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Introduction
In the vast and vibrant tapestry of American industry, certain companies stand out not
just for their longevity, but for their enduring impact on our daily lives. Sherwin-
Williams is undeniably one such entity, a name synonymous with color, protection, and
innovation in the world of coatings. From humble beginnings in post-Civil War
Cleveland to its current status as a global powerhouse and a proud member of the
S&P 500, the story of Sherwin-Williams is a captivating journey through
entrepreneurship, industrial evolution, and unwavering commitment to quality. This
book, "A History of Sherwin-Williams: The Story of an S&P 500 Company," invites
readers to explore the rich heritage of an organization that has quite literally painted
the world around us.

This narrative delves into more than just the technical advancements in paint and
coatings; it uncovers the human spirit behind the corporate giant. It’s a story of
visionary founders—Henry Sherwin and Edward Williams—whose ambition and
ingenuity laid the groundwork for an enterprise that would redefine an industry. Their
early brushstrokes in Cleveland marked the genesis of a company that would expand
its reach across the nation, demonstrating an early understanding of market needs
and the power of innovation. Through periods of rapid growth, industrialization, and
significant societal shifts, Sherwin-Williams consistently adapted, displaying a
remarkable resilience that allowed it to weather world wars, economic depressions,
and fierce competition, emerging stronger with each challenge.

The scope of this book extends beyond a mere chronological account, seeking to
illuminate the broader themes that have shaped Sherwin-Williams' trajectory. We will
explore the company's pioneering efforts in advertising, transforming a utilitarian
product into a household name and a symbol of home improvement. The relentless
pursuit of scientific excellence in research and development, which has consistently
placed Sherwin-Williams at the forefront of coating technology, will also be a central
focus. Furthermore, this history examines the strategic decisions in diversification and
acquisition that allowed the company to broaden its portfolio and assert its dominance
in various market segments, both domestically and internationally.

Becoming an S&P 500 company is a testament to sustained growth, financial strength,
and market leadership—a milestone that Sherwin-Williams achieved through
deliberate strategy and continuous evolution. This book explores the pivotal moments
and strategic acquisitions that solidified its position, from its architectural coatings
dominance, which has literally colored our homes and cities, to its less visible but
equally crucial contributions in industrial and performance coatings that protect vital
infrastructure and products worldwide. It’s a story of navigating economic shifts,
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embracing the digital age, and a steadfast commitment to sustainability, ensuring the
company’s relevance and impact for generations to come.

Ultimately, "A History of Sherwin-Williams" offers readers a unique perspective on the
intricate interplay of business acumen, scientific innovation, and human endeavor. It is
a chronicle that promises to deliver valuable insights into the mechanics of building
and sustaining a global enterprise, the challenges of market competition, and the
evolving landscape of corporate responsibility. Beyond the facts and figures, this book
aims to capture the spirit of a company that has not only created a legacy of color but
continues to paint a vibrant future, inviting readers to understand the enduring impact
of Sherwin-Williams on our built environment and the broader industrial world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Early Brushstrokes: Founding
and Formative Years
The mid-19th century in America was a period of profound transformation. The nation,
having just emerged from the crucible of the Civil War, was poised for an era of
industrial growth and expansion. Cities were burgeoning, new technologies were
emerging, and the demand for goods and services was on the rise. It was against this
backdrop of vibrant change that the foundational elements of what would become
Sherwin-Williams began to take shape. The paint industry itself was ripe for disruption,
characterized largely by localized production and a somewhat haphazard approach to
product consistency.

Prior to the widespread availability of pre-mixed paints, the process of painting was far
more involved than simply opening a can and rolling it onto a wall. Painters, whether
professional or homeowner, typically purchased raw pigments, oils, and other
ingredients, then spent considerable time grinding, stirring, and mixing them by hand
to achieve the desired color and consistency. This artisanal method meant that quality
and color accuracy could vary wildly from one batch to the next, and paints often
needed to be used quickly before they dried out or the pigments separated.

