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Introduction
Kohl’s Corporation stands as a testament to the enduring power of American
entrepreneurship and adaptability. From humble beginnings as a neighborhood
grocery store in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, founded by Maxwell Kohl in 1927, the company
has evolved into one of the nation’s largest department store chains, with a presence
in nearly every state. The transformation of Kohl’s story is not only a chronicle of
business growth, but also a reflection of the larger trends and upheavals that have
defined American retail and consumer culture over the past century.

This book is a comprehensive exploration of Kohl’s journey: its unlikely origins,
remarkable expansion, strategic reinventions, and the challenges it faces in today’s
fast-changing retail landscape. Through detailed research and narrative storytelling,
we’ll uncover the decisions, personalities, and innovations that powered the
company’s rise—from Maxwell Kohl’s pioneering spirit to the visionary executives who
guided Kohl’s through waves of industry change and fierce competition.

Along the way, Kohl’s has weathered economic downturns, shifting consumer
preferences, and seismic technological changes. The company’s embrace of e-
commerce, omnichannel retailing, and strategic partnerships has allowed it to remain
relevant, even as legacy competitors have faltered. Key to this resilience has been
Kohl’s focus on value, its unique blend of national and private label brands, and a
customer-centric approach exemplified by its famed loyalty programs.

Yet, the Kohl’s story is not without controversy or setbacks. From challenges in
inventory management to the complexities of corporate governance and public
backlash over social issues, the company’s history mirrors the turbulence and
opportunity of the American retail sector as a whole. These challenges have tested
Kohl’s capacity for reinvention and will shape the trajectory of its future.

As we peel back the layers of this iconic retailer, we will meet an ever-changing cast of
leaders, employees, and customers—each with their part to play in the company’s
ongoing narrative. More than just a chronicle of profits and losses, this book seeks to
reveal the values, aspirations, and tensions that drive Kohl’s Corporation at every
level.

Above all, “Kohl’s Corp.: The Story of An American Company” invites readers on a
journey through the heart of modern retail. Whether you are a business enthusiast, a
student of American history, or simply a curious shopper, the story of Kohl’s offers
valuable lessons about adaptability, resilience, and the pursuit of the American dream
within the ever-evolving tapestry of the nation’s commerce.
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CHAPTER ONE: Foundations: Maxwell Kohl and the
Immigrant Dream
The year 1927 saw the quiet opening of a small corner grocery store in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin. It was an unassuming start for what would one day become a retail giant, a
testament to the perseverance and vision of its founder, Maxwell Kohl. Born in Poland
in 1901, Maxwell Kohl arrived in the United States as an immigrant, like so many
others of his generation, seeking new opportunities and a better life. His early years in
America were spent working in a factory in the Milwaukee area, a common path for
new arrivals saving every penny.

By 1927, at the age of 26, Kohl had meticulously saved enough capital to embark on
his entrepreneurial journey. With his modest savings, he established his first grocery
store on the south side of Milwaukee. This initial venture, though small, was built on a
foundation of hard work and an innate understanding of what customers needed. He
didn't just sell groceries; he aimed to provide a service that resonated with the local
community.

Kohl's approach to business was characterized by a practical shrewdness and an
unwavering commitment to his customers. Even through the challenging economic
climate of the Great Depression, his small grocery operation not only survived but
steadily grew, a true testament to his business acumen. He understood the
importance of competitive pricing and a diverse product selection, lessons he would
carry forward into all his future endeavors.

The success of his first store paved the way for expansion, and Kohl gradually added
more locations to his burgeoning local chain. These early stores, known as Kohl's Food
Stores, quickly gained a reputation for quality and value within southeastern
Wisconsin. They became a staple for Milwaukee families, who appreciated the reliable
service and the growing assortment of goods available.

Maxwell Kohl was not merely a grocer; he was an innovator in his field. He was among
the first to recognize the evolving needs of shoppers and the potential for a more
comprehensive retail experience. This forward-thinking mindset would prove crucial in
the trajectory of his company.

His ambition was evident in 1946 when, with considerable fanfare, he opened
Milwaukee's first modern-style supermarket. This was a significant step beyond the
traditional corner store. This new format was a bold move, incorporating then-unheard-
of features like an in-store bakery and a deli. These additions transformed the
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mundane chore of grocery shopping into a more convenient and enjoyable experience,
setting a new standard for the industry in the region.

The supermarket concept, with its wider aisles, greater product variety, and
specialized departments, was a hit with consumers. Kohl's Food Stores became a
leading force in Midwest groceries by the late 1950s, a testament to Maxwell Kohl's
pioneering vision. His ability to anticipate market trends and cater to evolving
consumer demands distinguished him from his competitors.

This success in the grocery sector provided a strong base, but Maxwell Kohl's
entrepreneurial spirit was far from sated. He was always looking for the next
opportunity, the next way to better serve his community and expand his business
empire. It was an experience in a completely different retail environment that would
spark his next big idea.

The story goes that Maxwell Kohl had a less-than-satisfactory experience while trying
to purchase a shirt. This personal frustration, rather than simply being a minor
inconvenience, ignited a realization: there was a gap in the market for a different kind
of department store. He envisioned a retail space that offered the variety and quality
of higher-end department stores but with the accessibility and value of a discounter.
This seemingly small personal anecdote would lead to a monumental shift in the Kohl's
Corporation's direction.

In September 1962, Max Kohl officially branched into the department store business,
opening his very first Kohl's Department Store in Brookfield, Wisconsin. This was a
significant leap, moving beyond the familiar territory of food retail into the more
complex world of general merchandise. It was a calculated risk, but one built on his
decades of experience understanding customer needs and efficient operations.

He strategically positioned this new venture to appeal to a broad customer base,
aiming to occupy a unique space in the retail landscape. The store offered a wide
array of products, from candy to engine oil and sporting equipment, blurring the lines
between traditional department stores and discount retailers. This hybrid model was
designed to offer something for everyone, providing a convenient one-stop shop for
diverse consumer needs.

The decision to diversify into department stores marked a pivotal moment for the
Kohl's brand. It was the genesis of the company as it is largely known today, laying the
groundwork for its future expansion and its eventual rise to national prominence. The
foundation had been poured, and the stage was set for the remarkable growth that
would follow.
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