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Introduction
In the annals of American industry, few companies boast a narrative as rich, complex,
and impactful as Pfizer. From its humble beginnings in 19th-century Brooklyn to its
current status as a titan of the global pharmaceutical landscape, Pfizer's journey
mirrors the very evolution of modern medicine and corporate enterprise. This book, "A
History of Pfizer: The Story of an S&P 500 Company," invites readers to embark on an
extensive exploration of this remarkable institution, tracing the threads of innovation,
adaptation, and perseverance that have woven together its nearly two-century-long
saga.

Pfizer’s story is more than just a chronological account of a business; it is a microcosm
of the German-American immigrant experience, a testament to scientific curiosity, and
a chronicle of the relentless pursuit of solutions to some of humanity's most pressing
health challenges. From pioneering the mass production of tartaric acid and citric acid
in its nascent years to revolutionizing the treatment of infectious diseases with
penicillin during World War II, Pfizer has consistently stood at the forefront of scientific
advancement. Its trajectory reflects the changing tides of global health, economic
shifts, and the intricate dance between scientific discovery and societal need.

As an enduring member of the S&P 500, Pfizer's history offers a unique lens through
which to understand the broader forces that have shaped American capitalism and the
global pharmaceutical industry. This volume delves into the strategic decisions,
groundbreaking research, and transformative mergers and acquisitions that have
defined its growth and expanded its global footprint. We will examine the company's
triumphs, such as the development of blockbuster drugs like Lipitor and Viagra, which
not only generated immense shareholder value but also profoundly impacted millions
of lives worldwide. We will also navigate the challenges and controversies that
inevitably arise when operating on such a grand scale, including the complexities of
regulatory oversight, public scrutiny, and ethical dilemmas inherent in the pursuit of
profit and health.

Beyond the headlines and the balance sheets, this book explores the human element
of Pfizer's story: the visionaries who founded it, the scientists who toiled in its
laboratories, and the leaders who steered its course through times of unprecedented
change. It delves into the corporate culture that has evolved over decades, the
unwavering commitment to research and development that fuels its pipeline, and the
intricate global supply chains that deliver life-saving medications to patients across
continents. Moreover, it examines Pfizer's role as a corporate citizen, exploring its
philanthropic endeavors and its responses to global health crises, including its pivotal
contributions during recent pandemics.
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"A History of Pfizer" promises to be an indispensable resource for anyone interested in
the history of medicine, the dynamics of the pharmaceutical industry, or the enduring
legacy of a company that has indelibly shaped the modern world. Through a
meticulous examination of its past, we aim to provide a comprehensive understanding
of Pfizer’s present and offer insights into the future horizons of a company that
continues to adapt, innovate, and strive for excellence in an ever-evolving healthcare
landscape. This is the story of an institution that has not only witnessed history but
has actively participated in its making, leaving an indelible mark on science, society,
and the lives of countless individuals.
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CHAPTER ONE: The German-American Dream:
Founding Pfizer & Co.
The year is 1849. New York City hums with the restless energy of a burgeoning
metropolis, a beacon for those seeking new beginnings. Among the throngs of hopeful
immigrants arriving on America's shores are two cousins from Ludwigsburg, Germany:
Karl Christian Friedrich Pfizer, a trained chemist born in 1824, and Karl Friedrich
Erhart, a confectioner born in 1821. They carried with them not only their modest
belongings but also a shared vision and a determination to forge a new life in this land
of opportunity. Charles Pfizer, as he would become known, was the younger of the
two, possessing a sharp scientific mind and an entrepreneurial spirit. Charles Erhart,
slightly older, brought a practical understanding of manufacturing and an expertise in
confectionery. Their complementary skills would prove to be the perfect recipe for
their ambitious venture.

Having emigrated in late 1848 or early 1849, the cousins decided to establish their
business in the vibrant and rapidly expanding community of Williamsburg, Brooklyn.
This area was particularly appealing due to its significant German immigrant
population, offering a familiar cultural landscape in their new home. With a loan of
$2,500 from Pfizer's father, they secured a modest red-brick building at the corner of
Bartlett Street and Harrison Avenue. This humble structure would serve as the
inaugural headquarters for Charles Pfizer & Company, functioning simultaneously as
their office, laboratory, and manufacturing plant.

Their initial focus was on the production of fine chemicals, a field where American
manufacturing was still in its nascent stages. The country's rapidly growing population
and increasing demand for various chemicals meant there was little domestic
competition, a crucial advantage for the budding enterprise. Charles Pfizer & Company
was officially founded in 1849, marking the true commencement of their German-
American dream.

