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Introduction
The story of 3M Company is one of perseverance, transformation, and relentless
innovation. From its origins in the unassuming northern town of Two Harbors,
Minnesota, 3M began its journey over a century ago with a bold yet ultimately flawed
attempt at mining. Early failure did not spell the end for the company but rather
served as a crucible, forging a culture based on overcoming obstacles and generating
creative solutions to hard problems. It is within this spirit of resilience and reinvention
that the DNA of 3M was set—a blueprint that would serve it through decades of growth
and reinvention.

3M’s rise from near collapse to becoming a household name and a fixture in the
American economy is a testament to the belief in the transformative power of ideas.
Its leaders—visionaries like William L. McKnight and Lucius P. Ordway—championed
innovation, not just as a business strategy but as a philosophical core. The company’s
encouragement of independent scientific inquiry, epitomized later by the famed “15
percent rule,” nurtured an environment where invention flourished. Out of this ethos
came iconic products—from waterproof sandpaper to Scotch® tape and, more
recently, the Post-it Note—that reshaped industries and daily living alike.

Throughout its evolution, 3M has not only adapted to but helped define every era it
has operated in. The company’s portfolio now exceeds 60,000 products, spanning
sectors from manufacturing and health care to electronics and consumer goods. Yet,
behind this diversity lies a strategic unity: a commitment to addressing real-world
problems with practical, inventive solutions. This has enabled 3M to weather the
uncertainties of the business cycle and to emerge stronger even as it faced foreign
competition, regulatory change, and technological disruption.

But 3M’s history is not solely one of growth and commercial triumph. In recent years,
the company has been challenged by controversies—from environmental liability
related to PFAS (“forever chemicals”) to legal claims over product safety. These
episodes have tested 3M’s resolve and leadership, compelling it to balance
accountability, sustainability, and continued innovation. As global expectations shift
towards corporate social responsibility and environmental stewardship, 3M’s ability to
adapt its business practices and culture is as vital as ever.

Today, as a multinational giant with deep roots in American industry, 3M stands at
another crossroads. Recent strategic transformations, such as the spin-off of its health
care division, aim to position the company for the next phase of competition and
growth. 3M is investing billions in research and sustainability initiatives, setting
ambitious goals for reducing greenhouse gas emissions and fostering a circular
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economy—efforts designed to ensure its relevance and resilience in the face of ever-
faster technological and societal change.

In telling the story of 3M, this book seeks not only to retrace the footsteps that have
led to its current place in the world but also to examine the choices, challenges, and
transformations that will shape its future. The journey of 3M is, in many ways, a
reflection of American enterprise itself—aspirational, imperfect, inventive, and always
evolving. Through understanding how 3M navigated uncertainty and opportunity,
readers gain insight into what it takes for a company not just to survive, but to
continuously reinvent itself across the generations.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Founding Years: From Mining
Dreams to Manufacturing Realities
The story of 3M, a company now synonymous with innovation and a sprawling
portfolio of products, began not in a bustling metropolis or a Silicon Valley garage, but
in the rugged, ore-rich wilderness of northern Minnesota. It was the turn of the 20th
century, a time when America was rapidly industrializing, and the promise of mineral
wealth lured many ambitious entrepreneurs. The year was 1902, and the small town of
Two Harbors, nestled on the shores of Lake Superior, became the unlikely birthplace of
what would eventually become a global conglomerate.

The initial spark for the Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing Company, as it was then
christened, came from five astute businessmen. Dr. J. Danley Budd, a physician, joined
forces with Henry S. Bryan, a lawyer, and William A. McGonagle, a railroad executive.
Rounding out the quintet were John Dwan, a local merchant, and Hermon W. Cable.
Their collective vision was grand, if a touch naive: to strike it rich by mining corundum.
This mineral, a form of aluminum oxide, was highly prized for its abrasive qualities,
essential for the production of sandpaper and grinding wheels, tools increasingly vital
to the burgeoning industrial landscape. The demand for such abrasives seemed
limitless, and the founders believed they had discovered a lucrative source right in
their backyard.

