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Introduction

The story of Nordstrom is, at its heart, a quintessential American tale: one that starts
with a single immigrant’s journey across continents and unfolds over more than a
century into a multi-billion-dollar retail powerhouse. From its humble origins as a
Seattle shoe store in 1901 to its position today as a leading luxury retailer and an
enduring presence on the S&P 500, Nordstrom'’s path reflects both the transformations
of American commerce and the ongoing challenges faced by legacy businesses in a
rapidly changing world.

Nordstrom’s ascent was guided by principles—service, quality, and adaptability—that
remain as relevant today as they were over a hundred years ago. The founders and
their successors built an enterprise rooted in personal relationships. Whether greeting
customers by name, accepting returns with no questions asked, or outpacing rivals
with inventive retail concepts, Nordstrom became synonymous with a singular focus
on customer satisfaction. Its approach to service, discipline in execution, and
responsiveness to changing consumer tastes set the company apart from competitors
in ways that have echoed through generations of retail leadership.

This book traces the evolution of Nordstrom through the lens of American history and
commerce. It explores the vision and grit of John W. Nordstrom and the family
members who succeeded him, as well as the pivotal innovations that shaped the
company'’s destiny: diversification beyond shoes, entry into national markets, the
launch of Nordstrom Rack, and the embrace of digital retail and omnichannel
experiences. Each chapter spotlights a different stage in Nordstrom’s development,
reflecting the company’s ability to reinvent itself while remaining true to its founding
ideals.

Yet, the history of Nordstrom is also a mirror for the broader currents in the retail
sector. Nordstrom has faced its share of headwinds: economic downturns, fierce
competition from department stores and off-price retailers, and the immense
disruption brought by the rise of online commerce. To survive, Nordstrom continuously
reimagined its business—adopting cutting-edge technology, rethinking its store
formats, and finding new ways to connect with consumers whose expectations and
shopping habits evolved rapidly.

Today, Nordstrom stands at another crossroads. It is a company with a rich legacy, but
also with challenges and opportunities that will define its future. As competition
intensifies and the lines between physical and digital retail blur, Nordstrom’s next
chapter will be written by its willingness to innovate and its capacity for resilience.
Recent expansions, new customer experiences, and renewed commitments to social
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and environmental responsibility offer both promise and uncertainty.

This book not only chronicles Nordstrom’s remarkable journey but also examines its
place in the shifting landscape of American retail. Through the lens of a single
company, readers can gain insight into the broader forces shaping commerce,
community, and culture in the United States. The story of Nordstrom is ongoing—a

testament to the enduring power of vision, values, and the never-ending pursuit of
excellence.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Roots: John W. Nordstrom and
the American Dream

The narrative of Nordstrom, a name now synonymous with luxury retail and
unparalleled customer service, truly begins with a young Swedish immigrant named
Johan Wilhelm Nordstrém. Born in Alvik, near Luled, in northern Sweden, on February
15, 1871, John W. Nordstrom's early life was marked by hardship and resilience. His
father, a blacksmith, wainwright, and part-time farmer, passed away when John was
just eight years old. This loss meant that three years later, his mother pulled him from
school to work on the family farm, an early introduction to the demanding nature of
labor.

At the tender age of 16, in 1887, John W. Nordstrom embarked on a transatlantic
journey, leaving his homeland for the United States. He arrived in New York with little
more than the clothes on his back and a mere $5 in his pocket, completely unable to
speak English. This was a common starting point for many immigrants seeking a new
beginning in America, a testament to their courage and determination. The vastness
of the country and the myriad of opportunities, however daunting, awaited him.

The journey westward was a demanding education in itself. John worked a series of
arduous manual labor jobs to make his way across the continent, from loading freight
and toting brick to logging in Michigan and Washington, and even coal and silver
mining in lowa and Colorado. He was a true self-starter, adapting to each new
challenge and saving what little money he could. By 1896, he had settled in Seattle,
Washington, a burgeoning city on the cusp of significant change.

It was in 1897, while working at a sawmill, that John W. Nordstrom stumbled upon a
newspaper headline that would irrevocably alter his destiny: "Gold Found in the
Klondike in Alaska." Like countless others captivated by the allure of instant wealth,
Nordstrom felt the pull of the Klondike Gold Rush. He booked passage for Skagway,
Alaska, and headed north, venturing into the harsh, unforgiving wilderness of
Canada's Yukon Territory in pursuit of his fortune.

The Klondike was no easy venture. John faced immense hardship, including the brutal
cold, and at one point, even had to kill his horse for sustenance. For two grueling
years, he toiled in the gold fields, his pickaxe and shovel his constant companions. He
invested in a claim on Gold Run, but his right to the claim was challenged, leading to a
lawsuit. Recognizing the precariousness of his situation, Nordstrom wisely chose to sell
his disputed claim when another party offered him $30,000 for it. He split the money
with his two partners, and his share amounted to a substantial $13,000.
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With his newfound wealth, John W. Nordstrom returned to the comparatively warmer
climate of Seattle in 1899, ready to embrace a new chapter. He attended business
college, demonstrating his desire for formal knowledge to complement his practical
experience. He even invested in property, building two rental houses on Capitol Hill.
Still, at 30 years old, the exact path for his future business venture remained unclear.

The answer came in the form of a familiar face: Carl F. Wallin. Wallin was a Seattle
shoemaker whom Nordstrom had met during his time in Alaska. Wallin approached
Nordstrom with an offer of partnership in his shoe repair shop. In 1901, fueled by
Nordstrom's $5,000 investment and Wallin's $1,000, they opened their first shoe store
together: Wallin & Nordstrom. The modest establishment, with a 20-foot frontage, was
located at Fourth and Pike in Seattle. They started with a $3,500 inventory, offering
shoes priced between $1.95 and $4.95.

From the very beginning, John W. Nordstrom laid down a foundational philosophy that
would become the bedrock of the company’s success: offering the very best service,
selection, quality, and value. It was a simple, yet profoundly effective, approach that
prioritized the customer above all else. Though neither partner spoke English fluently
and John himself knew little about selling shoes, their dedication to these principles
quickly resonated with the public.

The first day of business for Wallin & Nordstrom saw a modest $12.50 in sales, a mere
four pairs of shoes. But this humble start soon gave way to steady growth. Within a
few months, Saturday sales reached $100. By 1905, just four years after opening its
doors, annual sales at Wallin & Nordstrom had climbed to an impressive $80,000. The
burgeoning success of the store led to its first expansion in 1923, when the partners
opened a second store in Seattle’s University District.

In 1928, at the age of 57, John W. Nordstrom decided it was time to retire from the
demanding day-to-day operations of the shoe business. He sold his shares of the
company to his two eldest sons, Everett and Elmer. The following year, Carl Wallin also
chose to retire, selling his shares to the Nordstrom sons. With the original partners
stepping aside, a new era for the company was ushered in. In 1930, the shoe stores
were officially renamed Nordstrom's. John's third son, Lloyd, would join his brothers in
the business in 1933, setting the stage for decades of family leadership. The
foundation had been laid, and the journey of this American company was just
beginning.
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