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Introduction

W.W. Grainger, Inc. stands as a remarkable testament to the enduring power of
American enterprise and ingenuity. What began in 1927 as a small Chicago-based
venture founded by William Wallace Grainger would, within a century, become a global
leader in the distribution of maintenance, repair, and operating (MRO) products.
Serving millions of customers across industries and continents, Grainger is more than
just a supplier—it is a vital cog in the machinery that enables businesses, institutions,
and communities to function efficiently. The evolution of this company mirrors many of
the critical shifts in American and global business: from local to national to
international operations; from paper catalogs to digital commerce; from family
leadership to modern corporate governance.

This book tells the story of Grainger (W.W.) Inc. in all its facets: its humble origins, its
decades of innovation, its constant adaptation in the face of dramatic economic,
technological, and competitive changes, and its commitment to a core mission—“We
keep the world working.” The narrative follows the company’s journey from mail-order
electric motors to being an S&P 500 powerhouse offering over a million products
through an extensive multichannel platform. Along the way, it explores the visionaries
who guided Grainger, the customers that shaped its strategies, and the employees
who, decade after decade, infused the organization with energy, values, and
resilience.

Grainger’s story is also one of business acumen—of knowing when to expand, when to
diversify, and when to commit to strategic acquisitions. From the acquisition of electric
motor manufacturers in the 20th century to the leap into e-commerce and global
expansion in recent decades, each chapter in Grainger’s history demonstrates both an
adherence to its foundational values and an openness to transformation. Crucially, the
company’s trademark catalog—the original “MotorBook”—foreshadowed a culture
obsessed with operational efficiency and customer convenience, precursors to the
digital innovation that would eventually define it.

As the industrial supply market became ever more competitive and customer
expectations changed with the rise of technology, Grainger faced formidable
challenges. Price transparency, global logistics, and new entrants—most notably
Amazon Business—forced the company to continually reassess its strategy. Yet, rather
than stumble, Grainger doubled down on its historic strengths: a vast product
assortment, an intricate distribution network, strong supplier relationships, and a
company culture rooted in service and integrity. Today, its diverse workforce, inclusive
environment, and dedication to continuous improvement have made it not only a
business leader but also an employer of choice.
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The chapters that follow examine Grainger’s journey through times of prosperity and
crisis; through technological revolutions and business model transformations; through
the stories of the people who built, challenged, and re-imagined its future. This book
also takes stock of where Grainger stands today—a company with billions in revenue,
a blue-chip reputation for reliability, an eye on global growth, and an unwavering
commitment to helping others keep their businesses running.

Whether you are a business historian, an entrepreneur, an investor, an employee, or
simply someone interested in learning how a great American company endures and
thrives, Grainger’s story offers lessons, warnings, and inspiration. As we explore
Grainger’s past and present, we also look to its future: one where the company must
continue to evolve as it strives to keep the world working, now and for generations to
come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of W.W. Grainger:
Foundations in Chicago

The year is 1927. The Roaring Twenties are nearing their exuberant peak, a decade of
unprecedented economic prosperity and cultural transformation in the United States.
Ford’s Model T is a ubiquitous sight, radio is rapidly becoming a household staple, and
the jazz age is in full swing. Yet, beyond the dazzling flappers and speakeasies, the
industrial heart of America was thrumming, powered by a rapidly expanding network
of factories, workshops, and burgeoning businesses. These enterprises, large and
small, all had a common, often overlooked, need: a reliable source for the essential
components that kept their machinery running.

It was into this dynamic landscape that William Wallace Grainger, a sharp electrical
engineer and an astute salesman, stepped. Grainger, at 34 years old, possessed a
keen eye for opportunity and an intimate understanding of the challenges faced by
businesses needing industrial supplies. He had spent his early career immersed in the
world of electric motors, observing firsthand the fragmented and often inefficient
supply chains that plagued companies attempting to acquire these crucial items.

The existing system for purchasing electric motors and similar industrial equipment
was, to put it mildly, a patchwork. Businesses often relied on local dealers, who might
have limited stock, or had to navigate complex, time-consuming procurement
processes. There was no single, dependable, wholesale source that could consistently
provide a broad range of electric motors and related parts with efficiency and
reliability. William Wallace Grainger saw this gap not as a problem, but as a clear and
compelling business imperative.

