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Introduction

Safeway Inc. is woven into the fabric of American retail, its story mirroring a century of
change in the nation’s tastes, technology, and landscape. Founded from humble
beginnings in the early twentieth century, Safeway has grown from a single corner
grocery in rural Idaho into a household name, shaping the way Americans shop for
food and necessities. This book traces the remarkable arc of Safeway's journey: one
marked by bold vision, rapid expansion, profound reinvention, and enduring
commitment to customers and communities.

The tale begins in 1915, with M.B. Skaggs’ purchase of his father's store, embracing a
philosophy centered on consumer value and business efficiency. Skaggs’s emphasis
on low prices, high volume, and a fair, cash-based system set Safeway apart from
competitors in an era when credit purchases were the norm. By merging with the
original Safeway chain and embracing a pioneering "safe way to shop" ethos, the
company laid a foundational principle that guided both its culture and its business
operations as it scaled across the western United States.

Safeway’s success is inseparable from its willingness to innovate and adapt. Through
the decades, the company not only expanded physically—from thousands of small
stores to sprawling supermarkets spanning multiple states and countries—but also
introduced practices that forever changed grocery retailing. Price-by-weight produce,
"sell by" dates, unit pricing, dedicated parking, and the adoption of the self-service
supermarket model are only a few examples of how Safeway’s influence extends far
beyond its own aisles. These ongoing innovations have helped consumer convenience
become a central expectation in American life.

Yet the path was never without challenge. Economic upheaval, increased competition,
changing consumer preferences, and industry consolidation all tested Safeway’s
resilience. The tumultuous leveraged buyout of the 1980s forced dramatic downsizing
and shaped the company's modern form. The subsequent decades brought
resurgence, global expansion, and ambitious forays into new markets and
technologies. Safeway’s eventual acquisition by Albertsons Companies created one of
the world’s largest food retailers, further reshaping the competitive landscape.

At the heart of Safeway's story is a commitment to more than just profit—a corporate
character defined by respect for workers, dedication to communities, and growing
efforts in sustainability and ethical sourcing. As it continues to evolve under the
Albertsons umbrella in an era defined by digital disruption and social responsibility,
Safeway stands at the intersection of tradition and transformation.
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This book explores the entirety of Safeway’s journey: its leadership, innovations,
challenges, successes, and the broader economic and social currents that shaped its
history. By understanding this iconic company’s story, we gain insight not only into the
evolution of American retail, but also into the enduring spirit of adaptation and service
that characterizes the nation’s most successful enterprises.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Roots of Safeway: Early 20th
Century America

The early 20th century in America was a dynamic period, a time of burgeoning
industry, shifting demographics, and a growing consumer culture that would
irrevocably change daily life. For the average American household, acquiring food was
far from the streamlined experience we know today. It was a more fragmented, time-
consuming process that often involved multiple stops and personal interactions with
various shopkeepers.

Before the advent of the modern supermarket, daily food shopping was a common
ritual, particularly for women who often managed household affairs. Without the
widespread ownership of automobiles, most people walked or used public
transportation, making proximity to shops a key factor. This meant a trip for groceries
wasn't a single errand but a series of visits to specialized vendors.

Imagine needing to prepare a family meal: you'd first stop at the butcher for meat,
then perhaps the greengrocer for fresh fruits and vegetables, and finally, the baker for
bread. For non-perishable items like canned goods, flour, or coffee, you would visit a
dry goods store or a traditional grocery store. These "grocery stores" of the early
1900s were typically small, often less than a thousand square feet, and stocked
primarily with dry, packaged goods. Fresh produce, meats, and dairy were notably
absent from these establishments.

When entering one of these early grocery stores, the experience was markedly
different from today. There were no aisles to browse freely, and certainly no shopping
carts. Instead, customers would approach a counter and hand a list of desired items to
a clerk. The clerk would then scurry about the store, gathering the requested items
from shelves behind the counter and collecting them in a bag for the shopper. This
counter-service model, while personalized, was inherently slow and limited the
customer's direct interaction with the products.

The concept of self-service, where customers could pick items off shelves themselves,
was revolutionary when it began to emerge in the 1910s. Clarence Saunders is widely
credited with introducing America to self-service shopping when he opened the first
Piggly Wiggly store in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1916. This was a radical departure from
the norm, giving shoppers a basket and allowing them to roam the market, selecting
their own goods. The idea was so novel that it was initially referred to as a
"groceteria," drawing parallels to the self-serve cafeteria-style eateries gaining
popularity at the time.
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The rise of chain grocery retailing also gained momentum in the early 20th century.
Companies like the Great Atlantic & Pacific Tea Company (A&P), founded in 1859, and
regional players like Kroger, began to expand their footprint. By the end of the 1920s,
A&P operated over 10,000 "economy stores," many of which remained small, counter-
service establishments without meat or produce departments. These early chains,
however, were laying the groundwork for standardized practices and brand
recognition across wider territories.

The economic landscape played a significant role in shaping the retail environment.
For many working-class families, local, often family-run grocery stores were a staple,
despite their higher prices. These neighborhood stores often catered to the
predominant ethnicity, providing familiar foods and a shared language for customers.
Food transportation was also evolving; refrigerated rail cars and steamships allowed
perishable goods to travel more effectively, making a wider variety of foods available
in urban areas.

The automobile, a relatively new invention, was also beginning to impact how people
shopped. By the 1910s, "drive-in markets" started appearing, particularly in Los
Angeles, where several complementary food retailers—a butcher, a baker, a grocer,
and a produce vendor—would locate within the same small shopping center, often
surrounding a parking lot. These centers, though under separate ownership, were
often perceived as a single entity by consumers, foreshadowing the convenience of
future supermarkets.

The early 1900s were a time of experimentation and gradual change in American
grocery retail. The stage was being set for a transformation, from small, specialized
shops to larger, more consolidated establishments offering greater variety and
convenience. The ideas and innovations emerging from this period, particularly the
concept of self-service and the growth of chain stores, would prove foundational for
companies like Safeway, which would soon enter this evolving marketplace with its
own distinct vision.
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