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Introduction

Archer-Daniels-Midland Co, more commonly known as ADM, stands as a towering
figure in the world of agribusiness—transforming the bounty of American farms and
global fields into essential foods, fuels, and industrial products. In the span of over a
century, ADM has evolved from a modest linseed crushing operation in Minneapolis to
a global enterprise at the heart of food systems and supply chains that reach nearly
every corner of the world. This book traces the arc of ADM’s remarkable journey: its
ambitious beginnings, growth through innovation and acquisition, enduring
challenges, and its ongoing transformation in the face of new opportunities and global
demands.

ADM'’s history is, in many ways, also a history of modern agriculture and industry in
America. Its founders, John W. Daniels and George A. Archer, took bold steps to
industrialize the processing of crops, beginning with flaxseed and quickly expanding to
other vital commodities. This early willingness to innovate created the foundation for
one of the world’s most significant agricultural companies and established the pattern
that would define ADM’s approach for generations to come.

Through decades of change—aided by industry-shaping mergers and a series of
transformative leaders—ADM navigated the challenges of the Great Depression,
wartime economies, and rapidly shifting consumer needs. Its business model, based
on an integrated supply chain, enabled the company to flourish in both upswings and
downturns, while a strategy of diversification insulated it from the risks of any single
commodity or market. Aggressive expansion into international markets and ongoing
investment in new technologies solidified ADM’s place as a global agribusiness
powerhouse and a vital link in the worldwide food and nutrition network.

This book also explores the realities behind the headlines: the controversies and
corporate scandals that threatened to undo the company’s hard-won reputation, the
challenges of competing in an ever-consolidating industry, and the immense
responsibility ADM faces as a steward of the world’s food resources. ADM’s efforts
toward sustainability and regenerative agriculture, from climate change commitments
to innovation in bio-based solutions, have profound implications for the planet and for
the future of food production itself.

Today, ADM faces a dynamic and uncertain future, marked by shifting consumer
preferences, the existential imperative of sustainability, and the relentless advance of
technology. The impacts of its recent accounting investigations and market
fluctuations are still rippling through the organization, yet its global reach and capacity
for reinvention provide grounds for cautious optimism. As one of the largest players in
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a multitrillion-dollar industry, the company’s strategies and decisions echo across
borders and affect millions of lives.

Through twenty-five chapters, this book presents a comprehensive history and
examination of Archer-Daniels-Midland Co—situating its journey within the larger story
of American business, global agriculture, and the evolving intersection of food, health,
and the environment. Whether you are a student of business, an industry professional,
or simply curious about the forces shaping the future of food, the story of ADM offers
crucial insights into the challenges and possibilities that lie ahead.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Seeds of an Empire: 1902-1923

The story of Archer-Daniels-Midland, a company that would one day feed and fuel
much of the world, began with a rather humble ambition: to extract oil from flaxseed.
In 1902, John W. Daniels, a man with prior experience in the linseed industry in Ohio,
decided to establish his own venture. He chose Minneapolis, Minnesota, a burgeoning
agricultural hub, as the ideal location for his new enterprise, the Daniels Linseed
Company. The city, nestled amidst fertile farmlands, promised a steady supply of
flaxseed, the raw material from which Daniels sought to produce linseed oil.

Daniels' initial operation was straightforward, focusing on a flax crushing plant that
yielded three primary products: raw linseed oil, boiled linseed oil, and linseed cake or
meal. Linseed oil, at the time, was a crucial industrial commodity, primarily utilized as
a drying agent in paints, varnishes, and even linoleum. The company's immediate goal
was to achieve "year-round production at low margins," a philosophy that would,
surprisingly, guide its operations for decades to come. This early commitment to
efficiency and cost-effectiveness laid a foundational stone for the future agricultural
giant.

In 1903, a significant figure entered the scene: George A. Archer. Archer was not new
to the linseed business; his family had been involved in flaxseed crushing since the
1830s, bringing a wealth of generational experience to the fledgling company. His
arrival marked a turning point, and within a few years, the firm was officially
rebranded as the Archer-Daniels Linseed Company in 1905. Daniels, then 47, and
Archer, 55, were a complementary pair, both actively involved in the day-to-day
operations, often working from facing roll-top desks in their small office adjacent to
the mill.

Their early years were characterized by modest profits, but crucially, the Archer-
Daniels Linseed Company never ended a year in debt. This financial prudence,
combined with a steady, if slow, expansion, allowed them to gradually acquire smaller
competitors. They purchased stock in companies like the Toledo Seed & Oil Company
and the Dellwood Elevator Company, a grain elevator firm. These acquisitions, though
small, hinted at a broader strategy of consolidating market share and expanding their
reach within the agricultural sector, even beyond linseed.

By 1911, the company's capitalization had reached a respectable $1 million, a
testament to its consistent growth. The following year saw the purchase of Midland
Linseed Products Co. in 1912, a significant acquisition that foreshadowed the major
merger to come. This period also saw the next generation stepping into leadership
roles, with Shreve M. Archer, George A. Archer's 23-year-old son, becoming treasurer
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in 1911, and John W. Daniels' son, Thomas L. Daniels, joining the company in 1914.

The year 1914 also marked Archer-Daniels Linseed Company's first foray outside
Minneapolis, as they leased a linseed mill in Superior, Wisconsin. This expansion
demonstrated an early vision for wider geographical coverage, recognizing the
potential for growth beyond their immediate Minneapolis base. The company's
methodical, yet persistent, growth strategy was proving effective, slowly but surely
building a robust foundation.

The 1920s ushered in a period of more profound changes and strategic shifts for the
company. Archer, Daniels, and Mairs—Samuel Mairs being a young bookkeeper they
had hired who eventually became the company's chairperson—began to explore the
scientific alteration of linseed oil's chemical structure. This initiative was
groundbreaking for its time, as formal research and development programs were not
commonplace in many companies. This early commitment to scientific exploration
established a pattern of innovation that would become a hallmark of ADM in the
decades that followed, aligning with their new, forward-looking slogan: "Creating New
Values from America's Harvests."

A pivotal moment arrived on May 23, 1923, when the Archer-Daniels Linseed Company
merged with the Midland Linseed Products Company. This was not merely an
acquisition; it was a substantial consolidation of two leading firms in the linseed
industry. The Midland Linseed Products Company, which had also been incorporated in
Minneapolis in 1902, had expanded successfully by acquiring mills in Chicago, Toledo,
and Edgewater, New Jersey, and its plants in Minneapolis and Edgewater were
adjacent to Archer-Daniels' facilities.

The newly formed entity, incorporated as the Archer Daniels Midland Company,
immediately became a significant force. With combined assets exceeding $11 million,
the new corporation controlled approximately 35% of the total linseed mill capacity in
the United States, making it the world's largest producer of linseed oil. Its nine mills
collectively housed 334 presses, representing one out of every three presses in
America. This merger was a clear declaration of intent: ADM was here to dominate the
linseed market and was poised for even greater expansion. This foundational period,
driven by entrepreneurial spirit, strategic acquisitions, and an early embrace of
research, laid the groundwork for the century of growth and transformation that would
follow.
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