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the homespun cloth of America’s heartland: Sam Walton,
who parlayed a single dime store in a hardscrabble
cotton town into Wal-Mart, the largest retailer in the world.
_ The undisputed merchant king of the late twentieth
century, Sam never lost the common touch. Here, finally,
Sam Walton tells his extraordinary story in his own
inimitable words. Genuinely modest, but always sure of his
ambitions and achievements, Sam shares his thinking
in a candid, straight-from-the-shoulder style.

In a story rich with anecdotes and the “rules of the road”
of both Main Street and Wall Street, Sam Walton chronicles
the inspiration, heart, and optimism that propelled him
to lasso the American Dream,
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FOREWORD

Hello, friends, I'm Sam Walton, founder and chairman of Wal-Mart
Stores. By now I hope you've shopped in one of our stores, or maybe
bought some stock in our company. If you have, you probably already know
how proud I am of what is simply the miracle that all these Wal-Mart
associates of mine have accomplished in the thirty years since we opened
our first Wal-Mart here in northwest Arkansas, which Wal-Mart and I still
call home. As hard as it is to believe sometimes, we've grown from that one
little store into what is now the largest retailing outfit in the world. And
we've really had a heck of a time along the way. I realize we have been
through something amazing here at Wal-Mart, something special that we
ought to share more of with all the folks who've been so loyal to our stores
and to our company. That's one thing we never did much of while we were
building Wal-Mart, talk about ourselves or do a whole lot of bragging
outside the Wal-Mart family—except when we had to convince some
banker or some Wall Street financier that we intended to amount to
something someday, that we were worth taking a chance on. When folks
have asked me, "How did Wal-Mart do it?" I've usually been flip about
answering them. "Friend, we just got after it and stayed after it," I'd say. We
have always pretty much kept to ourselves, and we've had good reasons for
it; we've been very protective of our business dealings and our home lives,
and we still like it that way.

But as a result, a whole lot of misinformation and myth and half-truths
have gotten around over the years about me and about Wal-Mart. And I
think there's been way too much attention paid to my personal finances,
attention that has caused me and my family a lot of extra trouble in our lives
—though I've just ignored it and pretty much gone about my life and the
business of Wal-Mart as best I could.

None of this has really changed. But I've been fighting cancer for a while
now, and I'm not getting any younger anyway. And lately a lot of folks—
including Helen and the kids, some of our executives here at the company,
and even some of the associates in our stores —have been fussing at me that
I'm really the best person to tell the Wal-Mart tale, and that—Iike it or not—
my life is all wrapped up in Wal-Mart, and I should get it down right while I



still can. So I'm going to try to tell this story the best I'm able to, as close to
the way it all came about as I can, and I hope it will be almost as interesting
and fun and exciting as it's been for all of us, and that it can capture for you
at least something of the spirit we've all felt in building this company. More
than anything, though, I want to get across once and for all just how
important Wal-Mart's associates have been to its success.

This is a funny thing to do, this looking back on your life trying to figure
out how all the pieces came together. I guess anybody would find it a little
strange, but it's really odd for somebody like me because I've never been a
very reflective fellow, never been one to dwell in the past. If I had to single
out one element in my life that has made a difference for me, it would be a
passion to compete. That passion has pretty much kept me on the go,
looking ahead to the next store visit, or the next store opening, or the next
merchandising item I personally wanted to promote out in those stores—
like a minnow bucket or a Thermos bottle or a mattress pad or a big bag of
candy.

As I do look back though, I realize that ours is a story about the kinds of
traditional principles that made America great in the first place. It is a story
about entrepreneurship, and risk, and hard work, and knowing where you
want to go and being willing to do what it takes to get there. It's a story
about believing in your idea even when maybe some other folks don't, and
about sticking to your guns. But I think more than anything it proves there's
absolutely no limit to what plain, ordinary working people can accomplish
if they're given the opportunity and the encouragement and the incentive to
do their best. Because that's how Wal-Mart became Wal-Mart: ordinary
people joined together to accomplish extraordinary things. At first, we
amazed ourselves. And before too long, we amazed everybody else,
especially folks who thought America was just too complicated and
sophisticated a place for this sort of thing to work anymore.

The Wal-Mart story is unique: nothing quite like it has been done before.
So maybe by telling it the way it really happened, we can help some other
folks down the line take these same principles and apply them to their
dreams and make them come true.
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1
LEARNING TO VALUE A DOLLAR

"I was awake one night and turned on my radio, and I heard them
announce that Sam Walton was the richest man in America. And I thought,
'Sam Walton. Why, he was in my class." And I got so excited."

—HELEN WILLIAMS, former history and speech teacher at Hickman
High School in Columbia, Missouri

Success has always had its price, I guess, and I learned that lesson the
hard way in October of 1985 when Forbes magazine named me the so-
called "richest man in America." Well, it wasn't too hard to imagine all
those newspaper and TV folks up in New York saying "Who?" and "He
lives where?" The next thing we knew, reporters and photographers started
flocking down here to Bentonville, I guess to take pictures of me diving into
some swimming pool full of money they imagined I had, or to watch me
light big fat cigars with $100 bills while the hootchy-kootchy girls danced
by the lake.

I really don't know what they thought, but I wasn't about to cooperate
with them. So they found out all these exciting things about me, like: I
drove an old pickup truck with cages in the back for my bird dogs, or I wore
a Wal-Mart ball cap, or I got my hair cut at the barbershop just off the town
square—somebody with a telephoto lens even snuck up and took a picture
of me in the barber chair, and it was in newspapers all over the country.
Then folks we'd never heard of started calling us and writing us from all
over the world and coming here to ask us for money. Many of them
represented worthy causes, I'm sure, but we also heard from just about
every harebrained, cockamamy schemer in the world. I remember one letter
from a woman who just came right out and said, "I've never been able to
afford the $100,000 house I've always wanted. Will you give me the
money?" They still do it to this day, write or call asking for a new car, or
money to go on a vacation, or to get some dental work—whatever comes
into their minds.
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