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Introduction

United Parcel Service, known to the world as UPS, stands as a hallmark of American
ingenuity, resilience, and enterprise. From its humble beginnings as a teenager’s
Seattle messenger service in 1907 to its status today as a global logistics powerhouse,
the story of UPS is inextricably woven into the narrative of modern commerce and
American business history. This book, United Parcel Service: The Story of An American
Company, explores the company’s remarkable journey, offering insight into its
historical milestones, current standing, and the future that lies ahead.

UPS’s trajectory mirrors many themes central to the American experience:
entrepreneurship, adaptation to change, and an unwavering commitment to customer
service. Its founders, James E. Casey and Claude Ryan, started with just $100 and a
drive to create value through reliable communication and package delivery. The early
years demanded perseverance—bicycle messengers braving the wet Seattle weather,
running errands for local businesses, and gradually earning the trust that would lay
the foundation for expansion. Over the decades, each major challenge, including
economic turmoil and world wars, was met with innovation and strategic thinking.

As the company grew, it transformed not just the parcel delivery industry, but also
how goods, ideas, and people are connected across the globe. The iconic brown trucks
and uniforms became a symbol of reliability, and UPS’s steady embrace of new
markets and technologies—whether expanding into air shipping, pioneering package
tracking, or introducing advanced route optimization with ORION—helped set the pace
for the logistics sector worldwide. Becoming a public company and growing its
footprint to operate in over 200 countries, UPS established itself as a vital player in the
global supply chain.

Yet, the scope of UPS extends beyond just moving packages. The company has
become a barometer for broader economic, technological, and social trends. It has
invested deeply in sustainable operations, made measurable strides in electrifying its
fleet and reducing emissions, and shown an enduring commitment to local and global
communities through The UPS Foundation. Challenges such as competition from both
long-standing rivals and disruptive newcomers, increased pressure from e-commerce
demands, and shifting labor dynamics continually test its ability to adapt.

This book aims to provide not just a chronological account of UPS’s evolution, but also
a window into the company'’s culture, technological vision, and the significant

impacts—both positive and challenging—it has had on modern life. By delving into the
decisions, innovations, and values that have shaped UPS, we seek to understand what
makes it a uniquely American story and a persistent leader in the fast-moving world of
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logistics.

As UPS continues its journey—confronting the opportunities and uncertainties of the
digital era, rising sustainability expectations, and rapid advances in automation and
artificial intelligence—it remains an essential case study for students of business,
history, and the forces that shape the modern economy. In the pages that follow,
readers will discover not only the fascinating history of a legendary company, but also
the ongoing story of how service, adaptation, and vision continue to drive UPS and the
world it connects.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of an American Messenger
Company

The year is 1907. Seattle, Washington, a city rapidly expanding on the heels of the
Klondike Gold Rush, was a bustling hub of activity, transforming from a frontier town
into a modern metropolis. Amidst its horse-drawn carriages and newly laid streetcar
lines, a burgeoning demand for quick and reliable delivery services emerged. It was
into this dynamic environment that a nineteen-year-old named James E. Casey, along
with his friend Claude Ryan, decided to stake their claim. Their ambition, backed by a
modest $100 borrowed from Ryan's uncle, laid the foundation for what would become
a global logistics empire: the American Messenger Company.

Their first "office" was hardly an office at all—a cramped six-by-seventeen-foot
basement space beneath a saloon at Second Avenue and Main Street in Seattle's
Pioneer Square. This humble setting, equipped with just a single table, a bench, and
two telephones, served as the nerve center for their nascent enterprise. In an era
where few homes and small businesses possessed telephones, messenger services
were vital conduits for local communication, connecting people and businesses across
the city.

James Casey, even at his young age, was no stranger to the delivery business. He had
previously worked as a messenger for other services in Seattle, giving him valuable
insight into the industry's landscape and the prevailing inefficiencies. He recognized a
clear market need for a superior, more dependable service. His vision was simple yet
profound: "best service and lowest rates." This motto became a guiding principle,
setting the American Messenger Company apart from its competitors.

Initially, the American Messenger Company’s services were broad, encompassing
everything from running errands and delivering messages to transporting baggage
and even trays of food from restaurants. The primary mode of transport was
surprisingly old-fashioned for a company that would later boast a massive fleet of
vehicles. Messengers, often teenagers like Casey himself, traversed the city
predominantly on foot, relying on bicycles for longer distances or utilizing the existing
streetcar lines. This foot-powered approach underscored the localized, intimate nature
of early 20th-century urban delivery.

Casey’s dedication to professionalism was evident from the outset. He insisted that his
employees wear uniforms and adhere to a strict code of conduct, which included being
courteous to customers and, perhaps surprisingly, refraining from whistling. Phones
were answered only by those who had mastered the proper responses, ensuring a
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consistent and professional interaction with clients. This meticulous attention to detail,
even in the earliest days, helped the American Messenger Company quickly cultivate a
reputation for prompt and reliable service.

The company also distinguished itself by offering round-the-clock service, operating
twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, including holidays. This commitment to
continuous availability was a significant competitive advantage in a market teeming
with at least nine rival messenger companies in Seattle alone. They actively
advertised their services, posting placards with their phone number and service
offerings throughout the city, promoting their commitment to "best service and lowest
rates."

One of Casey's earliest and most prescient decisions was to pivot the company’s
focus. Just weeks after launching, he recognized that the rapidly expanding telephone
network would inevitably diminish the demand for message delivery. He strategically
began to shift the company towards package delivery, particularly for retail stores.
This proved to be a brilliant move, as mail-order businesses were gaining traction and
department stores were looking for efficient ways to get goods to their customers.

By Christmas 1912, a mere five years after its inception, the American Messenger
Company had grown significantly, employing 100 messengers and even opening a
second office closer to Seattle's retail district. The transition from delivering messages
to handling parcels for major department stores marked a crucial evolution for the
company. It was this adaptability and foresight, recognizing and responding to
changing market conditions, that would become a hallmark of Casey's long and
impactful career.

The initial $100 investment, though modest by today's standards, was enough to
ignite a venture that would one day span continents. The story of the American
Messenger Company’s birth is a testament to the power of entrepreneurial spirit, a
clear vision, and an unwavering dedication to customer service—principles that would
remain central to its identity as it grew and evolved.
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