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ApplyingtheNewEntrepreneurialHistory framework, thispaperexamineshowArcBestCorporation,
an integrated logistics firmbased in Fort Smith, Arkansas, became the last legacy less-than-load (LTL)
carrieroperating in theUnitedStates. It argues that the firm’senduringviability ispartially theproduct
of an internal distributed agency among executives over a century that involved continual entrepre-
neurial processes: Envisioning and valuing opportunities informed by the multiplicative form of
values, strategically reallocatingandreconfiguringresources,and legitimizingnovelty tostakeholders
in response to profoundmarket and regulatory shifts. These entrepreneurial processes, paired with
thecompany’s commitments toaunionized labor force, informedexecutives’ strategicdecisions that
transformed the carrier from a regional hauler into a national, technologically sophisticated, inte-
grated logistics provider. In applying the new entrepreneurial history to ArcBest, it considers how
entrepreneurial opportunities are enacted within the context of a single firm over time.
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In December 2023, former and current executives of ArcBest Corporation gathered for a
roundtable to commemorate the logistics firm’s centennial. Meeting at its Chaffee Crossing
headquarters, an industrial park outside Fort Smith, Arkansas, the industry veterans
reflected on the significance of any company surviving for a century in the turbulent
trucking sector. Only five months earlier, Yellow Corporation, ArcBest’s oldest rival, had
declared bankruptcy. When Yellow’s management belatedly attempted to consolidate
operations, the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, the national union representing
transportation employees, delivered a coup de grâce, blocking the plan’s closure of twenty-
eight terminals. A month later, Yellow CEO Darren Hawkins informed its thirty thousand
employees that it had filed for bankruptcy. With only empty dispatch chairs, blank com-
puter screens, and idle trucks occupying Yellow’s premises, it seemed a depressing coda to
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an era when national less-than-load (LTL) carriers and the Teamsters dominated American
highways.1

Between 1935 and 1980, the American trucking industry operated under the regulatory
framework established by the Motor Carrier Act of 1935. The Interstate Commerce Commis-
sion (ICC), the regulatory agency governing transportation, issued operating authority licenses
to “common carriers” that hauled freight along specified routes. When an order filled a single
trailer, a “truckload” (TL) shipment, the process was simple—a single trucker could retrieve
and deliver the freight directly to the destination, or “point-to-point” shipping. But most
shipments were small, requiring the freight to be sorted by destination at terminals. This
“less-than-load” (LTL) freight was the heart of trucking, and the centrality of terminals in
processing LTL shipments facilitated labor organization. By the 1950s, the Teamsters effec-
tively negotiated industry standards for all truckers and warehouse workers through a single
industry-wide agreement, theNationalMaster FreightAgreement (NMFA). Beginning in1980,
this regulatory system was gradually reconfigured from “protected competition” to the regu-
lation of industry standards, allowing independent “owner-operator” truckers to bypass both
carriers and Teamsters to outbid common carriers for TL freight. Almost overnight, the
trucking sector bifurcated into two distinct markets: TL and LTL. The unionized common
carriers surviving deregulation, the so-called “legacy” carriers, reorganized in the LTL space,
where their terminal systems and freight sorting processes kept them competitive. Or so was
the thought.2

With Yellow’s demise, ArcBest, through its subsidiary ABF Freight, is the last legacy LTL
carrier.Organized by theTeamsters in the late 1940s,ABF’sTeamster-driven trucks,with their
bright green and yellow logos, remain a defiant fixture on the highway in an era when
competitors view unionized labor as distinctly disadvantageous. John Bendel, a former
trucker turned editor at large for Land Line, notes that ABF “has always flown … below my
personal radar” due to its penchant for notmaking headlines, “at least not the bad kind.”With
a reputation for pleasing its customers and employees, the typically cynical Bendel confessed
that the company’s survival “proves it’s doing something right.”3

This article explores that “something.”AsArjan vanRooij poetically captures, business is a
“Sisyphean mission,” and a continuing struggle between failure and success defines the
essence of enterprise. Yet the degree to which this allegorical boulder is difficult to push
varies. For the forty-five years the 1935Motor Carrier Act governedUS truckers, the stonewas
effectively set on rails—even somewhat inefficient applications of capital and labor could
produce sustained profitability, as exemptions to antitrust prosecution enabled common
carriers tomeet and determine their own rates with the ICC’s approval.When these regulatory
guardrails were removed, inefficiencies, such as the inability to set profitable, competitive

1. ArcBest. “100th Anniversary – Current & Previous Leaders Discussion,” YouTube Video, December
2023, https://youtu.be/Iy2dLfms5vA; Bendel, John. “Yellow Sues the Teamsters,” Land Line, June 27, 2023,
https://landline.media/yellow-sues-the-teamsters/; Bendel, John. “The Real Cost of Yellow’s Demise,” Land
Line, August 11, 2023, https://landline.media/the-real-cost-of-yellows-demise/.

2. Belzer, Sweatshops on Wheels, 80–83.
3. The only other unionized LTL carrier is TForce Freight, organized in 2005 as a part of UPS. Bendel,

John. “The Last Legacy LTL Standing,” Land Line, August 15, 2023, https://landline.media/the-last-ltl-stand
ing/.
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prices, came to the fore, as nonunionized FTL carriers and independent truckers forced
common carriers into price wars they could not win due to their extensive terminal systems
and labor practices.4

The relative completeness and neatness of this analysis of the trucking industry mirrors a
classic theme in business history inherited from Schumpeter: Creation and destruction. Old,
inefficient common carriers gave way to more efficient, often technologically advanced, cost-
effective competitors unbridled by large terminal chains and organized labor. Yet ArcBest’s
continued success reveals that the removal of regulatory guardrails was not, in and of itself,
determinative of a legacy carrier’s survival. Moreover, in the absence of a dominant market
position, this article highlights that ABF’s longevity is not due to any particular endowment or
accumulation of financial resources orworking capital. Despite its share of colorful characters
and dramatic events, no singular business genius is responsible. Instead, the arc of the Arkan-
sas company’s history is defined by management’s intentional maintenance of certain core
values (a commitment to local corporate citizenship and investment in industrial relations)
alongside a desire to incorporate new technologies (such as data analysis and AI), while
revising corporate strategy in light of shifting external conditions. Though the end of protected
competition left legacy carriers with cost structures ill-suited for competing on price—a
strategy pursued by Yellow to its ultimate demise—ArcBest’s leaders leveraged the source
of those costs into an asset to reposition the company as a premium, national carrier.5

Drawing on theories of business failure, strategic renewal, and themethodology of the New
Entrepreneurial History, this article explains how ArcBest’s leadership envisioned entrepre-
neurial opportunity and established a corporate identity and culture that informed successive
executives’ responses to changing regulatory regimes and market conditions. It attributes
ArcBest’s survival into the present as the cumulative product of the principles and corporate
character instilled in the company by a trio of owner-managers over the course of seventy
years. Nancy Hunt, ArcBest’s first long-term owner, converted a local warehouse operation
into a regional common carrier known for safety, a strategy embraced as both good for business
and as a civic responsibility. When Robert A. Young Jr. acquired the company, this reputation
became the cornerstone of its operational identity. Ambitious and progressive, Young envi-
sioned his trucking company, wedded to evangelical ethics, as a vehicle for democratizing
industrial relations and economic progress in Arkansas. Mastering the regulatory era’s reli-
ance on tacking for growth, Young aggressively grewABFwhile investing in new technologies
to capitalize on innovation. When Robert A. Young III succeeded his father, Robert navigated
the trucking company through deregulation while adapting his father’s managerial philoso-
phy and old-growth strategies to the new competitive environment. Whenmanagerial control
finally passed from the Young family in the twenty-first century, Robert’s successor, Judy
McReynolds, continued to build on the principles established by her predecessors while
evolving the company into an integrated logistics firm that capitalized on shifting labor-
force demographics.

4. Van Rooij, “Sisyphus in Business,” 203.
5. Fridenson, “Business Failure,” 565; Fitzgerald, Dyerson, andMishimagi, “Strategic Transformation in

Japan’s SMEs,” 329.
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This process was hardly smooth, with the company on the verge of failure multiple times.
As Patrick Fridenson and van Rooij both note, business failure can often inform later success,
and ArcBest’s story is marked by “near misses,” in which imminent failure was avoided
through the integration of techniques, methods, and technologies that later informed man-
agers’ responses to new market challenges. But, as Robert Fitzgerald, Romano Dyerson, and
TatsuyaMishimagi show in a case study of Japanese small andmedium enterprises during the
1990s, technological investment in and of itself is no guarantee of success in the midst of
external market changes: in a rush to abandon old practices for new, efficiency and business
capabilities can be lost that leave firms less competitive than before. The “dynamic
capabilities” of owner-managers to sense changing conditions and seize new opportunities
by creating new competencies and by internally reconfiguring existing resources remain
pivotal. This was certainly true in the case of ArcBest.6

The skill of “sensing change” and “seizing opportunity,” however, should not be treated
as formulaic or solely profit-driven. In the case of Japanese SMEs IMC and Precion, Fitz-
gerald, Dyerson, and Mishigami emphasize that both metal cutting companies sought to
achieve “flexible” specialization, the ability to cater to multiple clients’ needs rather than
fulfill a singular role for a few clients, by determining the optimal combination of skilled
labor and technology upgrades. ArcBest’s leaders’ conception of success was not limited to
maximizing growth or profitability, but to the social ends they believed their company’s
profitability was intended to achieve. Whereas some competitors moved to shed their
unions by creating subsidiaries or other schemes, ArcBest instead leveraged its reputation
and technological investments to strategically shift its operations into services where it
could justify price premiums or augment revenue by securing additional revenue from
existing capacity.

While entrepreneurship in its classic sense is often conceptualized as a typology for the
creation of novel or new businesses and products that attempt to capitalize upon specific,
discrete opportunities, theNewEntrepreneurialHistory advocated for byR.DanielWadhwani
and Christina Lubinski provides a compelling framework for analyzing ArcBest’s manage-
ment and their strategic decisions by replacing the emphasis on historical agents and firms
with a focus on the creative processes that create economic change. Building on the analysis of
Andrew Popp and Robin Holt that entrepreneurial opportunity should not be understood as a
discrete moment in time where a decision or action occurs but rather as the product of a
“constant interplay of person, becoming andplace, setwithin the experiential flowof history,”
that seeks to make an envisioned future present, Wadhwani and Lubinski suggest entrepre-
neurship is a process of enaction rather than discovery and exploitation. Entrepreneurial
agents are those who engage in imagining and evaluating a desirable future, then allocate
and reconfigure resources away from present endeavors to achieve this end. The novelty of
these endeavors requires a legitimization process, as actors deploy rhetorical and discursive
strategies to secure buy-in from stakeholders.7

6. Fridenson, “Business Failure,” 566–567; Van Rooij, “Sisyphus in Business,” 218; Fitzgerald et al.,
“Strategic Transformation in Japan’s SMEs,” 330–331.

