was a challenge. The company underwent several
reorganizations in its early years, a common occurrence for many businesses
navigating the unpredictable economic landscape of the mid-19th century.

A pivotal moment arrived in 1868. On March 24th of that year, the company made a
strategic shift, narrowing its focus primarily to the life insurance business. This
significant change was accompanied by a new name: Metropolitan Life Insurance
Company. This rebranding marked the official birth of MetLife as we know it today,
signaling a clear direction towards providing long-term financial security for families
rather than short-term coverage for wartime injuries. The newly christened
Metropolitan Life Insurance Company officially opened its doors on March 24, 1868.

The decision to concentrate on life insurance was a calculated one, reflecting a
broader trend in the booming post-Civil War economy. The Industrial Revolution was in
full swing, introducing new hazards to everyday life and, consequently, creating a
widespread demand for various forms of insurance. The Civil War itself had
inadvertently fueled the life insurance trade, as families sought to protect themselves
from the financial ruin that could follow the loss of a breadwinner.
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The early years of Metropolitan Life saw the industry grow at a frenzied pace. While
whole life insurance was the preferred type of policy, endowments also enjoyed some
popularity, though term insurance and annuities were less common. In 1869, just a
year after its relaunch, Metropolitan Life had written 2,930 policies, totaling $4.86
million in value. This was a respectable start, though still modest compared to the
industry giants of the time, such as Mutual Life of New York, which boasted assets of
$30 million.

One of the early demographic segments that Metropolitan Life successfully tapped into
was New York City's burgeoning German immigrant population. The company
employed two outstanding German-speaking agents, Abraham Kaufmann and Moritz
Reno, who were instrumental in building this early client base. So successful was this
outreach that a dedicated German division was soon established, headed by
Kaufmann. This early recognition of diverse market needs foreshadowed MetLife's
future strategies of broad accessibility.

However, the path forward was not without its challenges. The rapid growth of the
insurance industry in these early years was, at times, somewhat reckless. Many
companies found it difficult to attract agents without offering exorbitant commissions,
and to secure business, some agents insured questionable risks. Metropolitan Life, like
many of its contemporaries, would have to navigate these nascent industry growing
pains.

In 1871, James R. Dow, who had served as president of the National Travelers'
Insurance Company prior to its reorganization into Metropolitan Life, passed away. He
was succeeded by Joseph F. Knapp, a significant figure in MetLife's early development.
Knapp was not new to the company; he had been a director, chairman of the finance
committee, and its largest stockholder. His leadership would prove crucial during a
particularly trying period for the company and the nation.

Indeed, shortly after Knapp assumed the presidency, a severe business depression,
known as the Panic of 1873, gripped the United States. This economic downturn had a
devastating impact on the insurance industry. The Chicago fire of 1871, which
destroyed 2,000 acres and $200 million worth of property, had already severely
affected many insurance companies, leaving them legally obligated but financially
unable to cover losses. The subsequent depression further exacerbated these
difficulties, forcing many companies to contract or even fail.

Metropolitan Life was not immune. The company's business plummeted dramatically,
with new policies dropping from 8,280 in 1874 to a mere 510 in 1879. Public
confidence in life insurance reached an all-time low as many insurers failed to meet
their obligations. It was a precarious time, and the very existence of Metropolitan Life
hung in the balance.
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It was during this critical period that Joseph F. Knapp demonstrated his vision and
leadership. In 1879, he embarked on a trip to London, where he observed the
remarkable success of the Prudential Assurance Company. Prudential had thrived by
pioneering "industrial insurance" or "workingmen's insurance" programs. These
programs offered insurance in small amounts, with premiums collected weekly or
monthly directly at the policyholder's home.

Knapp, recognizing the immense potential of this model for the American market,
brought the concept back to the United States. This innovative approach aimed to
democratize access to insurance, making it affordable and accessible to working
families who had previously been underserved by traditional insurance offerings. The
shift into industrial insurance expanded MetLife's early history into mass-market
reach.

The introduction of industrial insurance proved to be a turning point for Metropolitan
Life. By 1880, sales of these policies had soared, exceeding a quarter of a million, and
generating nearly $1 million in revenue from premiums. This spectacular success in
making insurance accessible to millions of households not only revitalized the
company but also cemented its commitment to serving a broader segment of the
population. The agents, collecting small weekly premiums door-to-door, established a
direct and personal connection with policyholders, a practice that built trust and
fostered strong community ties. This initiative would forever change the trajectory of
MetLife, propelling it from a struggling insurer to a burgeoning leader in the American
insurance landscape.
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