Enter Henry Sherwin, a man whose meticulous nature and entrepreneurial spirit were
perfectly suited to address these industry inefficiencies. Born in Baltimore, Vermont, in
1842, Sherwin’s early career saw him as a bookkeeper, a role that honed his
organizational skills and attention to detail. He arrived in Cleveland, Ohio, in 1860, a
city rapidly growing into a significant industrial hub due to its strategic location for raw
materials and access to markets. This burgeoning urban landscape provided fertile
ground for new businesses.

In 1866, with a modest life savings of $2,000, the then twenty-four-year-old Sherwin
made his first significant foray into the paint business, investing in Truman Dunham &
Co. This Cleveland-based firm was a distributor of various home decorating and
furnishing supplies, including paints, varnishes, oils, pigments, brushes, and window
glass. This partnership proved to be a critical learning experience for Sherwin, allowing
him to immerse himself in the intricacies of the trade and gain a comprehensive
understanding of the paint market.

After four years, the Truman Dunham & Co. partnership dissolved. Truman and
Dunham themselves went on to establish a linseed oil production facility. Seizing the
opportunity to forge his own path, Henry Sherwin, in February 1870, formed a new
partnership that would lay the direct groundwork for the enduring company we know
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today. He joined forces with Alanson T. Osborn and Edward P. Williams, establishing
Sherwin, Williams, & Co.

Edward Porter Williams, born in Cleveland in 1843, brought a different but equally
valuable set of experiences to the new venture. A graduate of Hudson College (later
Western Reserve University), Williams had served in the Union Army during the Civil
War. Following his military service, he co-founded Day, Williams & Co., a glass
manufacturing firm. His decision to invest $15,000 to partner with Sherwin
demonstrated a keen business sense and a belief in Sherwin’s vision for the paint
industry. The new Sherwin, Williams, & Co. took over Truman Dunham’s former retail
operations, opening its doors at 118 Superior Street in Cleveland.

The initial sales figures for Sherwin, Williams, & Co. were promising, reaching
$422,390.97 in its first year. This substantial revenue indicated a strong demand for
their products and a solid start for the nascent company. In 1873, demonstrating an
early commitment to vertical integration and control over their manufacturing process,
the partnership acquired a cooperage building at 601 Canal Street from Standard Oil
Co. This acquisition became the company’s first dedicated factory, a place where they
could begin producing their own paste paints, oil colors, and putty.

One of the most significant early innovations that would fundamentally alter the paint
industry came in 1875: the introduction of reliable ready-mixed paint. Before this, as
previously mentioned, customers would purchase ingredients and mix them, a
laborious and often inconsistent process. Sherwin-Williams recognized the need for a
more convenient and consistent product. While others had attempted ready-mixed
paints, Sherwin-Williams’ version, initially tested under the Osborn label and then fully
launched as SWP (Sherwin-Williams Paint), gained considerable public acceptance due
to its improved formula and reliability. This innovation was nothing short of
revolutionary, making painting more accessible to the average consumer and setting a
new industry standard.

Building on this success, the company continued its innovative streak. In 1877,
Sherwin-Williams patented the first resealable paint can. This seemingly simple
invention was another game-changer, allowing paint to be stored and reused over
time, significantly reducing waste and further enhancing convenience for both
professional painters and homeowners. These early breakthroughs in product
formulation and packaging were testaments to the company’s commitment to solving
customer problems and improving the painting experience.

By 1882, a shift in the company’s structure occurred when Alanson T. Osborn sold his
interest in the partnership. Osborn, however, retained ownership of the retail
operations, which allowed Sherwin, Williams, & Co. to narrow its focus exclusively on
the manufacturing and wholesale distribution of its paint and paint products. This
strategic decision paved the way for the company to concentrate its efforts on large-
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scale production and to build a robust network of exclusive dealers and agents to
distribute its growing line of products.

The formal incorporation of Sherwin, Williams, & Co. in Ohio took place on July 16,
1884. At this point, the company was already expanding its reach, with sales agents
established in key cities like New York and Chicago. The foundation was firmly laid,
built on a bedrock of innovation, a keen understanding of market needs, and a
relentless pursuit of quality and convenience in the burgeoning post-Civil War
American economy. The early brushstrokes of Henry Sherwin and Edward Williams
were not just putting paint on surfaces; they were painting the future of an entire
industry.
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