7. Gartner, “What are we talking about,” 20; Popp and Holt, “Entrepreneurial Opportunity,” 10; Wadh-
wani and Lubinski, “Reinventing Entrepreneurial History,” 769, 779–786.
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By emphasizing entrepreneurs’ evaluation of desirable futures, Wadhwani and Lubinski’s
definition provides a window through which to examine the personal character of entrepre-
neurship beyond market-level changes. In tracing ArcBest’s story, this article highlights how
this future can be distinctly localized, with the enterprise and innovation serving as necessary
prerequisites for a desired vision of manager-employee relations and community develop-
ment. For the Young family, ABF was considered a tool not only to improve laborers’ eco-
nomic well-being but also to advance economic development in Arkansas. Moreover, the
personal nature of entrepreneurial decisions is not limited to those agents themselves. Entre-
preneurial processes take on a cumulative character across actors and over time, or a distrib-
uted agency. In the case of ABF, decisions made by its earliest owner-manager, Nancy Hunt,
became embedded in management’s conception of the company’s brand and continue to
influence and shape investments to this day.8

By integrating managerial and entrepreneurial theory, this article complements several
scholars who detail the extent towhich deregulation diminished the labor status of truckers to
“sweatshops” and indebtedness. Though a boardroom-level perspective on how ArcBest
preserved its union through the reformulation of the company’s identity in the face of pre-
vailing and anticipated regulatory and market transitions, it does not downplay the signifi-
cance of labor in trucking. ArcBest executives themselves created the company’swork culture
around the belief that its employees drive success. However, as Bendel observed, Yellow
workers lost their jobs “not because they didn’t work well or hard enough, but because people
being paid obscene [salaries] made some bad decisions.” By recovering the entrepreneurial
processes that drove ArcBest’s strategic decisions, this study highlights that unionized labor
was not necessarily a hindrance to innovation in trucking, but rather a value that required
additional accommodation in crafting strategic positioning.9

Founding and the Early Regulatory Years

ArcBest’s origins are somewhat obscured, shrouded by a fluidity of incorporations and doc-
umentation during the 1920s. While the Young family (ArcBest’s longest-serving owner-
managers) claim the company originated in 1923 as O.K. Transfer and Storage, a local ware-
house based in Fort Smith, an ICC report suggests O.K. started in 1917, a claim supported by a
1921 American Warehouseman’s Association meeting record and other contemporary
sources. Despite challenges in identifying ArcBest’s exact origins, by 1927 Nancy Davis Hunt
had becomeO.K.’s President andprincipal stockholder. In 1926, her husband, the president of
a local grain company, purchased the warehouse ostensibly to help with marketing and

8. Wadhwani and Lubinski, “Reinventing Entrepreneurial History,” 776–778.
9. Wadhwani and Lubinski, “Reinventing Entrepreneurial History,” 792; For more on how deregulation

negatively impacted wages and conditions for truckers, see Balay (2018), Belzer (2000), and Viscelli (2016).
Bendel, “Yellow’s Demise,” 2023. While Bendel originally wrote “wages,” the article’s context clearly impli-
cates executives and union officials.
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insuring Oklahoma wheat. When he passed the following year, Hunt assumed control and
appointed Roy C. Martin, an employee since 1923, to operate the warehouse.10

The opportunity to transition to commercial trucking came during the 1930s. Mirroring the
regulatory framework governing railroads, theMotor CarrierAct of 1935 sought to stabilize the
trucking industry against “destructive” competition by securing profits and mediating labor
disputes. In theory, the commission “rationalized” competition by balancing the class inter-
ests of shippers, operators, and labor under the prudent guidance of the public interest. In
practice, the ICC exercised its control through approving carrier-proposed freight rates and by
issuing operating authority licenses, which granted operators the right to haul restricted
categories of freight across specific routes, just as railroads operated along particular lines.
The commission assessed applications on a case-by-case basis through a legal process that
involved justifying the extension of service, including validating unmet needs. These appli-
cations could be challenged by “protestants,” typically competing railroads and truckers
threatened by the proposal. While creating an opportunity for existing carriers to improve
profitability by blocking potential competition, the ICC revoked privileges if authorized
carriers underserved a route. As a testament to farmers’ clout within the New Deal coalition,
the sole exemption to this regulatory framework was for agricultural haulers carrying specific
categories of farm products, an allowance for a submarket that emerged in response to a
persistent agricultural crisis throughout the 1920s and 1930s.11

Considering the court-like hearings that adjudicated applications, carriers retained general
counsel, though legal representation offered no guarantee of success. However, a loophole
existed for firmswilling to gamblewith debt. Given the difficulty in acquiring licenses through
the application process, acquisitions and mergers presented a path to securing authorization
through what the ICC colloquially referred to as a “grandfather” application. If the need
existed before, the commission presumed it continued to exist. This process, called
“tacking,” enabled carriers to grow more efficiently through mergers rather than license
applications. These mergers required full disclosure of assets, operations, and financial jus-
tification and, when approved, often produced awkward route maps connected by central
service center hubs.12

As awarehouse, O.K. primarily stored and prepared agricultural products for shipment via
railroad and delivered local freight. However, the passage of theMCAprecipitated a corporate

10. “Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the AmericanWarehousemen’s Association,”AmericanWare-
houseman’s Association, 1921; O.K. Transfer & Storage Co., Inc., Common Carrier Application, 32 M.C.-
C. 107, Docket No. MC-30275 (January 23, 1942), Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) Proceedings,
National Archives, Washington, D.C.; Herndon, Dallas T. Centennial History of Arkansas, Chicago, I.L.: S. J.
Clarke Publishing Company, 1922, 889; “Company Leaders from 1923-Present,” ByLines, ArcBest Corporation,
Fort Smith, A.R., March–April 2023, 9.

11. Hamilton,TruckingCountry, 56-58;MotorCarrierAct of 1935, 49Stat. 543, ch. 498,Approved1935-08-
09; “Bowman Transportation Inc. v. Arkansas-Best Freight System, Inc.,” United States District Court for the
Western District of Arkansas, December 23, 1974; A thorough account of the battle over ICC regulation of
railroads can be found in Kerr (1968). Hamilton also notes that the search for control partly arose from railroads
protesting competition from cheaper rural truckers. See Hamilton, Trucking Country, 44, 46–48; A “tractor” is
industry slang for trucks hauling trailers rather than smaller pickup trucks with incorporated beds. “Wanted to
Exchange - Ad,” Daily Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock, A.R.), January 2, 1922, 6.

12. O.K. Transfer & Storage, 32 M.C.C. 107.
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reorganization to bring the company within the New Deal’s regulatory framework. Notably,
the “rationalizing” aspects of the law removed much of the uncertainty associated with
entrepreneurial opportunity by resolving many of the operational questions related to truck-
ing: what freight, where to, and for how much. If truckers operated at a loss through no
considerable fault of their own, the ICC entertained rate increases to ensure profitability.
Considering this, Hunt acquired Fort Smith-based Arkansas Motor Freight Lines (AMFL) to
separate O.K.’s warehousing business from its shipping operations.

Asa regulatorybody, the ICCwasprimarily interested in the stability of the trucking industry.
This requiredHunt to accommodate regulatory hurdles by delineating the operations of her two
companies tocomplywith the lawandassuageconcerns about an imbalance ineconomicpower
in her markets. Between 1935 and 1937, Hunt reconfigured her warehouse’s assets by merging
AMFL into O.K. Transportation, Inc., to create a common carrier. In a convoluted sequence of
events, O.K. Transportation ceded its rights and properties to a new corporation, Arkansas
Motor Freight, Inc. (AMF), only after surrendering a narrow set of common carrier rights for
special goods over irregular routes to a new corporation. Created in 1937, the new corporation,
O.K. Transfer and Storage Company, Inc., also operated out of Fort Smith. Noting the evident
confusion surrounding the merger, the ICC felt it necessary to state that there was no overlap in
stockholders between the twoO.K. firms, suggesting thatHunthaddividedconflicting functions
into independent companies. After completing this process, the ICC confirmed that AMF
retained the previous O.K.’s shareholders, operators, and contractors.13

The complicated merger highlights both the economic dynamics underpinning acquisi-
tions and the ICC’s interpretation of its regulatory mandate. While AMF possessed $48,559 in
total assets, it worked with roughly $8,000 in operational capital after depreciation. Despite
hemorrhaging money and with current assets of only $26,460, Transportation controlled
significantly more capital after depreciation, amounting to $13,328, though it operated at a
$17,000 loss. The combination set a template for future mergers—profitable trucking compa-
nies acquired unprofitable firms, thereby gaining operational capital at a discount and access
to their routes. The ICC approved themerger based on the complementary nature of the routes,
common ownership, and economies gained by eliminating double fees, tariffs, and taxes. It
reasoned that the combination aligned with the Commission’s stated goal of “corporate
simplification” by providing a single-line service to customers in the Arkansas River Valley.14

What envisioned future justified this reconfiguration? While Hunt left no records beyond
periodicals and her company’s memory, the context of the 1930s offers some hints. The
warehousing business she left behind served volatile agriculture markets. Even though truck-
ing is a demand-derived industry, with its volume of business fluctuating directly with
demand for other goods, the MCA promised profitability and assured a level of stability that
contrasted sharply with the agricultural bust of the previous decade. AMF’s operating author-
ity covered specific goods—including household goods, heavy machinery, explosives, and
local freight—over a regional route that connectedWesternArkansas border cities (Fort Smith
and Texarkana) to transportation hubs in Missouri, notably Kansas City, Springfield, and

13. “CompanyLeaders,”ByLines, 9;ArkansasMotor Freight Lines, Inc.—Merger—O.K. TransportationCo.,
Inc., 15 M.C.C. 323, Docket No. MC-F-650 (December 30, 1938), ICC.

14. Arkansas Motor Freight Lines—Merger, 15 M.C.C. 323.
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St. Louis. Importantly, this range moved North and South through the sparsely populated
Ozarks and therefore faced no competition from trucking’s primary competition—railroads.16

With profitability seemingly assured, common carriers were expected to control costs and
ensure competent execution of services or else risk the revocation of authority or bankruptcy.
The most significant operational challenge was safety, as poor road conditions and inadequate
regulations led to a highnumberof accidents. Beyond the expenses ofwrecks, including repairs,
customer claims, lawsuits, and increased insurance premiums, accidents could easily turn
deadly. Tipped trailers blocked roads, potentially creating multiple car accidents, while mis-
handling chemicals risked deadly consequences. Collisions were frequent enough to invite
frivolous lawsuits from those hoping to capitalize on the industry’s reputation for disasters.
Given regulatory limits on othermeans of creating value,Hunt prioritized integrating safety into
the carrier’s reputation, while Martin became Fort Smith’s highway commissioner to promote
safety regulations and practices. In 1940, trucking magazine The International Trail praised
Hunt for guiding AMF to 4,000,000 miles without incident (Figure 1).17

Figure 1. Nancy Hunt, 1940.15

15. “Automotive Admirals,” The International Trail 17, (September 1940): 12. McCormick-International
Harvester Collection (MIHC), Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society. https://content.wisconsinhistory.org/
digital/collection/ihc/id/28901/.

16. Arkansas Motor Freight Lines—Merger, 15 M.C.C. 323; The only railroad running through Fort Smith
operated East-West according to Rand McNally’s 1920s map. See Rand McNally New Official Railroad Map of
the United States and Southern Canada, Skokie, I.L.: Rand McNally & Company, 1920. https://www.loc.gov/
item/2006627698/ .

17. “Damage Suits Settled, Court Ends,”Hope Star (Hope, A.R.), October 21, 1949, 1; “Man andWife Hurt
Badly in Crash of Trailer and Auto,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch (St. Louis, M.O.), June 28, 1946, 11; “Truck
Explodes and 17 Persons are Hurt,” Jefferson City Post-Tribune (Jefferson City, M.O.), January 9, 1935, 1.;
“Automotive Admirals,” The International Trail 17, MIHC; “Circuit Court Adjourns to ‘Court in Course’,”
The Neosho Times (Neosho, M.O.), November 4, 1937, 1; Beyond supporting safety campaigns, Hunt was
responsive to community demands, such as an anti-smoke nuisance campaign to curb coal pollution in
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The Young Years: Growth, Politics, and Industrial Relations

In 1942, Hunt sold AMF to Martin and H.Q. Hamilton. The partners modestly grew the
carrier’s interstate reach, but the heart of its business remained in the Ozarks as smaller
acquisitions deepened access throughout Western Arkansas (Figure 2). When Hamilton

Figure 2. AMF advertisement, 1943.18

St. Louis. AMF upgraded its scrubbers and generators to earn a spot on the city’s “smoke honor roll.” See “Anti-
Smoke Roll of Honor,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, June 4, 1940, 18.