The cousins' first product showcased their unique blend of chemical knowledge and
confectionery skill. They aimed to tackle a common ailment of the 19th century:
intestinal worms. While an effective antiparasitic known as santonin existed, it
suffered from a significant drawback—its intensely bitter taste. This is where Erhart's
background as a confectioner became invaluable. Combining their talents, they
devised a palatable solution: dispersing the bitter santonin in a sweet, almond-toffee-
flavored sugar-cream cone.

This innovative approach immediately set Pfizer & Co. apart. The santonin cones were
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an instant success, particularly appealing to children who otherwise resisted the bitter
medicine. This early triumph not only brought initial financial stability to the company
but also established a foundational principle that would guide Pfizer for years to come:
the relentless pursuit of making effective treatments more accessible and agreeable
for patients. It was a testament to their practical problem-solving ethos.

The success of their santonin product allowed the company to steadily expand its
operations and diversify its chemical offerings. In those early years, their product line
also included iodine preparations, camphor, and borax. The business specialized in
compounding chemicals not commonly produced in America, filling a critical void in
the burgeoning American market. The cousins fostered a close-knit partnership, which
was further strengthened when Charles Erhart married Charles Pfizer's sister, Frances
"Fanny" Pfizer, in 1856, making them brothers-in-law.

Their astute business acumen and commitment to quality quickly earned them a
reputation. "Pfizer quality" became a byword as early as the 1860s, a testament to
their dedication to refining crude products into high-purity substances. This
commitment to excellence would become a cornerstone of Pfizer's identity and a key
driver of its sustained growth. The company’s early years were characterized by a
steady, methodical expansion, laying the groundwork for the significant developments
that lay ahead.

The onset of the American Civil War in 1861, while a national tragedy, ironically
provided Charles Pfizer & Company with a significant growth opportunity. The
immense demand for medical supplies, including painkillers, antiseptics, and various
chemical compounds, for the Union Army meant a surge in orders for companies like
Pfizer. Pfizer supplied crucial medical treatments such as tartaric acid and cream of
tartar, along with iodine, morphine, and chloroform.

This wartime demand propelled a period of unprecedented expansion. Pfizer's
revenues doubled by 1868, and the company significantly broadened its product lines
and increased its workforce, hiring 150 new employees to meet the overwhelming
need. The company's Brooklyn factory, in fact, became known colloquially as "the
German Navy Yard" due to the large number of German immigrants it employed,
reflecting the deep ties Pfizer maintained with its immigrant roots and community.

With this substantial growth, Pfizer found it necessary to expand its administrative
footprint. In 1868, the company moved its headquarters to a post-Revolutionary-era
building at 81 Maiden Lane in Manhattan, a location closer to the financial heart of the
city. Manufacturing, however, continued robustly at the original Brooklyn site, which
remained a vital hub for production and research for many years.

Beyond wartime necessities, Pfizer continued to innovate in the realm of industrial
chemicals. The company began importing crude argols—tartar deposits from wine
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casks—from France and Italy in 1863, establishing its own refining operation to
produce tartaric acid and cream of tartar. These products were essential for bakers,
beverage manufacturers, and in cooking, further diversifying Pfizer’s market reach.
This strategic move also allowed Pfizer to become a leading supplier of these
chemicals when the supply of tartaric acid was disrupted by the Civil War and
increased tariffs.

By 1871, the young company's revenues had reached approximately $1.4 million, a
clear indication of its growing stature and financial success. The foundations laid
during these early decades, characterized by immigrant entrepreneurship, scientific
ingenuity, and a keen eye for market needs, were firmly established. Charles Pfizer
and Charles Erhart had successfully transplanted their German ambitions onto
American soil, cultivating a robust chemical business that was poised for even greater
achievements in the decades to come.

As the 19th century drew to a close, Charles Erhart passed away in 1891 at the age of
70, leaving Charles Pfizer to carry the torch. Pfizer, nearing eighty himself, recognized
the importance of securing the company's future beyond their immediate partnership.
He took steps to incorporate the company and began to entrust its leadership to a new
generation, including his sons and other key personnel. Charles Pfizer himself died in
1906 at his summer home in Newport, Rhode Island, following a fall. By the time of his
death, Charles Pfizer & Company had grown from a small Brooklyn workshop into one
of the largest specialty chemical manufacturers in the United States, a testament to
the enduring power of the German-American dream.
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