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Introduction
The Kroger Co. stands as a testament to the enduring potential of American
enterprise. From a solitary grocery storefront in downtown Cincinnati to a broad-
reaching powerhouse influencing how millions of Americans shop for food and daily
essentials, Kroger’s evolution over more than a century is a story of vision, innovation,
and an unwavering commitment to its customers. At every stage of its journey, Kroger
has adapted to the times, navigated economic storms, and pioneered changes that
would eventually become industry standards.

This book, "Kroger Co.: The Story of An American Company," seeks to explore not only
the historical milestones that shaped Kroger's trajectory but also the business models,
strategic choices, and cultural shifts that have defined its identity. Businesses,
especially those thriving for as long as Kroger has, are shaped both by decisive
leaders and by their willingness to change with society’s evolving preferences and
needs. By examining Kroger's path, readers will gain insight into the competitive, fast-
evolving world of retail, and the broader shifts in American consumer culture.

Central to Kroger’s story is its reputation for innovation. From being among the first
grocers to operate their own bakeries and integrate fresh meat counters to pioneering
private label offerings, Kroger has often preferred to chart its own course rather than
simply follow the pack. This willingness to experiment is evident throughout its history,
particularly in its embrace of new technology and its ambitious approach to mergers
and acquisitions, which have fundamentally reshaped the American grocery
landscape.

Beyond the operational aspects, Kroger’s identity has been shaped by a sense of
corporate responsibility and community engagement. Its targeted initiatives to fight
hunger, reduce food waste, and make strides in sustainability reflect a recognition of
its deep ties to the communities it serves. As Kroger looks to the future, questions of
ethics, environmental impact, and associate well-being are becoming not just side
considerations, but central to its continued longevity and growth.

Through twenty-five comprehensive chapters, this book will chronicle major moments
in Kroger’s history, illuminate the strategies behind its successes and setbacks, and
examine how it is positioning itself for the future in a landscape increasingly
dominated by global competition and technological change. We will explore the blend
of tradition and transformation that defines Kroger: how a company rooted in a 19th-
century ethos of quality and service now competes—and cooperates—with digital age
titans.
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Ultimately, "Kroger Co.: The Story of An American Company" is a narrative of
adaptation and innovation. Whether you are a student of business history, a retail
professional, or simply someone interested in how the food on America’s table gets
there, this book provides a window into one of the nation’s most influential and
enduring companies.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Founding of Kroger: Bernard
Kroger's Vision
Cincinnati, Ohio, in the late 19th century was a bustling hub, a melting pot of ambition
and enterprise. It was the kind of city where a determined individual with a sharp mind
and a strong work ethic could truly make their mark. This was the stage upon which
Bernard Kroger, often known as Barney, would begin to lay the groundwork for what
would become one of America’s enduring retail empires. Born in Cincinnati on January
24, 1860, Bernard Heinrich Kroger was the fifth of ten children to German immigrants
Johan Heinrich and Mary Gertrude Kroger. The family lived above their dry goods
store, a common arrangement for merchants of the era. However, the economic
downturn of 1873 forced the Krogers to close their struggling business, a formative
experience for young Bernard.

At just thirteen years old, Bernard Kroger left school to help support his family, a
common necessity for many during that period. His early forays into the workforce
were a mix of trial and error, each experience, however brief, contributing to his
understanding of commerce and the demands of labor. He took a job at a drugstore,
but his devout mother's objections to Sunday work led him to leave. Next, he worked
as a farmhand near Pleasant Plain, Ohio, earning a modest six dollars a month. This
stint, though physically demanding for a fourteen-year-old who weighed only a
hundred pounds, taught him resilience, a trait that would prove invaluable in his future
endeavors. After contracting malaria, he walked the thirty-seven miles back to
Cincinnati, a testament to his determination.

Kroger's entry into the grocery world began with a role as a door-to-door salesman for
the Great Northern and Pacific Tea Co., before moving to the Imperial Tea Co. It was at
the Imperial Tea Co. that Kroger’s innate business sense truly began to shine. The
store was faltering, but under Kroger’s management, it saw a significant turnaround,
ultimately generating a profit of $3,100. This success, however, did not translate into
the partnership he sought with the owners, leading him to decide that he would forge
his own path.