18. “AMF Advertisement,” Northwest Arkansas Times (Fayetteville, A.R.), July 30, 1943, 20.
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passed in 1949, an elderlyMartin requestedhis legal counsel, Robert “Bob”A.Young Jr., find a
buyer. After some consideration, Young hocked his insurance policies to cobble together the
funds for a down payment. In 1951, Martin accepted Young’s offer to purchase AMF, lending
Young the rest of the money on note.19

The informal, improvised nature of the exchange foreshadowed AMF’s trajectory over the
next two decades. By all accounts, the new owner was a “gambler,” keen to capitalize on new
methods and technologies. His son, Robert A. Young, III, observed that Young “didn’t know
anything about the trucking business”when he purchased the carrier. Moreover, the industry
had significantly changed by 1950. AsMark Rose, Bruce Seely, and Paul Barrett note, political
processes shaped every facet of trucking, including carriers’ ownership, organization, indus-
trial relations, operations, and proposed avenues of growth. With ICC approval governing
growth, “tacking” became the preferred method for navigating the politics of what Rose et al.
term “protected growth.” From 1940 to 1955, the number of trucking firms declined from
twenty-six thousand to eighteen thousand carriers through mergers. In 1948, trucking rate
bureaus, organizations that allowed truckers to coordinate and set rates, were exempted from
antitrust legislation by the Reed-Bulwinkle Act. Furthermore, as Steve Viscelli observes, the
National Labor Relations Act of 1935 set the stage for the Teamsters to successfully organize
the trucking industry (includingAMF) during the 1940s, taking advantage of terminals as both
an organizing point and a significant source of leverage.20

While Young lacked experience running a trucking company, he did understand politics.
He grew up in the rural coal town of Greenwood, Arkansas, just outside of Fort Smith. His
father owned the mines, but the low social distance of a one-thousand-person community
appears to have instilled in Young a respect for the dignity of labor and a knack for the soft
politics of workplacemanagement.When he attended law school in the early 1930s, he joined
Arkansas’s political and economic world, one actively shaping the New Deal through Senate
Majority Leader Joseph T. Robinson of Arkansas. Later, starting a law firm in Fort Smith,
Young remained connected to the political scene and, by the 1950s, his partner, Thomas
Harper, chaired Arkansas’s Democratic Party.21

Like most Arkansans of his generation, Young was a New Deal Democrat and remained
optimistic about government regulation and industrial progress as a means of social improve-
ment. Within Arkansas, trucking seemed particularly well-suited to that project. In 1936,
Senator Robinson proposed antitrust legislation aimed at combating price discrimination by
targeting chain stores that purchased goods at lower prices in bulk. The eventual Robinson-
Patman Act reflected the nature of Arkansas’s retail economy. In 1945, nineteen thousand
retailers operated within the state, and given that most towns had fewer than ten thousand

19. “Growth+Innovation,”ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith,A.R.,March–April 2023, 9;Arkansas
Motor Freight Lines, Inc.—Purchase—Powell Bros. Truck Line, Inc., 39M.C.C. 805, Docket No.MC-F-2107 (May
20, 1943), ICC; “Freight Line Allowed to Purchase Another,” Hope Star, April 28, 1943, 1; “Obituary for H. Q.
Hamilton,”Northwest Arkansas Times, November 25, 1949, 2;McGrew, Rachel. “OnceUpon a Time,”ByLines,
ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., May-June 2013, 4.

20. ArcBest, “100th Anniversary Discussion”; McGrew, “Once Upon a Time,” 7; Rose et al., Best Trans-
portation System, 110–114; Viscelli, The Big Rig, 12.

21. Hughart, Drucilla. “Greenwood (Sebastian County),” Encyclopedia of Arkansas, last updated April
13, 2025, https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/greenwood-989/.
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people, the market hardly appealed to chains. In practice, these small retailers relied on small
shipments from a wide variety of suppliers to stock their shelves. Furthermore, World War II
had been a boon to the trucking industry. Wartime logistics standardized the use of pallets,
which eased shipping by reducing congestion, saving space, and preventing pilferage. At the
same time, defense spending developed industries and military bases like Fort Chaffee
throughout the South.22

Given the extent to which the ICC andArkansas politics shaped opportunity andmitigated
risk, it is not surprising that trucking appealed to the political Young. It would be a mistake to
view Young as solely a profit-maximizing agent, though. He viewed the company as a tool for
economic progress, experimenting with industrial relations and technology that later
proved crucial to the company’s long-term success. But sensing opportunity and capitaliz-
ing upon it are different skills, andAMF,with eighty-eight tractors, one hundred ten trailers,
and eighty-eight pickup trucks in its fleet, was an intricate venture. Newlyminted terminals
in Missouri, Arkansas, and Louisiana underscored a growing operational range that
extended into Tennessee. Moreover, the carrier was saddled with three hundred fifty-three
thousand dollars in loans on an aggressive, thirty-six-month installment to cover the acqui-
sition costs. After posting after-tax profits of fifty-nine thousand dollars and eighty-six
thousand dollars in 1949 and 1950, returns slipped back to sixty-eight thousand dollars
pre-tax. Considering the operational complexity and aggressive repayment schedule, there
was little margin for error.23

Securing buy-in from labor was inseparable from success, given the importance of control-
ling costs through mitigating errors. Like most general carriers, AMF handled a mixture of
shipments, with an industry average of 40 percent TL to 60 percent LTL orders. Furthermore,
the complexity of the “hub and spoke” system used for LTL freight posed new challengeswith
each shipment, limiting standardization. Shipments are organized onto pallets by shippers,
and drivers on a “peddle run”—a local route with frequent pickups—collect and deliver
freight to a local terminal. As Dara Orenstein notes, terminals are themselves “spaces of
circulation,”mimicking themovement of goods along roads through the process of unloading,
sorting, placing, and reloading freight. This process of “handling” requires exceptional care, as
it iswhere freight ismost likely to be damaged,whether due tomishandling or poor packaging.
Overnight, the sorted freight is reloaded onto trailers for “line-haul.” Line-haul drivers then
transport freight to “break-bulk” terminals, where the packaging is sorted and reassembled
according to destination. Upon finally reaching the destination’s local terminal, freight is
again reassembled onto a trailer for local delivery. The flow of shipments and the frequency
with which they were loaded and unloaded were undoubtedly part of the reason Hunt
prioritized safety, and Young inherited this emphasis. Still, while managers emphasized
safety precautions, ultimately, minimizing damage fell to the creative problem-solving of
rank-and-file workers.24

22. Lichtenstein, Retail Revolution, 42-43; Orenstein, Out of Stock, 61.
23. R. A. Young, Jr.—Control; The Arkansas Motor Freight Lines, Inc.—Purchase—Memphis-Arkansas

Express, Inc., 58 M.C.C. 817, Docket No. MC-F-5060 (December 18, 1952), ICC.
24. Belzer,SweatshopsonWheels, 79, 90;Orenstein,OutofStock, 28, 48; FreightPlus. “HowDoesLess-Than-

Truckload Shipping Work?,” YouTube Video, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mO1jmzdqSVE.
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Within trucking, white men filled most positions—whether at a desk, behind the wheel, or
on the floor. Operating at the foot of the Ozarks, a mountain range with almost homogeneous
white ethnic makeup, AMF employees reflected the region’s demographics. Nor did the
nationwide industry pressure the company to conform to racial patterns elsewhere. Informal
and formal agreementswithin the Teamsters solidified a nationwide assumption that trucking
was a “white man’s job” and Black Americans across the industry were relegated to lower-
paying jobs within warehouses, local delivery, and “spotting” freight. Not that this racializa-
tion limited labor strife. In 1952 and 1953, approximately twenty thousand Teamster drivers
and one hundred thousand warehouse workers participated in a nationwide strike, including
four hundred fifty drivers in Arkansas. Despite nationwide strikes in his first years as an
owner, Young demonstrated perhaps his most important talent—a keen awareness of his
limitations—when working with employees. One of the new owner’s first moves was con-
vincing Martin to stay on as vice president, providing an invaluable resource for day-to-day
operations. Secondly, Young adopted the perspective that employees directly engaged in
work were the experts, which effectively distilled into practice that “[Young] told employees
what to do but not how to do it.” By supporting worker autonomy, the firm also intended to
capitalize on innovation. Granted the independence to operate as they saw fit, workers
experimented in their roles to make their lives easier, and Young respected mistakes as a part
of the process so long as they were not repeated. When these microexperiments proved
fruitful, they could then be incorporated companywide, such as employee-designed appara-
tuses for handling difficult freight. Considering this autonomy, Young defined the company’s
ethical expectations in a straightforward, discursive standard that reflected the evangelical
cultural framework prevalent in Arkansas’s River Valley: “Don’t do anything you wouldn’t
want to explain in Sunday School.” As a final act of trust, Young established a rule that all
officers were promoted from within the company, including promoting truckers and floor
workers to managerial (and later executive) positions.25

While this managerial approach at least mitigated the annoyance of overbearing manage-
ment, creating a shared company identity within a business that, by its very nature, empha-
sized distance proved vexing. To this end, Young tasked Martin with writing and issuing a
monthly company newsletter. “Its primary purpose is to help… our AMF family to get better
acquainted with each other,”Young wrote in the openingmessage, “This publication is being
produced at some little expense but we firmly believe you will make it worthwhile. After all,
this is your magazine and it will be just as good as you make it.” The newsletter’s brief
overviews of the company and industry news quickly gave way to employee submissions.
An employee contest gave the magazine its name—By-Lines. Drivers shared trucking stories

25. Hamilton,Trucking Country, 202-203. “Spotting” is a term that refers to assisting truckers with parking
at terminals; “Thousands of TruckDrivers on Strike,”Northwest Arkansas Times, February 1, 1952, 1;While no
clear historical evidence exists of this during Young’s ownership, Robert and ABF developed internal technol-
ogies aimed at soliciting employee feedback for improvements in the 1980s that remain in force today. The
company also established the Road and Load teams, comprising top-performing drivers and warehouse
workers, to facilitate coordination between labor and identify problems, ultimately implementingmore efficient
processes. According to Robert, these later investments are inspired by his father’s managerial philosophy.
McGrew, “Once Upon a Time,” 4; ArcBest, “100th Anniversary”; Stubblefield, David. “Message from the
President,” ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., January 2002, 1.
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and photos, while others shared major life milestones and professional awards. While man-
agerial messages highlighted the company’s strategic direction, much of the discussion was
dedicated to the company-wide culture that employees themselves were shaping, producing
internal legends like W. O. “Bill” Fields, who retired in 1957 after twenty-two years and over
one million miles without accident.26

These same employee stories, in turn, informed marketing, and AMF advertisements
portrayed employees as a positive force in their community. As anABFPresident of Industrial
Relations later put it, by humanizing its drivers as “a family person, a community person, a
good person [concernedwith safety]” to the public, “we get a return on investment…with the
improvement in the motoring public’s and our customers’ image of truck drivers.” Retaining
Martin ensured continuitywithHunt’s safety focus, thoughwith newchallenges.With the rise
in traffic accidents throughout the 1950s and 1960s, local newspapers frequently reported on
the unintended consequences of the interstate system. In 1952, the National Safety Council
estimated that an egregious ninemillion Americans were injured, with ninety-three thousand
killed, in road accidents. Touting the safety record of his drivers, Young expanded the safety
campaigns initiated during the Hunt years. As Fort Smith’s highway commissioner, Martin
directed public attention to the dangers of “cruising at a speed of 60 miles per hour.” AMF
terminals sponsored local traffic safety competitions, while regional managers joined local
trucking associations to enhance the company’s profile and influence industry attitudes. For
its internal efforts, Trailmobile, Inc., awarded AMF its safety trophy for “the fewest accidents
per mile.”27

Between pro bono services in response to regional humanitarian crises and its economic
contributions, Young imagined AMF as the ideal corporate citizen. Highlighting trucking as
the “arteries of commerce,”AMF advertisements trumpeted the carrier’s growth as indicative
of Arkansas’s economic development, a sentiment expressed in declarations such as, “PRO-
GRESS IS OUR MAJOR INTEREST.” By 1955, it was the largest carrier in the state, with
111 trucks, 186 tractors, and 219 semitrailers, covering 24,000 miles daily and employing
495 people, with a payroll of $2,243,188.42. Marketing even touted $132,461 paid in gasoline
and revenue taxes (Figure 3). Another ad, concisely titled “Progress,” declared that trucking
was now the second-largest business in the country behind agriculture, and that AMF, “a
wholly owned Arkansas company,” committed itself to expanding its services to match “the
fast-growing industrial expansion of our state.” While advertisers connected the company’s
brand to safety andpublic outreach, the core product remained operating authority. Resources

26. “A History of Safety,” ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., July-August 2023, 8; “By-Lines
Turns 60,” ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., September–October 2013, n.p.

