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Introduction

In the annals of American enterprise, few companies can claim a trajectory as
consistently upward and impactful as United Parcel Service. From a modest
messenger service founded in Seattle in the summer of 1907, UPS has evolved into a
global logistics behemoth, a ubiquitous symbol of commerce, and a cornerstone of the
S&P 500. This book, A History of United Parcel Service, delves into the intricate
journey of an organization that has not only delivered packages but has also
consistently delivered on innovation, reliability, and an unwavering commitment to its
people and principles.

The story of UPS is more than just a corporate history; it is a testament to the
transformative power of logistics in shaping modern society. It's the narrative of how a
seemingly simple act—the movement of goods from one point to another—became a
sophisticated science, intricately woven into the fabric of global trade and daily life.
Through two world wars, economic booms and busts, technological revolutions, and
the seismic shifts of the e-commerce era, UPS has not merely adapted; it has often led
the way, pioneering solutions that have redefined efficiency and customer service in
the package delivery industry.

From the visionary leadership of its founders, particularly Jim Casey, whose enduring
principles laid the groundwork for a unique corporate culture, to the dedicated drivers
and sorters who form the backbone of its operations, this book explores the human
element behind the brown uniform. We will examine the strategic decisions that
propelled UPS from a regional carrier to an international powerhouse, establishing
dominant presences on the ground and in the air. The internal workings of UPS, from
its complex union relations to its evolving leadership and commitment to
sustainability, offer a fascinating case study in corporate resilience and strategic
growth.

Becoming an S&P 500 company is a significant milestone, signifying not just financial
success but also a profound impact on the broader economic landscape. UPS's journey
to this pinnacle is marked by strategic acquisitions, continuous technological
investment, and a relentless pursuit of operational excellence. This book will illuminate
the critical junctures and pivotal innovations—from pioneering package tracking to
embracing the digital age—that have consistently positioned UPS at the forefront of
the logistics industry, allowing it to navigate and thrive amidst intense competition
and ever-changing market demands.

Ultimately, A History of United Parcel Service offers readers a comprehensive and
engaging account of a company that embodies the spirit of American ingenuity and
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global connectivity. It is a story relevant not only to those interested in business and
economic history but to anyone who has ever anticipated a package, marveling at the
seamless process that brings goods from distant origins to their doorstep. By tracing
the evolution of UPS, we gain a deeper understanding of the forces that have shaped
modern commerce, the challenges overcome, and the enduring legacy of a company
that continues to deliver, quite literally, to the world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Early Years: From Messenger
Service to Package Delivery

The turn of the 20th century in America was a vibrant, rapidly changing era,
characterized by burgeoning industrialization and a population on the move. Cities like
Seattle, Washington, were experiencing explosive growth, fueled by events such as
the Klondike Gold Rush, which transformed it into a bustling gateway to the riches of
Alaska and the Yukon. In such an environment, the efficient movement of goods and
information became not just a convenience, but a necessity. This fertile ground for
innovation is where the story of United Parcel Service begins, not with a grand vision
of a global logistics empire, but with the humble ambition of a resourceful teenager.

James E. Casey, born in Pickhandle Gulch, Nevada, in 1888, was a young man
intimately familiar with hard work and responsibility. Having moved to Seattle at the
age of nine, he had already experienced the challenges of a burgeoning city. By the
age of eleven, Jim had left school to help support his family after his father's illness
and subsequent passing. He quickly found work, assisting a delivery driver for a
prominent Seattle department store, Bon Marche, earning a modest $2.50 a week.
This early experience afforded him an invaluable education in the labyrinthine streets,
alleyways, and house numbering systems of Seattle, knowledge that would prove
instrumental in his future endeavors.

In the summer of 1907, at the tender age of 19, Jim Casey, along with his friend
Claude Ryan, decided to venture into business for themselves. With a borrowed sum of
$100, a significant amount at the time, they founded the American Messenger
Company. Their headquarters were as modest as their capital, a small, six-foot by
seven-foot basement office nestled beneath a Seattle saloon. This was not an
uncontested market; Seattle already had at least nine competing messenger services.
Yet, Casey and Ryan were undeterred, driven by a simple, yet powerful, motto: "best
service and lowest rates."

The American Messenger Company initially focused on a broad range of errands.
Messengers, many of them teenagers like Jim's younger brother George, were
dispatched on foot or bicycles to deliver telegrams, notes, baggage, and even trays of
food from local restaurants. They operated around the clock, seven days a week,
ensuring that an employee was always available when a business called. This
commitment to continuous service, coupled with their honest delivery estimates and
reliability, quickly set them apart from their competitors.

As the years progressed, the business acumen of Jim Casey began to truly shine. He
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understood that the key to survival and growth in the fiercely competitive messenger
service industry lay in efficiency and adaptation. The rise of the telephone, while a
technological marvel, posed a direct threat to traditional message delivery services.
Casey recognized that the future wasn't just in transmitting messages, but in
delivering goods. This pivotal insight prompted a strategic shift towards package
delivery.

A significant turning point arrived in 1913 when the American Messenger Company
merged with McCabe's Motorcycle Delivery Company. This alliance, which brought
Evert "Mac" McCabe into the fold, also brought a small fleet of motorcycles,
significantly enhancing the company's speed and reach. With this merger, the
company rebranded itself as Merchants Parcel Delivery, a name that clearly
articulated its evolving focus. The transition from messenger service to package
delivery was well underway, and with it came the introduction of a revolutionary mode
of transportation: the automobile. The company soon acquired its first delivery
vehicle, a Ford Model T, which was initially painted a bright red.

By 1915, Merchants Parcel Delivery had cemented its position as the largest delivery
company in Seattle, boasting a fleet that included four cars, five motorcycles, and a
team of 30 foot messengers. The company was covering an impressive 1,600 miles
daily and generating $2,200 a month in revenue. This early success was largely
attributed to their strategic focus on delivering packages for retailers. Merchants
Parcel Delivery began securing contracts with major department stores in Seattle,
including the very Bon Marche where Jim Casey had started his career.

Initially, department stores were hesitant to outsource their delivery operations, as
they valued the advertising on their vehicles and the direct control over service
quality. However, Merchants Parcel Delivery's consistent reliability and efficient
service gradually won them over. In many instances, Casey and his partners would
take over the stores' existing delivery fleets and even hire their employees, ensuring a
seamless transition and maintaining service continuity. This "business-to-consumer"
(B2C) delivery model, focused on serving large retail clients, became a specialty of the
company.

The commitment to efficiency was evident in their operational practices. Merchants
Parcel Delivery implemented a system where the same driver was assignhed to the
same route daily. This allowed drivers to build familiarity with their routes and,
crucially, foster relationships with customers, enhancing trust and service quality.
Another key policy introduced during these formative years was making three delivery
attempts before returning goods to the shipper, a practice that underscored their
dedication to successful delivery.

It was also during this early period, specifically in 1916, that Charles Soderstrom
joined the company. Soderstrom is credited with suggesting the distinctive color that
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would eventually become synonymous with the company: dark brown. The choice was
pragmatic; brown was believed to effectively camouflage dirt and maintain a uniform,
professional appearance for the growing fleet of vehicles. While the iconic "brown"
wasn't universally adopted until 1919 with the company's next name change, this
decision marked the beginning of a brand identity that would endure for over a
century. The early years of United Parcel Service, then, were characterized by an
entrepreneurial spirit, a willingness to adapt, and a steadfast focus on reliable service,
laying the groundwork for the monumental growth that was yet to come.
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