With high hopes and considerable investment, the early operations commenced.
However, the initial optimism was soon met with a harsh dose of reality. The mineral
they unearthed, painstakingly extracted from the earth, was not the coveted
corundum. Instead, they found anorthosite, a mineral that, while possessing some
abrasive properties, held no significant commercial value for their intended purpose. It
was a crushing blow, a stark reminder that even the most promising ventures could be
derailed by unforeseen geological quirks. The dream of a profitable corundum mine
dissolved, leaving the nascent company teetering on the brink of collapse before it
had even truly begun.

This initial failure, however, proved to be a defining moment. It was a baptism by fire,
forcing the founders to confront adversity head-on and to recalibrate their ambitions.
The spirit of the American frontier, where resilience and adaptation were paramount,
resonated deeply within the company's early DNA. Instead of abandoning their
enterprise, they chose to pivot, demonstrating a remarkable tenacity that would come
to characterize 3M for generations. If the earth wouldn't yield the right minerals, they
would find them elsewhere and focus on what they could control: the manufacturing
process itself.
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In 1905, the company made its first strategic move, relocating from Two Harbors to
Duluth, a larger port city on Lake Superior. This geographical shift marked a pivotal
transition in their business model. No longer fixated solely on mining, the company
shifted its focus to the research and production of sandpaper products. They would
source abrasive minerals from other locations, concentrating their efforts on
perfecting the manufacturing process and creating a superior product. This period was
fraught with its own set of challenges, illustrating the inherent difficulties of
establishing a new manufacturing enterprise from scratch.

One particularly memorable incident from these early Duluth years highlighted the
company's struggles with planning and execution. A newly constructed two-story
sandpaper plant, a symbol of their renewed ambitions, suffered a rather spectacular
setback. The floor, unable to bear the immense weight of raw materials intended for
production, dramatically collapsed. It was a costly and embarrassing mishap,
underscoring the vital lesson that meticulous planning and robust engineering were
just as crucial as a good idea. Despite such setbacks, the founders, though
undoubtedly frustrated, refused to be deterred. Each misstep became a learning
opportunity, shaping their approach to future endeavors.

The continuous struggle for financial stability was a constant companion in these
formative years. The initial capital had dwindled, and the search for fresh investment
became paramount. A crucial turning point arrived in 1905 when Lucius P. Ordway, a
shrewd businessman from St. Paul, Minnesota, stepped in with a much-needed
investment. Ordway’s financial infusion provided the lifeline the company desperately
needed, stabilizing its precarious finances and allowing it to continue its operations.
This timely intervention not only averted financial ruin but also set the stage for future
growth and expansion, proving that sometimes, a single belief in a struggling venture
can alter its destiny.

With a newfound sense of stability, the company began to attract promising talent. In
1907, a young man named William L. McKnight joined the company as an assistant
bookkeeper. Little did anyone know at the time that this unassuming figure would
ascend through the ranks, eventually becoming a transformative leader who would
profoundly shape 3M's culture of innovation, collaboration, and employee
empowerment. His arrival marked the beginning of an era where strong leadership
and a clear vision would guide the company's evolution. Two years later, in 1909, A. G.
Bush also joined the growing team, further strengthening the company's
administrative and operational capabilities.

Recognizing the strategic advantages of a more central location for faster expansion,
the company made its final significant move in its formative years, relocating to St.
Paul, Minnesota, in 1910. This move brought them closer to key transportation hubs
and a larger labor pool, providing a more fertile ground for growth. By 1916, after
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years of persistent effort and navigating numerous hurdles, 3M finally achieved a
remarkable milestone: financial stability. The company proudly posted substantial
profits and, for the very first time, declared a dividend to its shareholders. This hard-
won success was partly attributable to the growing traction of its first exclusive
product, the 3M™ Three-M-ite™ Abrasive Cloth, which had been introduced two years
prior, in 1914.

The year 1916 also saw another significant development that would prove
foundational to 3M's future success: the establishment of a dedicated laboratory. This
move underscored the company's early commitment to product quality and
continuous improvement. It was a tangible manifestation of their understanding that
to truly succeed in the abrasive market, they needed to control the quality of their
products through rigorous testing and research. This early investment in scientific
inquiry laid the groundwork for a century of groundbreaking innovations that would
define 3M's legacy as a company built on the bedrock of research and development.
The initial dreams of mining corundum may have fizzled, but in their place, a more
robust and enduring reality was taking shape: a company focused on manufacturing
excellence, fueled by a relentless drive to innovate, and steadily building the
foundations for a future of widespread impact.
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