27. “Fort Smith Highway Commissioner Says High Speed is Costly,” The Madison County Record
(Huntsville, A.R.), June 14, 1951, 7; “Modern Truck Transportation,” The St. Louis Star and Times (St. Louis,
M.O.), December 30, 1947, 32; “Heads Transportation Group,” St. Louis-Post Dispatch, May 15, 1952, 4;
“Carriers Elect Brown Head,” The Times (Shreveport, L.A.), October 14, 1952, 10; “U.S. Accident Toll
93,000,” Northwest Arkansas Times, February 1, 1952, 1; Retroactive analysis places this number closer to
36,000 according to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), yet the inaccuracy of the
report reflects contemporary anxieties. See National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, Traffic Safety
Facts: Motor Vehicle Traffic Fatalities and Fatality Rates, 1899–2023, Washington, D.C.: US Department of
Transportation, 2024, Table 1; “Arkansas Winners,” The Madison County Record, December 22, 1955, 5; Dale,
Jon. “The End of an Era,” ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., January 2002, 3.
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Figure 3. Arkansas Motor Freight’s roadmap, circa 1955.28

28. “The Road to Better Shipping – AMF Advertisement,” The Camden News, June 11, 1955, 77.
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like G. R. Leonard & Co.’s Motor Freight Directory listed the operational jurisdiction of every
carrier serving the sixmajormetropolitan areas in the United States. These guides determined
the carriers that shippers hired and AMF’s reliance on freight moved through rural Arkansas,
one of the smallest markets in the country, capped growth. Speaking at the company’s annual
meeting in 1955, Young declared, “We must grow, and we will.”29

Within the ICC’s framework, the question of how to growwas alreadydetermined—tacking.
The strategic question was identifying a suitable candidate, and the Dallas-based Best Motor
Freight provided an ideal target for the dramatic growth Young sought. After receiving ICC
authorization in 1941, the carrier expanded aggressively, borrowing heavily to build a system
connecting the Gulf of Mexico to the Great Lakes. Profits never materialized, and Best, flush
with physical assets but increasingly illiquid, demonstrated the typical reason trucking com-
panies were sold. Considering the ICC protected both profitability and ownership, most
trucking companieswere family enterprises, providing anopportunity for generationalwealth
that made owners reluctant to sell when profitable. Unsurprisingly, owners of failing carriers
did not share that same generational fidelity and instead hoped to recover some equity before
bankruptcy. But with barely a foothold in neighboring Texas and Oklahoma, Young sought to
create a regional trucking power through Best’s largely complementary routes in neighboring
states. The economic context seemed favorable—the American Trucking Association (ATA)
reported that trucking tonnage increased by 13 percent in 1956 alone. The interstate system
was similarly underway. The challenge lay in the scopeof the gamble.Not onlywasBestMotor
Lines losing money, but it also rivaled the scale of AMF’s current business. If the acquisition
succeeded, Young would double overnight the assets and operating authority at his disposal.
Assessing the potential value to outweigh the risk, he rolled the dice.30

Securing temporary operating authority, Young’s plan hinged on quickly integrating Best’s
assets into theAMF system. Given that this involved amethodical analysis and reorganization of
AMF’shub-and-spoke system, that assessmentprovedoptimistic.AsYoung reinvested company
funds into themerger, cash reserves dwindled to the pointwhere additional capitalwas required
to complete the acquisition. Considering its obligations to ensure fiscal responsibility, the ICC
rejected extending permanent authority, despite the reorganization progressing such that it was
infeasible to extricate thecompanies.Anunintendedultimatumemerged—either secure funding
and gain ICC approval, or face bankruptcy. Given no reasonable bank would extend credit on a
merger already rejected by the ICC, Young turned to his last resource—duck blinds.

Within Arkansas, the duck hunting blinds of the Mississippi Alluvial Plain served a
networking role akin to country clubs for the state’s political and business elite. Young was

29. Bendel, “Last Legacy LTL”; “Heart of 100,” ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., January–
February 2023, 8; “Truckload of Food Sent from Rogers to K.C.,” Joplin Globe (Joplin, M.O.), July 18, 1951, 6;
“Many Volunteers Help in Getting Clothing and Bedding to Tornado Disaster Sector,” Northwest Arkansas
Times, March 31, 1952, 1; Faldon, Jennifer. “Throwback Thursday: ArcBest’s 1955 Ad vs. 2017 Campaign.”
ArcBest Blog, April 6, 2017, https://arcb.com/blog/throwback-thursday-arcbests-1955-ad-campaign-vs-2017-
campaign; “The Road to Better Shipping – Advertisement,” The Camden News (Camden, A.R.), June 11, 1955,
77; “Progress,” Times Record (Fort Smith, A.R.), December 11, 1955, 26.

30. “ArkansasMotor Freight TakesOver Control of BestMotor Freight, Inc.,”TheTimes (Shreveport, L.A.),
September 16, 1956, 20; “What’s Happening in Transportation,” Transportation Association of America, April
17, 1956.
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no exception, and he purchased a blind officially owned by AMF to host clients and party
contacts. One recurringhunting companionwas the recently promotedChairmanof theHouse
Committee on Interstate and Foreign Commerce, US Representative OrenHarris.While osten-
sibly a technical legal proceeding, the ICC’s inherently political nature invited external
influence, and given Harris’s committee oversaw transportation, Young hoped Harris could
persuade the full Commission to revisit the Best Motor Lines application. After a fall hunting
trip with Harris in 1956, Young flew to Washington, DC, in early 1957 to solicit the congress-
man’s aid. Despite his reticence over the potential appearance of impropriety, Harris relented
and scheduled a meeting before the Commission after vouching for Young’s bona fides.
Following the meeting, the ICC approved Young’s request for permanent authority over Best
Motor Lines.31

With authority granted, Young secured funds through a financial improvisation that antic-
ipated leveraged buyouts by taking a standard practice in trucking—the liquidation and
replacement of a carrier’s trucking fleet—and turning it into a source of liquid funds.
In 1954, advancements in diesel motors led to increased horsepower and improved fuel
efficiency, prompting International Harvester to anticipate an industry-wide shift toward
liquid petroleum. These advances created a fiscally prudent opportunity to upgrade the
AMF fleet and a potential remedy for its financial constraints. Young approached GMAC,
GMC’s financial arm, with an offer: if GMAC purchased the entire AMF fleet, Young would
purchase new GMC tractors financed through GMAC. The proceeds from the sale would be
used to purchase Best outright. Despite skepticism from GMAC’s accountants, especially
given Young’s precarious financial position, a senior executive was sufficiently impressed
with the audacity of the “crazy” yet feasible plan and agreed. Funds secured, Young com-
pleted his acquisition of Best and rebranded AMF as Arkansas-Best Freight System, Inc., also
known as ABF. Grin on his face, Young memorialized the deal with a photo-op when nine
boxes of one thousand new license plates arrived at the company’s Fort Smith office.32

While none of Young’s later acquisitions matched the drama surrounding Best Motor
Freight, his political connections remained invaluable under regulation. As he grew ABF,
Young began to directly compete with railroads, as evidenced by the litigious acquisition of
Healzer-Cartage in 1959. Operating primarily through Missouri and connecting Kansas City
and Chicago, the financially distressed Healzer provided Young the opportunity to grow the
system north. After receiving temporary authority for Healzer, the assigned ICC examiner
declined to grant permanent authority following protests from regional railroads. Under the
purview of his discretionary powers to assess fiscal viability, the examiner rejected the

31. McGrew, “Once Upon a Time,” 2; Oren Harris to Carl Albert, November 26, 1956, Folder 36, Box 1131,
Series 3, Oren Harris Papers (OHP), Special Collections, University of Arkansas Libraries, Fayetteville, A.R.;
Laymon, Sherry. “Oren Harris, 1903-1997,” Encyclopedia of Arkansas, last updated November 29, 2023,
https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/oren-harris-4629/.

32. The origin of leveraged buyouts is an open question. The term gained popularity in the 1980s following
experimentation in the 1960s; however, the earliest examplemay beMcLean Industries’ 1955 financial strategy
to purchase the Pan-Atlantic Steamship Company and Waterman, as detailed in Levinson, The Box, 58–59.
Regardless, Young’s use of credit to refinance the acquisition appears to be an early precursor to leveraged
buyouts; “Liquid Fuel in Trucks Proposed,” The CamdenNews, November 11, 1954, 2;McGrew, “Once Upon a
Time,” 5.

716 Mickelson

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/eso.2026.10115
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 216.73.216.49, on 18 Jul 2026 at 01:35:40, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/oren-harris-4629/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/eso.2026.10115
https://www.cambridge.org/core


application, claiming Young overvalued Healzer and that “the Commission has … afforded
little weight to the casual statements of applicants with respect to the value.” In response,
Thomas Harper solicited Harris. Characterizing the examiner’s report as “entirely wrong,”
Harper provided detailed briefs outlining the financial analysis conducted, financial reports,
and evidence that Healzer was profitable under ABF’s management, noting that it generated a
monthly net income of twenty-six thousand dollars. With Harris’s support, the ICC finally
approved the purchase that, along with two other acquisitions, granted ABF authority in
Mississippi, Nebraska, and Wisconsin (Figure 4).34

Beyond highlighting the extent to which political connections facilitated tacking, the Best
acquisition prompted Young to reconsider the company’s industrial relations. Company
advertisements boasted a “giant territory … one-line service” system that connected several
key transportation hubs throughout the Central United States. The six thousand five hundred-
mile-long system was staffed by one thousand employees utilizing over one thousand trucks

Figure 4. ABF’s operational authority and terminal system post-Best and Healzer-Cartage acquisitions.33

33. Company Operational Authority Map, [c. 1960], Folder 2, Box 1, Robert A., Jr., and Vivian Young
Papers (Young Papers), Special Collections, University of Arkansas Libraries, Fayetteville, A.R.

