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How a North Carolina trucker trying to control costs became—with a little boost from the
Pentagon—the father of globalization.

By Marc Levinson
10.15.25

America at 250

Two-and-a-half centuries later, we still hold these truths to be self-evident. Join us for a yearlong celebration of America’s 250th birthday: where …

FO L LOW E D

Before Silicon Valley revolutionized communications, one man from North Carolina revolutionized everything else. His

name was Malcolm McLean, and he didn’t build a computer, a car, or any kind of machine. He recognized how a big metal box

might radically increase the ease of shipping things, and this made our world possible.

—The Editors

Few innovations define modern life as much as the humble shipping container. Back in the 1950s, pre-container, the United States’

largest import was coffee beans. A shopper couldn’t run to the store and find merchandise from all over the world. Businesses obtained

almost all their supplies and components, other than raw materials, locally. Most of what crossed the seas were commodities. Imports and

exports were very small relative to the size of the U.S. economy, mainly because loading goods aboard ship and transporting them across

the oceans often added more than 20 percent to their cost. Most of that cost was incurred on the docks, where dozens of dockworkers

could require a week or more to load hundreds of thousands of separate items aboard an outbound vessel.

The container changed this. By making it possible to transfer freight almost seamlessly between trucks, trains, ships, and barges, the

container revolutionized cargo transportation. Starting in the late 1960s, when it first came into international use, this simple steel box

paved the way for explosive growth in foreign trade as goods could be shipped around the globe at remarkably little cost. Vast factory

complexes in which manufacturers formed raw materials into components and components into finished products gradually yielded to

complex supply chains linking specialized factories located far apart. Go into any American store and you’ll be confronted by a host of

goods produced in every corner of the globe.

The shipping container may rank among the most boring innovations of all time, but the process of bringing it into use was anything but
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simple. Much of the credit goes to an entrepreneur named Malcom McLean. He did not invent the container: The idea of simplifying

transport by putting small packages into a single larger one rather than handling each separately had been around since the 1700s. His

achievement was to figure out how to use containers profitably.

By law and regulation, trucking, railroads, and ocean shipping were entirely separate industries. McLean’s insight
was that transportation companies and their regulators were looking at the world all wrong.

Born in North Carolina in 1913, McLean started as a trucker. From a single rusty trailer in 1934, he built one of the largest trucking

companies in the United States. McLean Trucking hauled tobacco, textiles, and a variety of other manufactures up and down the Atlantic

seaboard. As truckers’ rates and routes were tightly regulated by the federal government, the company could underprice competitors to

attract customers only by satisfying the Interstate Commerce Commission that its rates would be profitable. McLean earned a reputation

for keeping a very sharp eye on costs.

By the early 1950s, he had a problem. The postwar surge in auto sales—the number of motor vehicles on U.S. roads doubled over 10 years

—meant McLean Trucking’s 600 or so trucks were frequently stuck in traffic jams, driving up operating costs. In 1953, he hit on the idea of

circumventing congestion by putting truck trailers on ships between North Carolina, New York, and Rhode Island. He soon amended that

plan to transporting just the trailer bodies aboard ship, without the chassis or wheels.

It was a revolutionary idea. By law and regulation, trucking, railroads, and ocean shipping were entirely separate industries. McLean’s

insight was that transportation companies and their regulators were looking at the world all wrong. Ship lines, railroads, and trucking

companies focused on protecting their own operations rather than on meeting the needs of shippers. Customers, he thought, didn’t care

whether their freight moved by ship, truck, or train. What they needed was a system that would deliver their goods cheaply, safely, and on

time.

To get around regulatory obstacles, McLean sold his trucking business in 1955 and bought two shipping lines, betting his fortune on his

untested idea. He then acquired a pair of surplus World War II tankers from the government and outfitted them to carry containers on

their decks. In April 1956, a crane in Newark, New Jersey, hoisted 58 aluminum truck bodies aboard the Ideal X bound for Houston, where

they were transferred to trucks for delivery.

Container shipping dramatically cut the cost of loading cargo aboard a ship, but it was far from an instant success. Longshore unions

strongly opposed it, rightly fearing that containerization would eliminate jobs on the docks. They were not the only critics. Established

ports worried they would lose traffic. Railroads were convinced that it would mean the end of their boxcar business. Major shipping lines

hesitated because purpose-built ships would require huge outlays of capital. McLean was fighting a mentality, common in the 1950s, that

saw the world as a pretty static place; there was only so much freight to go around, so more cargo for one carrier meant less for another.

The possibility that cheaper shipping would bring a vast increase in the amount of cargo was not entertained.

Container shipping remained a minor business for a decade after the Ideal X’s voyage. The breakthrough came in the mid-1960s, after

nearly a decade of negotiations, as the International Organization for Standardization approved standards for the size and

construction of containers. McLean was not at the bargaining table, yet his role was critical when talks stalled over competing designs for

the steel corner fittings by which cranes lift containers. Rather than holding on to his dominant role in a small industry, he foresaw that a

far larger one would emerge if containers were standardized, and released his company’s patent on corner fittings for all to use. That

design, with small adjustments, was universally accepted, ensuring that any standard container can fit on any container ship and be

lifted in any port or rail terminal anywhere in the world.

The first transatlantic voyage of a container ship came in 1966. But it was the Vietnam War that proved the case for the container

conclusively. As the United States sent hundreds of thousands of troops to a country with few paved roads and no functioning railway,

supplies piled up on the docks of Saigon. Embarrassed by bad press, the military reluctantly hired McLean’s company, Sea-Land Service,

to untangle the mess in Vietnam. The first transpacific voyage, in 1967, proved that container shipping was no less viable on long routes

than on short ones. That was not the only surprise. McLean’s one-way contract with the Pentagon left him free to seek out cargo for

vessels returning from Asia to California. He found it in Japan, opening the way for Japanese consumer goods to flood into the United

States.

R E A D

Fred Smith Built a Great American Company. What Made Him Tick?
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With standards in place and the concept proven, investors poured money into container ships. Governments in places like Hong Kong

and Singapore funded terminals to bring commerce their way. As new routes opened, manufacturers, wholesalers, and retailers

considered how they might take advantage of the cheaper, more reliable freight transportation that Malcom McLean’s innovations had

brought about. The rest, as they say, is history—and a new form of globalization in which supply chains stretch around the world.

Marc Levinson
Marc Levinson is a historian and economist in Washington, D.C. His books include The Box: How the Shipping Container Made the

World Smaller and the World Economy Bigger.
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