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Introduction
Emerson Electric—known simply to many as “Emerson”—is more than just a name in
the vast landscape of American industry. Founded in the closing years of the
nineteenth century, the company carved its place in history by riding, shaping, and
surviving waves of technological, social, and economic change. Over more than one
hundred thirty years, Emerson evolved from a modest manufacturer of electric motors
and ceiling fans in St. Louis, Missouri, into a global leader in automation, engineering,
and technology solutions. Its journey is a compelling story of vision, resilience,
strategic foresight, and relentless adaptation to emerging opportunities.

This book aims to trace the rich and varied history of Emerson Electric, examining the
key phases of its development. It explores the ingenuity and drive that enabled the
company to navigate early challenges—like the perils of the Great Depression—and
capitalize on the political and economic upheavals of the twentieth century. From vital
roles in World War II armament production under Stuart Symington, to postwar growth
through innovation and acquisition, to the bold global expansions of the late twentieth
century, each chapter unveils how Emerson responded to—and frequently
anticipated—changing times and technologies.

Equally central to the story of Emerson is its ongoing transformation in the digital era.
As markets advanced and automation, data analytics, and artificial intelligence
became essential, Emerson reimagined its business. Its investments in software,
controls, and industrial internet technologies represented a strategic pivot—one that
aligned with global trends in sustainability, efficiency, and intelligent infrastructure.
Key acquisitions, divestitures, and alliances have helped position Emerson as a
solutions provider for both legacy sectors like energy and manufacturing, and
emerging spaces such as smart infrastructure and green technology.

Within these pages, readers will meet the leaders who shaped Emerson’s
destiny—innovators and strategists who steered the company through multiple
reinventions. Their stories illuminate Emerson’s consistent focus on research,
development, and operational excellence, as well as its evolving approach to
leadership diversity and organizational culture. The narrative also explores the
company’s robust financial management and its exceptional record of shareholder
returns, which have made Emerson a stalwart within the S&P 500 and a benchmark for
industrial performance.

Of equal importance is Emerson’s growing commitment to environmental
sustainability and social responsibility. In today’s world, where energy efficiency,
emissions reduction, and equity are paramount, the company has staked out
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ambitious targets—both in how it conducts its business and how it empowers its
customers to achieve their own climate and operational goals. Emerson’s
sustainability journey is woven throughout this book, highlighting both
accomplishments and ongoing challenges.

Ultimately, the story of Emerson Electric is not just a chronicle of one company’s
business triumphs and trials, but a lens through which to view the broader evolution of
American industry and the changing global economy. By connecting the company’s
past to its present and future prospects, this book invites readers to reflect on the
enduring importance of innovation, adaptability, and responsible leadership in shaping
not only corporate destiny but the future of society itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Emerson Electric: 1890
and the Age of Electrification
The year 1890 was a time of immense change and boundless potential in America,
particularly in the realm of technology. The Second Industrial Revolution was in full
swing, propelled by innovations that would fundamentally reshape daily life and
industrial processes. At the heart of this transformation was electricity, a force that
promised to illuminate homes, power factories, and connect a nation increasingly
eager for progress. It was against this backdrop of electrifying possibility that Emerson
Electric Manufacturing Co. was founded in St. Louis, Missouri, on September 24, 1890.

The company's genesis wasn't a solitary stroke of genius but rather the convergence
of ambition, financial backing, and crucial technical insight. John Wesley Emerson, a
Civil War Union veteran with a background in law and a keen eye for opportunity,
played the role of the initial financier and first president. Emerson was not an inventor
himself, but he recognized the brilliance in the work of two Scottish-born brothers,
Charles and Alexander Meston. The Meston brothers had been diligently developing
applications for the alternating current (AC) electric motor, a technology that was
quickly gaining prominence over direct current (DC) systems due to its more efficient
transmission over long distances. Their innovative spirit and Emerson's financial
support laid the groundwork for what would become a global powerhouse.

The late 19th century witnessed a burgeoning interest in electric appliances, and fans
were among the earliest to capture public imagination. While Schuyler Skaats Wheeler
is credited with patenting the first electric fan in 1882, and Philip Diehl developed the
first electric ceiling-mounted fan that same year, Emerson quickly made its mark. In
1892, just two years after its founding, Emerson became the first company to sell
electric fans in the United States. This wasn't merely a niche product; the introduction
of the Emerson ceiling fan, in particular, had a significant impact on urban living.
Before widespread air conditioning, these fans made high-rise buildings, which were
becoming more common in bustling cities, far more livable by circulating air and
alleviating oppressive heat. The ceiling fan quickly became a flagship product,
accounting for a substantial portion of the company's early business.

Beyond fans, Emerson demonstrated an early knack for diversification, adapting its
electric motors for a range of burgeoning household and business necessities. The
company's product line rapidly expanded to include electric sewing machines, which
brought a new level of efficiency to textile work, as well as dental drills, revolutionizing
a crucial aspect of healthcare. Power tools also joined the expanding portfolio, catering
to the growing needs of workshops and industries seeking to leverage electric power
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for greater productivity. This early diversification underscored a foundational principle
that would guide Emerson for decades: leveraging core technological strengths—in
this case, the electric motor—to address diverse market needs.

As the 20th century dawned, the demand for electricity continued to soar, and with it,
the market for electric motors. In 1904, Emerson showcased its product line at the
World's Fair in St. Louis, a grand exhibition that celebrated technological
advancements and highlighted the nation's rapid industrial growth. This period saw
electric fans remain a significant part of Emerson's sales, consistently accounting for a
substantial percentage of the company's revenue. However, the real workhorse of the
company, and indeed a major driver of the broader electrification trend, remained
small electric motors. These versatile components powered an ever-increasing array
of appliances and general household devices, making daily chores less burdensome
and introducing new conveniences into homes across America.

The company’s early success and expansion were shepherded by Herbert L. Parker,
who acquired John Wesley Emerson’s controlling interest in 1892. Parker served as
president until his death in 1924, overseeing a period of steady growth and
establishing Emerson’s reputation for quality products. Under his leadership, Emerson
became a pioneer in the industry, consistently producing innovative products by
skillfully adapting its electric motors for new applications. This included not only
sewing machines and dental equipment but also water pumps, further extending the
reach and utility of electric power. As industries mechanized, Emerson also became a
key supplier of electric motors for office, factory, and farm equipment, illustrating its
broad impact on the American economy. The focus on small electric motors for
appliances and general household uses continued to be the dominant business during
the 1920s, a decade of general prosperity known as the "Roaring Twenties." However,
as the decade drew to a close, a storm was brewing that would test Emerson's
resilience in ways its founders could never have imagined.
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