34. “Service Center Growth,”ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., September–October 2023, 9;
Shields, Floyd and Thomas Harper. “Exceptions of Applicants to the Report and Recommended Order of
Willard Goheen, Hearing Examiner,” March 9, 1961, Folder 33, Box 1155, Series 3, OHP; Harper, Thomas.
“Letter to Harrison regarding Healzer-Cartage,” March 9, 1961, Folder 33, Box 1155, Series 3, OHP; Harper,
Thomas. “Letter toOrenHarris RequestingAssistancewithHealzerAcquisition,”April 14, 1961, Folder 33, Box
1155, Series 3, OHP; Harper, Thomas. “Letter to Harris including Financial Reports,” June 16, 1961, Folder
33, Box 1155, Series 3, OHP; Arkansas-Best Freight System, Inc.—Control—Delta Motor Line, Inc., 93 M.C.-
C. 153, Docket No. MC-F-8251 (May 9, 1963), ICC.
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and trailers. This range stretchedYoung’s personalmanagement style, andhe acquired aplane
so that he and Chief of Operations Harlan Kizer (a former ABF driver) could travel daily
between Fort Smith and any of its twenty-eight terminals. Almost every weekend, Robert
recalled his father going to terminals to be with employees informally, whether golfing,
fishing, etc., inviting along any workers who wanted to join. Yet, whatever Young’s disposi-
tion as a manager, the fact remained that labor handled and delivered the freight that secured
the company’s low claims rates.35

Recognizing this, Young aligned ABF’s profitability with his managerial philosophy
through a novel compensation scheme that reallocated ownership to workers. The employee
stock-option plan (ESOP), developed by management guru Louis O. Kelso, argued for an
industrial solution to the tension between Marxism and Capitalism. Alongside philosopher
Mortimer J. Adler, Kelso published The Capitalist Manifesto, which articulated how ESOPs
protected workers against declining living standards produced by the technological displace-
ment of labor, securing “the good human life for all.” Arguing that political democracy
required an economic equivalent, Kelso suggested businesses should be an “economically
classless society with a rotating aristocracy of managers.” However, with returns to capital
outpacing wage growth, employees needed access to capital gains to prevent income inequal-
ity. Kelso’s solution directed companies to reserve shares for employees to be sold at a
standard, discounted price. Shortly after the Manifesto’s publication in 1956, Young offered
an initial subscription to roughly two thousand of the firm’s one hundred thousand shares.
In 1959, ABF applied for a new share issuance and stock dividend with the explicit intention
that a “suitable recognition be made to its stockholders, particularly to the large number of its
employees, for their investment in the company and their faith in its futures.”36

Through the ESOP, and with managerial control protected by the ICC, Young reallocated
equity in return for securing greater employee buy-in. While rooted in Kelso’s vision of
industrial democracy and congruent with Young’s New Deal sympathies, the plan also
shrewdly united the interests of management and labor behind the company’s continued
success. Wes Kemp, a later president of Arkansas Best Freight, pragmatically framed this
reciprocal relationship as “You get what you pay for … Hire good people, surround yourself
with good people, and your companywill do okay.” Personally, Young proudly trumpeted his
investment in labor to investors, highlighting ABF’s wage bill distribution in quarterly inves-
tor reports (Figures 5 & 6).37

By 1961, Young achieved his ambitions for ABF. The carrierwas a regional trucking power,
a fixture of Arkansas’s economy, and continued to expand through small acquisitions, gener-
ating a thin but reliable profit margin of approximately 1.5 percent. Political connections
remained invaluable. During the Congressional debate over President John F. Kennedy’s
proposed “pay-as-you-go” highway program, Young was invited by Arkansas Representative
Wilbur Mills, Chairman of the powerful House Ways and Means Committee, to testify.

35. “Giant Territory… One Line Service Advertisement,” The Times (Shreveport, L.A.), 1956, 20; “The
Story Continues,” ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., September-October 2013, 6.

36. Kelso and Adler, The Capitalist Manifesto, xi, xvii; Kelso, “Why I Created the ESOP”; Arkansas-Best
Freight System, Inc., Stock, 295 I.C.C. 809, Finance Docket No. 20520 (May 22, 1959), ICC.

37. Kemp, Wes B. interview by Nathanael Mickelson, March 11, 2019.
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Between Young and other industry leaders’ arguments that tax increases on gas and rubber,
along with recessionary pressures, risked strikes and bankruptcies, the ICC was persuaded to
shift the tax burden to consumers and approve a 5 percent rate increase. ABF’s profits soared:
revenues increased by 6.64 percent, and its income exceeded $1M for the first time. After
another year of record profits, when asked about his plans, Young responded, “We’re going to
grow and grow some more.” In 1963, he acquired Delta Motor Freight Lines. The last major

Figure 6. ABF distribution of wage dollars (as a percentage of total wages) in 1961, amounting to 52.76
percent of revenues.38

Figure 5. ABF Wage Distribution in 1961 by employee classification. Not included are Fringe Benefits,
tabulated at a further $667,593.

38. Figures 5 and 6 created by the author using information from: Profits in Progress: Arkansas-Best Freight
Systems, Inc., Annual Shareholder Report, 1961, Young Papers, Folder 2, Box 1.
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acquisition of Young’s career, Delta proved as strategically transformative as Best, demon-
strating the limitations of ICC protections while highlighting the increasing necessity of
technology in the industry.39

At first glance, the Jackson-based Delta appeared no different than previous acquisitions. The
Mississippi carrier was large, boasting a four thousand three hundred-mile range that stretched
from New Orleans to Chicago. However, its availability was somewhat surprising. Started by the
Kerrbrotherswitha single truck in1935, the family-ownedbusiness grewintoanexpansivecarrier
operation with an experienced management team centered around a fourteen-thousand-square-
foot terminal in Memphis, generating $9 million in annual revenue. However, these fortunes
inexplicably reversed in the 1960s, and mounting losses compelled a sale. Overlooking the
warning signs behind Delta’s abrupt decline, Young secured temporary operating authority. The
situation soured quickly as the gravity of Delta’s losses pulled ABF into the red. Near bankruptcy,
Young turned to the company’s nascent technology division, Data-Tronics, for a solution.40

Perhaps influenced by Kelso’s views on technology, Data-Tronics was a recent addition to
the carrier’s services. Before the 1960s, logisticswas, as described by supply chain scholars, “a
fragmented … uncoordinated set of activities spread throughout various organizational
functions.”However, new accounting practices and a reconceptualization of freight transport
focused on shipment flows between nodes rather than pick-up and destination points pro-
vided shippers with a framework to begin rationalizing their supply chains. While Young’s
previous technological investment, automatic typewriter systems, was a relatively modest
measure aimed at improving customer service and streamlining billing by eliminating hand-
written manifests and invoices, commercial computers provided a powerful tool to take
advantage of new methods to rationalize the company’s operations and (accordingly) its
acquisitions. Young established Data-Tronics after acquiring an IBM 1401 computer with
the expectation that data analytics could simplify and expedite “important and time-
consuming operations, such as accounting systems, sales analyses, payrolls, computing and
printing checks, labor and cost analyses, inventory control, and market analyses.” Located
withinABF’s corporate headquarters, the division recruited college-educated specialists from
engineering and computer science programs at regional universities, while creating an oppor-
tunity for women to transition from stenography into data entry (Figure 7).41

A three-man team, led by Young’s son, Robert, was assigned to analyze Delta’s losses. Joined
by David Stubblefield, a former freight salesman, they modelled Delta’s operation costs using
80-column punch cards. Running their model against the firm’s performance history revealed
that the losses stemmed from the smaller terminals handling “interline” freight, shipments that,

39. US Congress, House Committee of Ways andMeans, Federal-Aid Highway Financing. Hearings before
the Committee on Ways and Means, 87th Cong., 1st sess., 1961, 351–354; Faldon, Jennifer. “Throwback
Thursday: 1962 Ad Touts Growth, LTL Service,” ArcBest Blog, 2017. https://arcb.com/blog/throwback-
thursday-1962-ad-touts-growth-ltl-service.

40. “Delta’s Southern, Steady and Stretches 4,600 Miles,” The International Trail 30, (1960): 7, MIHC.
41. “Transportation at its Best,” The International Trail 33, (1963): 23, MIHC; McKinnon, “Influence of

Logistics Management on Freight Research,” 109; Faldon, Jennifer. “Throwback Thursday: 1959 – ArcBest
Installs ‘The Newest of Teletype Equipment’,” ArcBest Blog, May 25, 2017. https://arcb.com/blog/throwback-
thursday-1959-arcbest-installs-the-newest-of-teletype-equipment; Faldon, Jennifer. “Throwback Thursday:
ArcBest Technologies Formed in 1962,” ArcBest Blog, June 1, 2017. Notably, many of ArcBest’s photos of
Data-Tronics operations show both men and women operating computers from the division’s start.
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when long-haul freight via a single linewas not possible,were handled by intermediary carriers.
The ICC determined a “split” on mileage for interline freight at a rate, Robert declared, “didn’t
even pay to type the bill.” Operating throughout the sparsely populated Mississippi, a signifi-
cant portion of Delta’s business involved moving interline shipments, a failing business model
that Young unwittingly inherited when he initiated the acquisition.42

This analysis led to an unappealing solution: cease hauling interlinear freight and close
related terminals. Responsible for the call, Robert personally delivered the news of layoffs and
closures at the Greenville and NewOrleans terminals, a somber experience that lingered with
him despite ABF returning to profitability shortly after. Following the success of Data-
Tronics’smodeling technique, nicknamed “Cut/Slash, Bob, andWeave,”Young implemented
the model companywide to analyze the 850,000 tons of freight it moved annually, dropping
the carrier’s operating ratio from 115 to 79. This intensive analysis informed all managerial
decisions, including new tractor purchases, to optimize depreciation and minimize mainte-
nance costs. Robert’s team introduced a five-year tractor replacement schedule, paired with a
seven-year trailer depreciation schedule, to optimize efficiencies in motor technology, resale
value, and tax depreciation. “Long-range planning and continuous plan reviewing” became
the de facto strategic philosophy. Just as important,management learned a crucial lesson—not
all shipments are profitable, even with volume.43

Figure 7. Data-Tronics Computer Lab, 1963.44

42. McGrew, “Once Upon a Time,” 5.
43. McGrew, “Once Upon a Time,” 5.
44. “Transportation at its Best,” 23, MIHC.
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Preserving Values, Evolving Models—the 1970s and 1980s

This forward-thinking, strategic revaluation of resources was Young’s last contribution to
ABF. In 1966, with his health failing, he created a holding company, Arkansas Best Corpora-
tion, to consolidate ABF, Data-Tronics, and two related companies. In 1968, the company’s
initial public offering of four hundred thousand shareswas announced at $19.50. Youngmade
Robert head of Data-Tronics, who, in turn, attended an IBM training program in New York to,
in hiswords, “catch upwith the peopleworking forme.” In 1970, the company invested seven
hundred fifty thousand dollars to purchase its second IBM computer. When Young passed
away in 1973, Robert was appointed President of ABF, then the fourteenth-largest carrier in
the United States.45

ABF’s newpresidentwas his father’s son. An affable figure, Robert is remembered for a self-
deprecating, folksy sense of humor matched with a frank, honest attitude. It was a persona
shaped by the terminals. Robert grew up with the company, spending blistering hot summers
working alongside Teamsters on the floor handling freight. When asked about the most
significant technological advancement in trucking, Robert answered “four-wheeled carts,”
recalling that the previous solution was rolling pallets over pipes. During college, he hauled
local freight in Fort Smith, gaining a firsthand appreciation for the ordeals truckers faced,
including through his ownmistakes. One notable misadventure involved Robert trapping his
truck in a garage when it rose after unloading. This feat earned him his supervisor’s teasing
before the manager revealed the trick: Let the air out of the tires and reinflate them once
outside. Through these jobs, Young ensured his son understood each facet of the company’s
operations and appreciated ABF’s workers and their labor. It also secured goodwill that could
not be purchased by authority alone. As one driver later explained, Robert would “listen to
what you had to say and treat you as his equal.”46

As Robert assumed control of ABF, his tenure coincided with seismic political shifts in the
trucking industry. The stagflation of the 1970s depressed the entire sector and, by the
mid-1970s, signs of eventual regulatory changeswere apparent.Within Congress, a bipartisan
clamor grew to overturn measures viewed as restricting competition and inflating prices.
During the legislative debate over the Consumer Goods Pricing Act of 1975, which limited
manufacturers’ control over retailer prices, one congressman declared the New Deal act it
replaced a “[child] of the Great Depression” that “lived far beyond [its] useful life.” It was
hardly a leap of imagination to envision Congress turning its eyes towards another child of the
Great Depression, the Motor Carrier Act.47

Paralleling this shift in Washington, DC, was growing resentment among truckers as the
Teamsters’ influence rapidly faded. Following a wave of strikes in 1973 and 1974, the US

45. “Growth + Innovation,” 12.
46. Wallace, April. “Robert Archibald Young III,” Northwest Arkansas Democrat-Gazette (Fayetteville,

A.R.), June 22, 2014. https://www.nwaonline.com/news/2014/jun/22/robert-archibald-young-iii/; ArcBest,
“100th Anniversary - Discussion”; McGrew, “Once Upon a Time,” 5; “What happened to this company?”
Truckingboards, June 2020, ABF Forum, https://truckingboards.com/bb/threads/what-happened-to-this-com
pany.102931/.