With his life savings of $372, Bernard Kroger, then twenty-three years old, partnered
with an Irish immigrant friend, B.A. Branagan, who contributed an additional $350.
Together, in 1883, they opened a grocery store at 66 Pearl Street in downtown
Cincinnati. The nascent business was initially named "B.H. Kroger & Co., proprietors of
The Great Western Tea Co." Kroger’s motto, "Be particular. Never sell anything you
would not want yourself," established a customer-centric philosophy that would
remain a cornerstone of his business.
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The early days were not without their challenges. A devastating overnight flood in
1884 ruined their initial store, a setback that would have deterred many. Yet, Kroger
and Branagan persevered, opening another location. Their commitment to quality and
value quickly resonated with customers in Cincinnati, a city that by the late 19th
century had seen a decline in its large public markets as neighborhood grocery stores
became more prevalent. While Findlay Market, established in 1852, continued to
thrive, the overall trend was towards smaller, localized shops.

Kroger's business acumen quickly became apparent. He believed in controlling costs
and quality, and to achieve this, he often paid suppliers in cash to secure better prices
by buying in bulk. His ambition soon outgrew the partnership with Branagan. Wanting
greater control, Kroger offered to buy out Branagan’s share for $1,000. When
Branagan couldn't afford to buy Kroger out, Kroger acquired Branagan’s share for
$1,500. This pivotal moment allowed Kroger to fully implement his vision. By 1885, he
had expanded his operations to four stores within Cincinnati, laying the foundation for
what would become a vast retail enterprise.

Central to Kroger’s early success was his understanding of the customer and his
relentless pursuit of innovation. He was a pioneer in several areas that would later
become industry standards. While many grocers relied on external bakeries, Kroger
recognized the advantage of baking his own bread. In 1901, he became the first
grocer in the United States to establish his own in-store bakeries. This move not only
allowed him to control the quality and freshness of his bread but also to offer it at
lower prices, a significant draw for customers.

His innovative spirit didn't stop there. Kroger also made history by integrating meat
departments directly into his grocery stores. Before this, customers typically had to
visit a separate butcher shop for their meat. By offering fresh baked goods, meat, and
groceries under one roof, Kroger provided a level of convenience that was
revolutionary for the time. This "one-stop shopping" concept resonated strongly with
consumers, transforming the traditional grocery experience.

Another key innovation was Kroger's early adoption of private label manufacturing.
The story goes that when a surplus of cabbage arrived, Barney Kroger took it home to
his mother, who then turned it into sauerkraut. This simple act of turning surplus
produce into a popular private label product was a precursor to Kroger’s extensive
manufacturing operations, which today include thirty-five food manufacturing
facilities. These early ventures into vertical integration allowed Kroger to further
control product quality and cost, a practice that continues to distinguish the company.

In 1902, recognizing the evolving nature of his business and its expanded offerings,
the company was officially incorporated as Kroger Grocery and Baking Company. By
this time, Kroger’s growing chain boasted forty stores and annual sales of $1.75
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million. His methodical approach to expansion and his unwavering focus on what the
customer truly desired—freshness, quality, and value—were clearly paying dividends.
His business philosophy was succinct and powerful, encompassing a commitment to
selling only goods he would personally want, being the first to offer seasonal items,
and reducing prices promptly when wholesale costs dropped. He also championed
liberal advertising and aimed for rapid turnover on small profit margins, a strategy
that fueled his continuous growth.

Kroger’s vision was about more than just selling groceries; it was about shaping the
way people shopped. He was credited with pioneering the low-cost, self-service
grocery chain model, even introducing self-service shopping to the public in 1895. This
seemingly simple change, allowing customers to browse and select items themselves
with clearly marked prices, was a significant departure from the previous model where
staff would retrieve items for shoppers. This approach empowered customers and
enhanced efficiency, setting a new standard for grocery retail.

The company's rapid growth was also fueled by strategic advertising. Kroger was
among the first grocers to extensively advertise in newspapers, believing it was crucial
for success. He also implemented a "profit-sharing" system in 1902, where customers
collected receipts that could be exchanged for various household items, fostering
loyalty and encouraging repeat business. Furthermore, by 1912, Kroger was
embracing new technologies, becoming the first grocer to utilize automobiles for
deliveries, replacing 200 horses and wagons with a fleet of seventy-five Ford Model Ts
in Cincinnati.

Bernard Kroger's personal life also saw significant changes during this period. At
twenty-five, he married Mary Emily Jansen, the daughter of German immigrants. They
had seven children together. Sadly, in 1899, both Mary and their oldest son
succumbed to diphtheria. This profound personal loss seemed to deepen Kroger's
commitment to his burgeoning business, leading to an intensified period of expansion
and innovation. His enduring legacy would be built on these early foundations: a
commitment to the customer, a drive for innovation, and a pragmatic approach to
business that would continue to define The Kroger Co. for generations to come.
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