His vision was simple yet profound: to create a centralized, wholesale distribution
channel that would make it easier for businesses to obtain the electric motors they
needed to power their operations. This wasn't about reinventing the motor itself, but
about revolutionizing its accessibility. It was about bringing order and efficiency to a
vital, yet disorganized, corner of the industrial economy.

With this conviction firmly in mind, William Wallace Grainger took the courageous step
of investing his own savings to establish his new venture. Chicago, lllinois, a bustling
industrial hub with a strategic location at the nexus of national transportation
networks, was the obvious choice for the company's genesis. It was a city that
epitomized American industry, a fitting backdrop for a business designed to serve its
very foundations.
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In 1927, the initial operations were lean, reflecting the entrepreneurial spirit of its
founder. Grainger started his wholesale business, focusing intently on electric motors.
The core principle was straightforward: to act as a reliable intermediary, connecting
manufacturers with the businesses that needed their products, thereby streamlining
the supply process for all involved.

The following year, in 1928, the burgeoning enterprise officially incorporated as W.W.
Grainger, Inc. This formalization marked a critical milestone, signifying not just a
personal endeavor, but the birth of a structured business entity poised for growth. The
incorporation provided the legal and organizational framework necessary to expand
operations and solidify its place in the nascent industrial supply market.

From the very beginning, Grainger understood the importance of reaching customers
efficiently. In an era before widespread telephone use for business transactions, and

certainly long before the advent of the internet, mail order was a primary avenue for
commerce. The company's initial sales efforts heavily relied on this method, utilizing

postcards as a direct and cost-effective way to communicate with potential buyers.

This early reliance on mail order laid the groundwork for what would become one of
Grainger’s most iconic and enduring tools: its catalog. While rudimentary by today's
standards, featuring just eight pages dedicated solely to electric motors, this initial
publication was known as "The MotorBook." It was a simple, yet revolutionary, concept
for its time, centralizing product information and making it readily available to
customers across a wider geographical area.

"The MotorBook" was more than just a list of products; it was a promise of reliability
and convenience. For businesses in need of a specific motor, it eliminated the need for
time-consuming searches and uncertain supply. It represented a direct line to a
consistent source, embodying William Wallace Grainger’s foundational vision.

The early success of this mail-order strategy quickly highlighted the need for closer
customer interaction and faster delivery. Recognizing this, Grainger began to establish
a physical presence beyond its Chicago origins. The company's first branch outside of
Chicago opened its doors in Philadelphia in 1933. This was a pivotal moment, signaling
a shift from a purely mail-order operation to a more localized, service-oriented model.

The Philadelphia branch was quickly followed by additional locations in Atlanta, Dallas,
and San Francisco in 1934. This rapid expansion demonstrated not only the growing
demand for Grainger’s services but also William Wallace Grainger’s foresight in
understanding the importance of a distributed network. By bringing inventory closer to
customers, Grainger could reduce delivery times and offer more immediate support.

By 1937, just a decade after its founding, W.W. Grainger, Inc. had established a
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significant national footprint, boasting 16 branches across the country. This strategic
network of sales offices and distribution points enabled the company to better serve
its expanding customer base. This growth was not merely in geographical reach; it
was also reflected in the company’s financial performance, with annual sales
exceeding $1 million by 1937, a considerable sum in that era.

The establishment of these early branches solidified Grainger's business model: a
blend of centralized catalog sales and decentralized, localized service. This hybrid
approach allowed the company to reach a broad market through its mail-order catalog
while also providing the hands-on support and immediate product availability that
many industrial customers required. It was a testament to William Wallace Grainger’s
pragmatic approach to business, combining broad reach with personal touch.

The foundation laid in these early years was remarkably robust. The commitment to a
clear customer need, the strategic use of innovative sales channels like "The
MotorBook," and the early investment in a national branch network all contributed to
the company's resilience and future growth. Chicago, the birthplace of W.W. Grainger,
Inc., had provided the fertile ground for this American company to take root and begin
its journey toward becoming a global industrial supply leader.
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