47. Viscelli, The Big Rig, 10; US Congress, House, Congressional Record, 121, 94th Cong., 1st sess., July
21, 1975, 23659.
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Attorney General launched the first industry-wide class-action lawsuit alleging bias in truck-
ing against racial minorities. To capture the pervasiveness of discrimination, the Department
of Justice named the Teamsters and seven major trucking companies representing different
regions as principal defendants, alongwith 342 other carriers. As the named defendant for the
South, ABFmanagement responded by creating the company’s first driving school in Dayton,
Ohio. Some carriers, sensing deregulation, moved to subvert organized labor. In 1976, Schnei-
der negotiated a special contract that set pay as a percentage of revenue and gradually moved
toward a nonunion shop, while Coles Express replaced striking drivers with permanent
nonunion replacements. Furthermore, the NMFA’s success in standardizing industry wages
produced an unintended consequence. By 1976, the number of organized truckers fell from
four hundred fifty thousand to two hundred eighty thousand as truckers pursued independent
contracting at market rates set by the Teamsters. As Hamilton shows, these owner-operators,
reliant on leasing freight rights from common carriers, increasingly resented regulation as
rising gas prices and declining freight eroded the illusory economic independence promised
by contracting. Channeling their frustration into a 1979 strike, these “tired ex-farmer” truckers
further weakened popular support for regulation.48

On July 1, 1980, President Jimmy Carter signed the Motor Carrier Act of 1980 into law. As
Belzer notes, the new MCA was not “deregulation” per se, as the industry, particularly
concerning truckers, remained highly regulated. Instead, it softened regulatory rules to allow
ease of entry, flexibility in pricing, and route optimization, effectively eliminating the ICC’s
control over ratemaking and licensing authority. “Deregulation”more aptly meant the end of
regulatory protectionism, anddespite considerable advantages in terminals and capital assets,
few legacy carriers were prepared for the new competitive environment. Within two years,
188 legacy motor carriers declared bankruptcy, with nearly half of the large trucking firms
posting losses. Stubblefield recalled that, by 1985, only five of the twenty-five most valuable
publicly traded carriers remained.49

This dramatic changing of the guard resulted from deregulation fundamentally redefining
the trucking market through three intertwined factors: 1) The elimination of access rights
shifted the nature of the industry’s product away from access to cost, 2) the rise of nonunion-
ized trucking firms focused on lower-cost, full-truckload (FTL) deliveries, and 3) the false
allure of economies of scale. Under the newMCA, carriers no longer needed to prove amarket
needed their service; instead, the burden shifted to protestants to express why the new
entrants were “inconsistent with the public convenience and necessity.” This change had
catastrophic financial effects for legacy carriers,wiping out billions in equity as their operating
licenses became worthless. Furthermore, with access no longer a barrier, cheaper TL ship-
ments became not only viable but preferable, with shippers prioritizing price when selecting
carriers. New, large-scale trucking companies, such as J.B. Hunt, joined Schneider in seizing
upon their lack of unions and terminals to bid lower prices through point-to-point shipping.

48. Hamilton calculates the income gap between the median white and African American truckers
between 1960 and 1980 was over 80%. Hamilton, Trucking Country, 170, 202–203, 207–209, 224; “Truckers
are sued for bias,” The Oakland Post (Oakland, C.A.), March 31, 1974, 2; “Heart of 100,” 9; Belzer, Sweatshops
on Wheels, 108.

49. Hamilton, Trucking Country, 229; ArcBest, “100th Anniversary: Deregulation of the Trucking Industry
in 1980,” YouTube Video, December 14, 2023. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zL80Pb9EC9c.
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Paired with the standardization of shipping containers and the elimination of regulatory
barriers to hybrid truck/rail shipments that forced competition between railroads and trucks,
these companies also began integrating trucking, shipping, and rail to create intermodal
logistics networks. Seemingly overnight, legacy common carriers lost roughly 40 percent of
their “mixed” freight business accounted for by TL. Robert and Stubblefield watched as,
seemingly overnight, 25 percent of ABF’s business evaporated. Legacy carriers that tried to
compete for TL freight on price soon learned they had signed a Faustian bargain. Kemp
described the promise of economies of scale as illusory: “Fools you at first, but you had to
scale up the fixed cost at that point, and over time, youpay aprice for that.”Slimmargins failed
to cover the additional capital expenses necessary to fulfill the contracts, and scaling the
number of trucks, facilities, and employees to meet the orders proved unsustainable.50

The uncertainty created in anticipation of, and in response to, deregulation necessitated a
complete reformulation of ABF operations that highlights the importance of Dynamic Capa-
bilities. One thing was clear—the political environment of protected growth that enabled
Young’s aggressive tacking was no longer a viable model. With limited tools, by the
mid-1970s, Robert and ABF management worked to reconfigure the company’s resources,
producing an incremental shift in strategy in which acquisitions became more strategic. Too
large to be a regional carrier, Robert purchased Navajo, a large carrier in the American West,
in 1979. The acquisition positioned ABF among six transnational common carriers, alongside
“Big Four” rivals Yellow Freight System, Consolidated Freightways, and Roadway Express.
Significantly, rather than operating rights and operational capital, Robert’s purpose in pur-
chasingNavajowas to acquire its terminal network, a tactical shift toward acquiring capacities
rather than outright growth.51

Creating a transnational system provided a powerful marketing tool and, following the
acquisition of East Texas Motor Freight in 1982, ABF advertised that it reached 98 percent of
cities with populations over twenty-five thousand. However, the lessons of Delta remained at
the forefront of Robert’s mind, and Data-Tronics, through its economic analysis division,
worked to devise a cost model to inform pricing. Late in the 1970s, Robert approved the
acquisition of an IBM 2740 communication system, which provided point-by-point data
transmission between Data-Tronics and the company’s terminals. Leveraging this data, Bob
Davidson, an industrial engineer, created an operational pricing model that adapted the
“activity-based costing” accounting method to trucking. Initially devised for manufacturing,
activity-based costing assigns weights to specific cost categories by considering a broad view
of “indirect costs,” such as administration and capital purchases, alongside direct production
costs. Later popularized by Robin Cooper and Robert S. Kaplan’s “Balanced Scorecard,” the
methodology argued that “bad information on product costs leads to bad competitive
strategy.” Confirming this conclusion, Davis’s cost model revealed that, while ABF could
not compete at market TL rates, the complexity and skill required for LTL’s hub-and-spoke

50. Rose et al., Best Transportation System, 197, 203; Leech, “Motor Carrier Act of 1980,” 396; Belzer
discusses the debate over economies of scale within trucking thoroughly, concluding that the benefits are slim.
See Belzer, Sweatshops on Wheels, 88–91; ArcBest, “100th Anniversary: Deregulation.”

51. Miller, Gomes, and Lehman, “Strategy Restoration,” 3; Fowler, Elizabeth M, “The Rise of Traffic
Managers,” The New York Times, July 29, 1981, Section D, 19. “Heart of 100,” 9; “Growth + Innovation,” 10;
Belzer, 87, fn. 12.
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terminal system remained an effective competitive barrier. Furthermore, to remain profitable,
they needed to command a premium price point and discipline themselves to reject unprof-
itable freight. Following Davidson’s findings, Robert decided to abandon the TL market and
aggressively invested in terminals, opening fifty-two in one year, to strengthen its national
reach.52

Beyond strategic positioning, this national presence necessitated a reconsideration of the
company’s internal identity, and the task of recontextualizing his father’s values fell to Robert.
Some changes were amatter of messaging—the company rebranded as “ABF Freight,” paying
homage to its Arkansas roots while clarifying its national status. Safety remained paramount,
andABF implemented speed limiters to reduce fuel consumption, accidents, and tire wear. In
Transport Topics, Robert explained his view that, “There is no greater risk of deferring safety
investments here than in any other company … If you aren’t doing enough, it’s not good
business. One accident can cost more than five years of preventative maintenance.”53

More substantively, ABF needed a new approach to workplace culture. While Robert
sharedhis father’s evangelical ethics framework,Young’s informal, colloquial approach relied
heavily on direct relationships. However, ABF’s extensive reach and thousands of employees
mitigated the efficacy of a personal approach that relied on shared cultural experiences.
Robert identified a measurable, secular methodology consistent with his father’s principles
in Phillip Crosby’s “zero defects” process that embraced the premise: “Quality is an achiev-
able, measurable, profitable entity that can be installed.” Succinctly, Crosby argued that
“quality is free” as the costs associated with performing a job correctly the first time out-
weighed those associated withmistakes and accidents. Correspondingly, inefficiencies could
be removed with adequate attention to their underlying causes, including a poor workplace
culture. Although broad, the quality process provided a measurable representation of ABF’s
autonomous worker culture. With concerns that ABF’s quality was slipping, Robert visited
Crosby in 1983, who bluntly told him, “If you’ve got a quality problem, you’re the problem.”
After the visit, Robert introduced the quality control processwith a simple slogan—“do it right
the first time,” or “DIRTFT.” Introducing the new policy alongside voluntary quality educa-
tion classes, Robert explained in ByLines that, “Naturally, if we do a better job of meeting
requirements, our customer satisfaction will improve, and all our jobs will be more secure.”
Management emphasized that DIRTFT was part of a broader internal strategy to “attack
problems, not people,” reiterating their conviction that “significant employee longevity”
was critical to continued success.54

Pairedwith its advantages in technology and safety, Robert’s decision to emphasize quality
control and individual labor productivity provided at least rhetorical justification for charging

52. See Staubus,Activity Costing; Cooper and Kaplan, "Measure Costs Right,” 96–103; Belzer, Sweatshops
on Wheels, 79–80.

53. “1980s: Challenges & Growth,” ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., May–June 2023, 9;
“A History of Safety,”12; “Traffic Official Traces Job Role,” The Bridgeport Post (Bridgeport, C.T.), April
17, 1973, 35.

54. “Service Center Growth,” 9; Crosby,Quality is Free, 1, 6–7; “Quality ProcessMarks 40 Years,”ByLines,
ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., January-February 2024, 8; Kidd, Lane. “Reading the Market: An Inter-
view with ABF’s Wes Kemp,” Arkansas Trucking Report (Little Rock, A.R.) 4, 2011: 27; “1980s: Challenges &
Growth,” 9; “Company Leaders from 1923 to Present,” 8.
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higher rates. In 1984, Robert informed employees that “we can compete in the marketplace
basedon something other than just price,” becausewhile price remained a factor, “the emphasis
of ABF is going to be on quality.” It was a strategy at oddswith the rest of the industry asYellow,
much to Robert’s chagrin, announced the “Yes Plan,” a 10 percent rate discount, to grow its
market share. Moreover, some safety investments offered dubious benefits. As Anne Balay
notes, narrow disparities in engine governors can exacerbate road congestion and prevent
drivers from adequately responding to sudden traffic changes. Furthermore, truckers without
governors offer faster and cheaper delivery when bidding for freight. United Parcel Services
(UPS) further exacerbated thisproblemwhen it squeezed the industry from thebottomby raising
its definition of “parcel” to include shipments weighing approximately one hundred fifty
pounds, the bottom end of acceptable LTL shipments. In terms of industrial relations, many
legacy carriers adopted ESOPs as a “bait-and-switch” tactic to secure contractual concessions
from their unionized workforces. Despite these competitive pressures, the strategic decision to
remake ABF as a national, long-haul LTL carrier buoyed it throughout the 1980s. Revenues
doubled, with LTL constituting 85 percent of the carrier’s freight. With 17 percent annualized
growth, advertisements declared ABF “the most successful company since the Motor Carrier
Act.” ABF’s transformation from the exemplary New Deal firm to free marketers appeared
complete in a 1980s ad, which claimed, “We believe competition brings out the best in us.”55

The declaration was premature, as deregulation created a vulnerability that Data-Tronics’
economic analysis team did not anticipate: hedge funds. While publicly traded since 1968,
Arkansas Best was protected from takeovers by the ICC. Given that Young’s control was never
threatened, this protection facilitated a generous ESOP, and management owned only 20 per-
cent of the carrier. Following 1980, corporate raiders targeted trucking companies that, with
their high proportion of physical capital to assets, high leverage ratios, and low-profitmargins,
were susceptible to becoming “undervalued.” When the price of owning the company, as
determined by market capitalization, was lower than the value of the company’s assets, an
opportunistic investor could purchase a controlling stake in the stock, liquidate assets, and
then file for bankruptcy, realizing a substantial profit.

