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Introduction

Sherwin-Williams: The Story of An American Company is an exploration of one of the
most enduring and influential enterprises in the United States. From its humble
beginnings as a small paint distributorship in post-Civil War Cleveland to its status
today as a global leader and the world’s largest coatings company by revenue,
Sherwin-Williams' trajectory mirrors the growth of modern American industry. This
book is a journey through the company’s origins, the innovations that shaped an
industry, and the corporate strategies that propelled it to international prominence.

The story of Sherwin-Williams encompasses not only the evolution of paint and
coatings technology but also the sweeping social, economic, and technological
changes that defined the United States across a century and a half. At the heart of the
company’s success is a commitment to innovation—from the pioneering creation of
ready-mixed paints that transformed the way America decorated its homes and
businesses, to the development of cutting-edge microbicidal coatings for modern
health and safety needs. These milestones were not the work of chance but the
product of visionary leaders, inventive chemists, and a workforce invested in the
company’s future.

Sherwin-Williams’ growth has never been solely about products. Behind the familiar
logo lies a complex and adaptive organization. The company's expansion into
international markets, strategic acquisitions, and robust, multi-segment operating
structure have allowed it to reach an extraordinary diversity of customers—ranging
from homeowners and DIY enthusiasts to industrial giants and automotive
manufacturers. Every chapter in the company’s history is marked by periods of
disruption and opportunity, with business decisions reflecting—and
influencing—broader trends in global commerce.

Yet the company’s story has not been without contention or consequence. Sherwin-
Williams’ rise has at times intersected with environmental oversight, regulatory
challenges, and moments of public scrutiny. Its recent history, marked by both major
lawsuits and growing commitments to sustainability, highlights the shifting
expectations that face all modern corporations. Through transparency and reflection,
the company has sought to reconcile its responsibilities with its ambitions.

What emerges, then, is not just the chronicle of a paint company but an account of
American ingenuity and endurance. Sherwin-Williams is woven into the fabric of the
nation’s homes, infrastructure, and industries; its story is one of adaptation, resilience,
and creative problem-solving. As we examine the company’s foundations, trace its
evolution, and consider its prospects in a rapidly changing world, we invite readers to
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reflect on the nature of progress—both in business and in society.

In the pages that follow, we will uncover how Sherwin-Williams came to define the look
of countless cities and communities, assess the choices that ensured its survival
across generations, and ponder the challenges and opportunities that lie ahead.
Sherwin-Williams remains, emphatically, an American company—but its legacy and
impact extend far beyond the borders of the United States, inviting us all to consider
what it means to build, maintain, and reinvent a business in an ever-evolving global

landscape.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Sherwin-Williams:
Cleveland and the Post-Civil War Era

The narrative of Sherwin-Williams begins not with a grand corporate strategy, but with
the quiet ambition of a young bookkeeper named Henry Sherwin, set against the
backdrop of a rapidly transforming American city: Cleveland, Ohio. The year was 1866,
and the nation was emerging from the crucible of the Civil War, poised for an era of
unprecedented industrial growth and expansion. Cleveland itself was at the forefront
of this transformation, transitioning from a commercial hub to a burgeoning
manufacturing powerhouse.

Before the war, Cleveland’s economy had largely been shaped by its strategic location
on the Great Lakes and the Cuyahoga River, facilitating trade and early industrial
endeavors. By 1860, iron production was already a significant industry, alongside flour
and grist milling. However, the Civil War acted as a powerful catalyst, accelerating the
city's industrialization and cementing its reputation as a manufacturing center. The
conflict spurred demand for goods, and Cleveland’s factories responded, producing
everything from railroad iron to gun carriages. This boom attracted a wave of new
residents, with the city's population swelling by nearly a third between 1860 and 1866.

It was into this dynamic and energetic environment that Henry Sherwin arrived in
1860. Born in Baltimore, Vermont, in 1842, Sherwin had left school at the age of 15
and worked initially in a general store. His uncle’s invitation brought him to Cleveland,
where he quickly found work. He started as a clerk at Freeman & Kellogg Co., a dry
goods store, and within two years, his aptitude for numbers earned him a promotion to
bookkeeper. This early professional experience provided him with an invaluable
understanding of commerce and accounts, skills that would prove crucial in his future
ventures.

Sherwin’s career path then led him to Geo. Sprague & Co., a wholesale grocery
company, where he became a partner. However, his tenure there was brief, as he
reportedly disliked the involvement in selling liquor. This detail offers an early glimpse
into Sherwin’s character, suggesting a man of principle and clear convictions. By 1866,
through diligence and careful saving, Henry Sherwin had amassed a modest sum of
$2,000. In an era when such capital represented a significant personal achievement,
this sum was his ticket to independent enterprise.

With his savings in hand, Sherwin found himself at a crossroads, presented with

several opportunities: a position at a bank, a partnership in a wholesale drug
company, or an investment in a wholesale paint business. His choice, which at the
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time might have seemed less glamorous, was to invest in the Truman Dunham & Co.,
a paint distributorship located at 118 Superior Street in Cleveland. As Sherwin himself
would later reflect, this option, though seemingly offering the least at the outset, held
the promise of a greater future in his youthful ambition. He admitted to not fully
realizing then what this decision would ultimately lead to.

Truman Dunham & Co. was a well-established importer and dealer of home decorating
and furnishing supplies, offering a range of products including paints, varnishes, oils,
pigments, brushes, and window glass. Sherwin’’s investment secured him a
partnership in the firm, a critical step that allowed him to immerse himself in the
nuances of the paint business. This period proved to be an intensive apprenticeship,
providing him with firsthand knowledge of the industry's operations, from procurement
to sales. He learned the trade from the ground up, observing the processes of mixing
pigments and preparing painting supplies, which at the time was a customer-driven,
labor-intensive process.

However, by 1869, a shift in focus within Truman Dunham & Co. became apparent.
Sherwin observed that his partners were increasingly prioritizing the manufacture of
linseed oil, a key base ingredient for most paints, over the broader paint distribution
business. While linseed oil production was a valuable component of the industry, this
divergence from the core paint trade was not aligned with Sherwin's vision for the
future. He envisioned a more comprehensive approach to paint, one that would
eventually revolutionize how consumers purchased and used coatings. This strategic
misalignment ultimately led to a pivotal decision.

In February 1870, the partnership of Truman Dunham & Co. was formally dissolved.
This dissolution opened the door for Henry Sherwin to pursue his own distinct vision
for a paint enterprise, unencumbered by the differing priorities of his former partners.
It was a moment of risk and opportunity, requiring Sherwin to once again leverage his
savings and his accumulated knowledge to forge a new path. The post-Civil War
landscape of Cleveland, with its expanding industrial base and growing population,
offered fertile ground for such an endeavor. The stage was now set for the emergence
of a company that would bear his name and, in time, become a global leader.
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