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Introduction
Eli Lilly and Company, one of the world’s foremost pharmaceutical enterprises, is both
a monument to American ingenuity and a testament to the enduring power of
innovation in the service of human health. Founded nearly a century and a half ago in
Indianapolis, Indiana, by Colonel Eli Lilly, the journey from a modest Midwestern
laboratory to a multinational corporation is not just a business story—it is a story
deeply enmeshed with the progress of medical science and the transformations of
modern society. This book, “Lilly (Eli) & Co.: The Story of An American Company,”
endeavors to chronicle the company’s rich history, explore its present-day initiatives,
and consider its future prospects in a rapidly changing global landscape.

From its earliest days, Eli Lilly and Company distinguished itself with a commitment to
innovation and ethical business practices, a legacy set by its founder. Colonel Lilly’s
principles—insistence on quality, investment in scientific research, and advocacy for
physician-prescribed medicines—set new standards for the burgeoning
pharmaceutical industry, long before such standards were codified into law. Over the
decades, the company navigated the perils of economic depression, the demands of
world wars, and the challenges posed by shifting healthcare landscapes, emerging
each time with renewed vigor, new products, and increasingly global aspirations.

Central to Lilly’s narrative is its role as a scientific trailblazer, most notably in the mass
production of insulin in the 1920s—a turning point in the treatment of diabetes and a
defining moment in medical history. Yet, the company’s impact extends far beyond a
single breakthrough: from antibiotics that changed the course of infection control, to
psychiatric medications that redefined mental health care, to cutting-edge biologics
and gene therapies under development in the twenty-first century. Each innovation
reflects a confluence of disciplined research, strategic partnership, and a persistent
belief in the power of new ideas.

The story of Lilly is also one of people—of visionary leaders, dedicated scientists, and
employees across generations who shaped its evolving mission. From a family-led
enterprise to a modern corporate structure, leadership transitions and organizational
reforms both mirrored and propelled broader changes in American business. Lilly’s
engagement with its communities, most visibly through its landmark endowment and
philanthropic programs, has made it a force for progress well beyond the bounds of
the pharmaceutical industry.

Of course, Lilly’s history is not without controversy. As the stakes in healthcare have
grown, the company has found itself at the center of debates—over drug pricing,
marketing practices, product safety, and ethical conduct. Confronting these challenges
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has tested its policies and its public trust but has also been a crucible for learning,
adaptation, and reform.

As we embark on this exploration, we will trace Lilly’s evolution from its humble origins
to its current status as the most valuable drug company in the world. We will analyze
the strategies that have underpinned its success, the setbacks it has endured, and the
ways it is positioning itself for the future at the intersection of science, business, and
society. This is the story of Lilly—an American company whose legacy continues to
shape the world’s health.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins: Colonel Eli Lilly’s Vision
The story of Eli Lilly and Company begins not with a grand corporate strategy, but with
the principled vision of one man: Colonel Eli Lilly. Born in Baltimore, Maryland, on July
8, 1838, Eli Lilly's early life saw his family relocate from Kentucky to Indiana, where his
interest in chemistry first sparked. At the age of 16, after attending Indiana Asbury
College (now DePauw University), he began an apprenticeship at the Good Samaritan
Drug Store in Lafayette, learning the trade of a pharmacist. This early exposure to the
pharmaceutical business, coupled with his strong religious upbringing, would shape his
future endeavors.

Before embarking on his entrepreneurial journey, Lilly's path led him through the
crucible of the American Civil War. Enlisting in the Union Army in April 1861, he quickly
rose through the ranks, becoming a major in the 18th Indiana Cavalry and eventually a
full colonel. His wartime experiences, particularly witnessing the widespread use of
low-quality and often ineffective medicines, solidified his determination to produce
only high-quality, scientifically sound pharmaceutical products.

After the war, Lilly's attempts at other ventures, including operating a cotton
plantation in Mississippi and various pharmacy partnerships in Indiana and Illinois,
proved unsuccessful. It was in 1876, at the age of 38, that he finally decided to
establish his own pharmaceutical manufacturing business. With $1,400 in working
capital, he rented a small, two-story building at 15 West Pearl Street in Indianapolis.
The sign above the door, a simple declaration of intent, read: "Eli Lilly, Chemist."

On May 10, 1876, Eli Lilly and Company officially opened its doors, staffed by a
modest team of three: chief compounder Albert Hall, bottler and product finisher
Caroline Kruger, and Lilly's 14-year-old son, Josiah (J.K.), who served as a general
utility man. From this humble beginning, Lilly set out to challenge the prevalent norms
of the era, where exaggerated claims of "miracle medicines" were common. He was
committed to ethical reforms, emphasizing the importance of quality and advocating
for the concept of prescriptions, ensuring that addictive or dangerous medicines were
dispensed only under a physician's supervision.

One of the company's first successful products was quinine, a drug crucial for treating
malaria. By the close of 1876, Eli Lilly and Company had achieved sales of $4,470, a
respectable sum for a nascent enterprise. The early years were marked by practical
innovations aimed at improving patient experience. Lilly was among the first to
introduce fruit flavorings for medicines and to develop sugar-coated pills, making
them easier to swallow—small but significant steps in a nascent industry focused on
efficacy.
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The company's commitment to quality and patient comfort quickly resonated. Sales
tripled by the end of 1877, and by 1879, they had reached an impressive $48,000.
This rapid growth necessitated expansion, both in terms of personnel and facilities. In
1878, Lilly brought his brother, James, into the fold as the company's first full-time
salesman, marking the beginning of national marketing efforts for their drugs.

The burgeoning business soon outgrew its initial Pearl Street location. By 1878, the
company moved to larger quarters at 36 South Meridian Street, spreading into
adjacent properties the following year. This steady growth underscored the need for a
more formal structure. In a significant step, Eli Lilly and Company was formally
incorporated in 1881. This move involved electing a board of directors and issuing
stock to family members and close associates. The same year, the company relocated
its headquarters to a larger complex of buildings on McCarty Street, a move that
would ultimately contribute to the development of Indianapolis's south-side as a major
industrial hub.

Colonel Eli Lilly’s vision for a scientifically rigorous pharmaceutical company continued
to evolve. In 1886, he initiated one of the first dedicated pharmaceutical research
programs in the industry. To spearhead this endeavor, he hired Ernest Eberhardt, a
talented chemist and a top graduate from Purdue's then-new School of Pharmacy.
Eberhardt's role was to conduct full-time scientific research, focusing on product
quality and laying the groundwork for future drug discovery. This early commitment to
research and development was a pioneering step, setting Lilly apart and establishing a
foundational principle that would guide the company for generations to come.

Lilly's emphasis on ethical practices and scientific advancement distinguished his
company in an era often characterized by less scrupulous methods. He believed in the
importance of prescriptions, ensuring that potentially addictive or dangerous
medications were administered under the careful supervision of a physician. This was
a direct contrast to the prevalent "miracle medicine" claims that often preyed on
public desperation. Colonel Eli Lilly’s forward-thinking approach to pharmaceutical
manufacturing and his dedication to public welfare established a crucial precedent for
the modern pharmaceutical industry. His influence extended beyond his company; he
advocated for federal regulation of the pharmaceutical industry, many of his
suggested reforms ultimately contributing to the creation of the Food and Drug
Administration in 1906.
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