In 1988, amidst a rate war, rising fuel costs, and NMFA negotiations, ABF reported signif-
icantly lower-than-expected first-quarter earnings of $2.3 million from $159.4 million worth
of revenue. Furthermore, Robert’s terminal expansion strategy resulted in a remarkable debt-
to-equity ratio of 45:1. Following adefeat before theUSSupremeCourt over a decades-long tax
dispute, the market shorted Arkansas Best, and shares fell from $19.50 to $14. “In an industry
litteredwith corporate casualties andheavy losses,ArkansasBestCorp.maybe oneof themost
tantalizing targets around,” theWall Street Journalwrote. Agreeing with this assessment, two
New York hedge funds organized Razorback Acquisition Company. Led by a protégé of
takeover specialist Asher B. Edelman, the investors declared their intent to acquire the com-
pany for twenty dollars per share, promising to retain management, liquidate the company’s
subsidiaries, and leave the corporate headquarters in Fort Smith.56

55. “ABF Quality: 40th Anniversary,” ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., January-February
2024, 13; Balay, Semi Queer, 69; Belzer, Sweatshops on Wheels, 95, 112; “1980s: Challenges & Growth,” 9.

56. Or a net profit percentage of 1.4 percent revenue. “Uncovered Short Sales Up Sharply on Exchanges,”
The New York Times, March 22, 1988, 27; Blumenthal, Karen, “Arkansas Best’s Quick Growth is Seen as Spur
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Not wanting to sell his father’s company and skeptical of the assurances, Robert rebuffed
the offer before his financial advisor clarified that management did not have enough stock to
say no. When Razorback launched its hostile takeover attempt, Robert quickly ran out of
options. A US District Court voided an injunction he requested under an Arkansas anti-
takeover law as unconstitutional. While rejecting a give-back offer, employees privately
pooled funds to assist him with taking the company private, though there was not enough
cash for an internal acquisition. Lacking funds, Robert sought a white knight investor who
would respect the company’s culture and ensure managerial independence. After several
failed efforts, a familiar face fit the bill. In 1971, Louis Kelso launched Kelso & Company, a
private equity firm, to assist mid-cap companies with employee stock ownership plans. After
weeks of Robert fending off bids, Kelso & Co. announced that it had reached an agreement
worth $316 million to take Arkansas Best private. In 1992, after running on a tight budget to
makequarterly payments,ArkansasBest reenteredNASDAQ.Recalling FrankNickell, Kelso’s
President, Robert expressed that, “[Kelso] were our kind of people … certainly good to work
with. They saved a whole lot of ABF jobs around the country.” For fending off the takeover
attempt, the Wall Street Transcript praised Robert’s “initiative and leadership.”57

ArcBest in the Twenty-First Century

The industrywide trends toward intensifying competition, diminished labor power, and
consolidation accelerated in the 1990s. As legacy carriers failed or consolidated in the LTL
marketplace, the NMFA’s sway over labor conditions eroded. Competition from nonunion-
ized companies led to a decline in pay, with driver wages falling 44 percent in real terms
between 1977 and 1987. Trucking Management, Inc., the carriers’ representative in union
negotiations, witnessed a decline in the number of carriers it represented from 284 in 1982 to
24. Following a month-long strike sparked by a heated round of talks in 1994, LTL giant
Consolidated Freightways established a parallel nonunion LTL service, Con-way, in 1996.
Nonunionized regional carriers, such as Old Dominion and Saia, leveraged the strike to
capture legacy carriers’ clients during the service disruption. By the 1998 round of collective
bargaining, the “Big Four” LTL carriers effectively negotiated on behalf of all legacy carriers to
address emerging issues in the industry.58

After the 1998 negotiations, the last threads of the collectively negotiated carrier-teamster
agreement dissolved. Consolidated filed for bankruptcy in 2002, while Con-waywas acquired
by global LTL power XPO in 2015. In 2003, Roadway and Yellow’s executives returned to the
old industry nostrum—the merger—to create YRC Freight. The strategy turned out to be what

for Hostile Bid by Partnerships,” Wall Street Journal, May 4, 1988, 6; Cowan, Alison Leigh. “Business People:
Arkansas Best Suitor Gets Takeover Lesson,” The New York Times, May 4, 1988, Section D, 4; Behar, Richard.
“A Golden Boy’s Woe: I’m Virtually a Slave,” Time Magazine, December 11, 1989.

57. “Arkansas Best to Be Acquired by Kelso & Co.,”Wall Street Journal, June 20, 1988, 18; “Arkansas Best
Bidding Disputed,” The New York Times, June 21, 1988, 5; “Arkansas Best’s Initial Offering,” The New York
Times, May 14, 1992, Section D, 17; “1988: Company Overcomes Hostile Takeover Attempt,” ByLines, ArcBest
Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., May–June 2023, 10.

58. Belzer, Sweatshops on Wheels, 8, 112–115.
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Rooij characterized as an “Icari” strategy failure: Doubling down on a previously successful
strategy that was now outdated by changing circumstances. Continuing to focus on market
share, successive YRC executives attempted to achieve thin economies of scale by solicit-
ing freight from Walmart and Amazon. During this period of duopoly, which lasted until
YRC’s bankruptcy in 2023, negotiations with the Teamsters turned especially testy as ABF
and YRC executives viewed each other’s labor agreements as favoring one or the other.
Despite YRC securing more favorable labor terms, the limits of its volume strategy became
apparent: it reported only three profitable quarters between 2009 and its bankruptcy
in 2023.59

While YRC prioritized scale, Robert, Stubblefield, Davidson, and Kemp gradually shifted
ABF toward the logistical equivalent of flexible specialization. “We’ve had enough experience
[handling unprofitable freight], we don’t need the practice,” Robert quipped. Roy Slagle, a
former trucker and later ABF President, summarized the distinction as, “While other carriers
were clawing it out to be the biggest, wewere focusing on being themost profitable.”Through-
out the 1990s, most of the carriers’ growth came from replacing failed competitors. Acquisi-
tions became less “just for growth’s sake” andmore about “specific things,” such as achieving
new capacities, as illustrated by Robert’s last major acquisition. As TL continued to shrink the
long-haul market for LTL, the industry shifted again as just-in-time inventory management
practices transformed shippers’ logistic needs. New third-party logistics providers innovated
to meet those demands, while Walmart’s regional logistics network demonstrated the effi-
ciency gains regional networks offered over traditional long-haul terminals. To jumpstart a
switch to this regional performance model (RPM), Robert acquired Worldwide-Carolina
Freight, a specialist in regional logistics, in 1995. The complexity of the transition, paired
with the contractual limitations on Teamster job roles, broke the merger before it truly began.
Arkansas Best posted consecutive quarterly losses for nearly two years before announcing the
closure of Carolina. Later, Davidson described the twenty-six acquisitions he worked on as
“near-death” experiences.More succinctly, Robert called them “hell.”TheCarolina purchase,
Kemp euphemistically assessed, “did notwork outwell.”After Carolina, acquisitions targeted
small carriers that specialized inniche deliveries or those that augmented the company’s other
core focus—logistics technology.60

In 2006, the Young era effectively ended at Arkansas Best when Robert retired as the
corporation’s president. In his farewell message to employees, he reminded them that, “If
we don’t disrupt ourselves, someone else will.” That message also applied to him. In 2016,
when he stepped down as Chairman of the Board following his seventy-fifth birthday, Robert
acknowledged, “I don’t want to hold [ArcBest] back.We need young ideas… I don’t ever want

59. Van Rooij, “Sisyphus in Business,” 217; Nassauer, Sarah, “Trucking Giant Yellow Shuts Down
Operations,” Wall Street Journal, July 30, 2023. https://www.wsj.com/business/logistics/the-fall-of-a-truck
ing-giant-why-yellow-is-on-the-verge-of-collapse-3724f662.

60. For a full discussion of flexible specialization, see Piore and Sable,The Second Industrial Divide, 1986;
“Growth+ Innovation,”9;ArcBest, “100thAnniversary -Deregulation”; “RobertA.Young III to end long career,”
Talk Business & Politics, February 2, 2016. https://talkbusiness.net/2016/02/robert-a-young-iii-to-end-long-
career-at-arcbest-mcreynolds-named-board-chair/; Kidd, Lane. “Reading the Market: ABF’s Wes Kemp Offers
Key Advice,” Arkansas Trucking Report (Little Rock, A.R.) 4, (2011): 28; Slagle, Roy. “Decades of Growth,”
ByLines, ArcBest Corporation, Fort Smith, A.R., September–October 2013, 4.
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to be in a position to hold this company back just because I got here first. That’s not right.”61

The adage of self-disruption has proven increasingly prescient. Global economic shocks, such
as the Great Recession in 2007 and the COVID-19 Pandemic in 2020, created lean years as
freight demanddropped.ABFonlyweathered theGreat Recession due to its renewed (and this
time successful) effort at RPM in 2003, which accounted for 60 percent of its business by 2013.
Industrywide, the transformation of the largest trucking companies into integrated logistics
firms demanded further adaptation. Just-in-time inventory management, real-time tracking
systems, warehouse management, optimized routing, and real-time data analysis have made
technology interwoven into every aspect of the modern supply chain through transport
management software (TMS). Furthermore, the rise in intermediaries, such as freight brokers
who specialize in matching shippers with carriers, has further enhanced the ability of inde-
pendent contractors and small carriers to compete for freight. Besides these new entrants,
there remains the lingering threat of TLsmoving aggressively into LTL, such as Knight-Swift’s
entrance into the market in 2021.

