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Introduction

[llinois Tool Works is more than just a name on the New York Stock Exchange or a
fixture on the annual Fortune 500 list—it is the living embodiment of American
industrial ingenuity and resilience. Since its founding in 1912, ITW has quietly but
steadily helped shape the modern world through a relentless drive for innovation,
operational excellence, and strategic growth. From the streets of early 20th-century
Chicago to high-tech production sites on six continents, the trajectory of lllinois Tool
Works mirrors the sweeping changes—and enduring strengths—of American business
itself.

This book traces the story of ITW from its humble beginnings as a small manufacturer
of gear grinding machines and metal-cutting tools, through decades of diversification
and expansion, to its present-day role as a global industrial leader. The journey is rich
with stories of invention, calculated risks, and transformative leadership. Along the
way, ITW not only navigated dramatic economic shifts and technological revolutions
but also redefined what it means to be an adaptable, customer-focused enterprise in a
rapidly changing world.

At the heart of ITW'’s sustained success is a philosophy that balances structure with
agility—exemplified by its signature decentralized operating model and the
groundbreaking application of the 80/20 principle. Rejecting the one-size-fits-all
approach typical of many conglomerates, ITW ensured that its more than 800 business
units could make decisions close to their customers, fostering an entrepreneurial spirit
while maintaining operational discipline. This approach, together with strategic
acquisitions and timely divestitures, allowed ITW to continuously evolve—forging
ahead into new markets, technologies, and geographies.

But the legacy of lllinois Tool Works extends beyond innovation and balance sheets. Its
story is equally one of people: the founding Smith family, a succession of forward-
thinking executives, and tens of thousands of dedicated employees across the globe.
Together, they have built a company culture defined by respect, creativity, integrity,
and a commitment to both financial excellence and social responsibility. Today, ITW’s
initiatives in diversity, sustainability, and community engagement stand alongside its
operational and technical achievements as pillars of its enduring reputation.

As this book unfolds, readers will encounter the pivotal moments, strategic decisions,
and cultural values that have shaped ITW’s journey. We will chart the company’s
origins in a bustling, industrious Chicago, follow its ascent into global prominence, and
explore its vision for confronting the challenges and opportunities of the 21st century.
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By reflecting on the century-long story of lllinois Tool Works, this book seeks not only
to chronicle the evolution of a remarkable American enterprise but also to illuminate
the broader themes of innovation, resilience, and leadership that remain vital in
today’s constantly evolving business landscape. The story of ITW is, in many ways, the
story of American industry—tested by time, strengthened by change, and always
looking forward.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

CHAPTER ONE: The Founding of lllinois Tool Works:
1912 and the Early Years

The year 1912 crackled with the energy of a nation on the rise. In America,
industrialization was in full swing, and cities like Chicago were veritable crucibles of
innovation and commerce. Amidst this bustling backdrop, a new enterprise quietly
took root, destined to become a global industrial powerhouse: lllinois Tool Works. It
wasn't born with a fanfare of trumpets or a grand declaration, but rather from the
keen foresight of a Chicago financier, Byron L. Smith, and the practical acumen of tool-
and-die veterans.

Byron L. Smith, a man with an eye for opportunity, saw potential in the burgeoning
manufacturing landscape. He wasn't a toolmaker himself, but he understood the
mechanics of business and the value of skilled craftsmanship. Teaming up with his
sons and a group of experienced professionals from Rockford, lllinois - a city already
known for its strong manufacturing base - Smith laid the groundwork for a company
focused on precision and utility. Their initial foray into the market was a focused one:
metal-cutting tools and gear grinding machines. These were the essential instruments
for shaping the metal sinews of the industrial age, and the demand for them was
robust.

The company established its first operations at the intersection of Huron and Franklin
Streets in Chicago. This was a city that hummed with the rhythm of factories and the
ceaseless motion of goods being transported by rail and ship. The location was
strategic, placing the nascent lllinois Tool Works squarely within a vibrant industrial
ecosystem. From these relatively modest beginnings, the company began to forge its
reputation, one precisely ground gear and sharply honed cutting tool at a time. The
initial prosperity wasn't explosive, but it was steady, built on a foundation of quality
products and a growing roster of satisfied customers.

As the company found its footing, it quickly became clear that leadership would be
crucial to steering its course through the competitive industrial currents. Byron L.
Smith, the founder, eventually passed the torch to his son, Harold C. Smith, who
assumed the presidency in 1915. Harold was a man who understood not just the
technical aspects of manufacturing but also the critical importance of sound financial
management. Under his guidance, lllinois Tool Works adopted a conservative financial
philosophy, prioritizing the maintenance of healthy cash reserves. This was a prudent
approach, especially in an era marked by economic fluctuations, and it provided a
stable platform for future growth and expansion.
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Harold C. Smith’s vision extended beyond financial prudence; he also recognized the
need to diversify the company's product offerings. The industrial landscape was
dynamic, and relying on a narrow product line, no matter how well-made, carried
inherent risks. Consequently, he began to broaden ITW's horizons, venturing into the
production of truck transmissions, pumps, compressors, and even automobile steering
assemblies. This expansion was a testament to the company's growing engineering
capabilities and its willingness to adapt to the evolving needs of the market. It also
hinted at the diversified portfolio that would one day become a hallmark of Illinois Tool
Works.

One of the most significant early milestones in ITW's journey came in 1923, a year that
would prove pivotal in shaping its future. This was the year the company acquired the
Shakeproof Screw and Nut Lock Company and, critically, licensed the revolutionary
Shakeproof lock washer. This seemingly simple device, with its innovative twisted-
tooth design, was a game-changer. It addressed a common problem in manufacturing:
how to secure fasteners against loosening due to vibration or stress. The Shakeproof
lock washer provided a reliable and effective solution, and its adoption propelled ITW
into the profitable industrial fasteners market.

This entry into fasteners was a strategic masterstroke. While the per-unit cost of lock
washers was low, the sheer volume required across various industries meant that they
generated substantial profits. ITW quickly established itself as a leader in this niche,
demonstrating an uncanny ability to identify and capitalize on essential, high-volume
products. The success of the Shakeproof lock washer underscored a growing pattern
within the company: a commitment to innovation that solved real-world industrial
problems and a shrewd understanding of market dynamics. It was an early
demonstration of the kind of pragmatic ingenuity that would define ITW for decades to
come.
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