In an increasingly digitized age, the cost of these competitive effects has frequently been
shifted to truckers, a problem compounded by the diminished presence of the Teamsters.
From nearly 100 percent of general freight truckers being organized in the 1970s, the union
represented below 2 percent of all truckers in 2013. With driver pay determined on a per-
mile basis, all labor performed when the wheels are not rolling goes uncompensated. While
speed limiters, or “governors,” are ostensibly a safety and economic measure, when com-
bined with government regulation of hours of service and the widespread adoption of e-logs
that count any wheel rotation as driving, they de facto cap driver earnings. The threat of
penalties—whether from employers or regulators—produces additional anxiety when
things go wrong at unloading docks, in traffic, or even while parking in busy lots. Even
the independence of the road is threatened by the encroachment of inward-facing cameras to
monitor drivers, leaving some to surmise that “the risk of trucking is directed at the truck
driver.” Furthermore, there is an industry-wide push to exploit the supposed freedom of
independent contractors to secure cheap and compliant labor. Commercial driving license
(CDL) “mills” churn out indebted drivers seeking the promise of better pay, yet in practice,
they depress industry rates.62

Caught between these demands, modern trucking is characterized by high driver turnover,
exceeding 100 percent annually. Representing carriers, the American Trucking Association
has advertised a persistent “driver shortage” for decades. The daily frustrations, decline in
economic security, and disillusionment of contract drivers have produced a somewhat nos-
talgic longing for the Teamsters. Even John Bendel, a once-cynical young Teamster and
frequent critic of the union’s past and present indiscretions, found a renewed appreciation
for its need when XPO’s US employee handbook expressed the carrier’s dedication to doing
“everything legally possible” to prevent a union because it threatened its “competitive
position.” When an international coalition of 11 unions (including the Teamsters) accused

61. Lovett, John. “Why ArcBest’s Robert Young Thinks Retirement is Right,” Times Record (Fort Smith,
A.R.), May 3, 2016.

62. Balay, Semi Queer, 27-39; Viscelli, The Big Rig, 1, 55–56.
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XPO of abusing subcontractors, Bendel lamented that “all drivers lost—even owner-
operators” in the absence of collective bargaining.63

Within ABF, managing these competitive forces involves a delicate balancing act between
capitalizing on new technologies and addressing labor concerns. In this regard, the NMFA
remains pivotal. On compensation, while ABF’s wages can slip below competitors during
market downturns, robust benefits, including a fully paid pension and profit-sharing, signal
the importance of collective bargaining. Furthermore, the contract guards against unpaid
labor, protecting distinct job roles between drivers and terminal employees, whereas compet-
itors have exploited the “pay-per-mile” schema of trucking to shift more labor to drivers. In
integrating technology, labor is involved in assessing the cost-effectiveness and safety of new
tools, including surveillance tools. After the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration
required the adoption of electronic time clocks and electronic logging devices (ELDs), ABF
developed a customELDdigital platform, designed tomeet driver needs, including simplified
vehicle inspection reports, while providing real-time GPS tracking for customers. On surveil-
lance, ABF’s NMFA prohibits “inward” devices—including driver-facing cameras, audio
recorders, and body sensors—and driverless trucks. Moreover, relations remain constructive.
The 2003 relaunch of ABF’s regional model came after negotiations with Teamsters, which
produced a new driving role flexible enough to handle the demands of regional freight.
Similarly, in 2023, the parties created a new “box truck” role to allow Teamsters without
CDLs to recapture “overflow” shipments from third parties. Furthermore, ABF owns its entire
trucking fleet, assuming the associated liability. Finally, the dispute resolution process alle-
viates a significant level of stress, shielding employees from the fear of arbitrary firings.64

Stewarding this tension between technology and labor in the twenty-first century is Judy
McReynolds. The company’s first woman president since Nancy Hunt, McReynolds joined
Arkansas Best as head of accounting in 1997 and was appointed CEO in 2010. Her tenure is
defined by a balancing act between preserving the Young family’s values and a pragmatic
approach to the new competitive environment, reimagining the company’s past as a resource
as much as a legacy. While LTL freight remains the core business, this process has involved
actively reinterpreting the company’s relationship with technology and customer service
throughout its history to legitimize a more flexible, customizable carrier service marked by
an expanded digital footprint and increasing “last mile” delivery to customers’ doorsteps.

It is a reassessment that borders on what Kent Miller, Emanuel Gomes, and David Lehman
call “strategy restoration”: The recovery of abandoned approaches and methods from a com-
pany’s past for present success. Rather than continuously repositioning ABF, McReynolds
fully embraced the need for flexible specialization and guided the carrier through its transition

63. Bendel, John. “Is Truth Sneaking up on the Driver Shortage Fairytale?,” Land Line, November 8, 2024.
https://landline.media/is-truth-sneaking-up-on-the-driver-shortage-fairy-tale/; Bendel, John, “XPO Delivers
Injustice, Unions say, and they may have a Point,” Land Line, November 11, 2020. https://landline.media/
xpo-delivers-injustice-unions-say-and-they-may-have-a-point/.

64. “ArcBest awarded Samsara’s 2020 Top Fleet award for Fleet Innovator,” The Trucker (Little Rock,
A.R.), July 21, 2020. https://www.thetrucker.com/trucking-news/business/arcbest-awarded-samsaras-
2020-top-fleet-award-for-fleet-innovator; International Brotherhood of Teamsters, “Tentative ABF NMFA
Highlights,” June 2023. https://teamster.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/ABFHighlightsFlier.pdf; Viscelli,
The Big Rig, 9.
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from a trucking company to an integrated logistics company, leveraging technology to provide
a full suite of logistics solutions targeting long-term customer relationships and customized
delivery services. Interpreting the carrier’s relationship with technology as a “rich history of
innovation,” she rebranded Arkansas Best as ArcBest and, with the rise of digital services,
transformed the trucking company from an early adopter into a technology creator.65

ArcBest Technologies (Data-Tronics rebrand) is integral to this project. Since its engineers
launched the industry’s first website in 1996, including adding online shipment tracking and
quotes, McReynolds has used ArcBest Technologies to develop internal operational models to
augment laborwhile also providing commercial software for the industry. Building on its internet
investments, home delivery was the only area of ArcBest’s business that grew during COVID.
More importantly, ArcBest engineers have capitalized on the spread of transportation manage-
ment systems (TMS)—softwareplatforms that act asdigital control towers for shippers to organize
the flow of production, shipping, distribution centers, and delivery to customers. The R&D team
developed a customizable application programming interface (API) and electronic data inter-
change (EDI) for shippers to integrate into their TMS platforms. These software programs allow
shippers to compare carrier rates, submit pickup requests, track goods in real time, and organize
and share necessary documentation, such as bills of lading. Another product includes a digital
platform for independent carriers to identify and bid on freight, as well as process payments.

Beyond commercial software, the ArcBest Technologies team continues to play a pivotal
role in operations. In 2017, in response to undercapacity in LTL, the company adopted
dimensional-based pricing, prioritizing shipment volume rather than load. With a $175 mil-
lion annual technology and innovation budget, its technology division is also at the forefront
of artificial intelligence in logistics. The company’s quoting system for LTL and one-way
shipping is now automated, providing quotes based on in-the-moment market data, improve-
ments that Dennis Anderson, ArcBest’s chief innovation officer, identified as driving
improved earnings. AI further helped the company optimize routing, saving $13.5 million
in 2025 alone by minimizing mileage and reducing fuel, wear, and maintenance costs. In the
warehouse, the innovation team introduced VauxVision, an AI system for loading trailers that
uses 3D technology to automate freight measurements at the forklift and provide operators
with real-time feedback. Paired with the Vaux Freight Loading System, a modular pallet, the
Vaux platform significantly reduces loading times, relieving some of the pressure on drivers at
the dock and limiting the number of times freight is handled.66

65. Miller, Gomes, and Lehman, “Strategy Restoration,” 5–6.
66. “ArcBest Becomes Latest LTL to Embrace Dimensional-Based Pricing,” Transport Topics, June

30, 2017. https://www.ttnews.com/articles/arcbest-becomes-latest-ltl-embrace-dimensional-based-pricing;
Ronan, Dan. “ArcBest Reports Lower Q2, Midyear Earnings Because of COVID-19,” Transport Topics, July
29, 2020. https://www.ttnews.com/articles/arcbest-reports-lower-q2-midyear-earnings-because-covid-19;
Maiden, Todd. “ArcBest launches autonomous, remote-controlled forklift technology,” FreightWaves,
February 13, 2024. https://www.freightwaves.com/news/arcbest-launches-autonomous-remote-controlled-
forklift-technology; Long, Mindy. “AI Optimization and Trucking,” Transport Topics, February 24, 2025.
https://www.ttnews.com/articles/ai-optimization-trucking; ArcBest, “Vaux Freight Movement System,” You-
Tube Video, March 1, 2023. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B3_qpvaaLpg; Sherman, Dylan. “ArcBest
Offering New Warehouse Robotics System,” Arkansas Democrat Gazette (Little Rock, A.R.), February
13, 2024; Carter, Mark. “Drive for Innovation: For ArcBest, It’s What Sets the Arkansas Firm Apart,” Arkansas
Money & Politics (Little Rock, A.R.), May 5, 2023. https://armoneyandpolitics.com/drive-for-innovation-arcb
est/.

“Salt of the Earth:” ABF Freight and Entrepreneurial Processes in American Trucking 731

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/eso.2026.10115
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 216.73.216.49, on 18 Jul 2026 at 01:35:40, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.ttnews.com/articles/arcbest-becomes-latest-ltl-embrace-dimensional-based-pricing
https://www.ttnews.com/articles/arcbest-reports-lower-q2-midyear-earnings-because-covid-19
https://www.freightwaves.com/news/arcbest-launches-autonomous-remote-controlled-forklift-technology
https://www.freightwaves.com/news/arcbest-launches-autonomous-remote-controlled-forklift-technology
https://www.ttnews.com/articles/ai-optimization-trucking
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B3_qpvaaLpg
https://armoneyandpolitics.com/drive-for-innovation-arcbest/
https://armoneyandpolitics.com/drive-for-innovation-arcbest/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/eso.2026.10115
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The transition to integrated logistics also means evolving relationships with labor and
changing demographics. Despite the industry’s aversion to organized labor, McReynolds
argues the carrier’s unionized status ensures industry-leading employee longevity
(34 percent of drivers have been with the company over ten-plus years) and improves recruit-
ment, a point underscored by various ATA awards for driving and low claims. However, this
commitment to its union in its core business has not translated to its other trucking sub-
sidiaries. To offer a full suite of trucking services, including a return to TL and expedited
LTL (think point-to-point shipping for LTL),McReynolds acquired two “asset light” carriers to
rebuild its TLbusiness through anewdivision,ArcBest Logistics. The “asset light,” as its name
suggests, involves ArcBest acting as a freight broker and facilitating shipping through its
terminals to independent contractors. Panther Premium Logistics, ArcBest’s expedited ship-
ping division, is similarly nonunion, though the carrier continues to own tractors and trailers.

Beyond this expansion of nonunion labor, through her emphasis on technological innovation,
McReynolds capitalized upon a long-recognized but not quite fully tapped source of talent. As
early as 1981, an industry expert notedapositive trend: thegrowing relianceoncomputer analysis
in “traffic management” (or distribution management) meant that “women are coming into the
field through data processing.” This trend has intensified with the centrality of software devel-
opment, IT infrastructure, andprojectmanagement tomodern logistics.The industry’s relianceon
a college-educatedworkforce, combinedwith the growing proportion of female graduates, signals
a broaderdemographic shift. Gartner’s 2024Women inSupplyChain survey revealed thatwomen
occupy 40 percent of all supply chain-related jobs, and ArcBest is at the forefront of this shift. On
Comparably, an “employee-driven workplace culture site,”ArcBest is rated A+ (top 5 percent of
companieswith over ten thousand employees in theUnitedStates) for its diversity initiatives, as a
workplace environment forwomen, and forMcReynolds’ performance as CEO.McReynolds, one
of only 31women CEOs in the Fortune 1000, was namedWomenInc’sMost Influential Corporate
Director in 2019, and women compose an industry-leading 33 percent of ArcBest’s board. With
ArcBest posting a record of over $5 billionworth of revenuewith $344.7million in profit in 2022,
McReynolds is the most financially successful President in ArcBest’s history.67

Conclusion

The new entrepreneurial history considers how entrepreneurial agents create economic
change through three creative processes: Envisioning and valuing opportunities, allocating

67. However, the proportion of women CDL drivers has seemingly plateaued at around 10%, indicative of
the vulnerabilities women face behind the wheel. See Fowler, “Rise of Traffic Managers,” D19; “Women in
Logistics: ArcBest’s Judy McReynolds,” Global Trade, January 2, 2020. https://www.globaltrademag.com/
women-in-logistics-arcbests-judy-r-mcreynolds/; Women CEOs in America: Fortune 1000, Women Business
Collaborative, October 24, 2021. https://www.wbcollaborative.org/women-ceo-report/data-summaries/for
tune-1000/; 2024 Women in Supply Chain Survey: Recommitment is Urgent as Progress Stalls, Gartner, June
12, 2024. https://www.gartner.com/en/supply-chain/trends/women-in-supply-chain-survey-highlights; “ArcB-
est Announces Fourth Quarter and Full Year 2023 Results,” ArcBest Corporation, press release, February
6, 2024. https://arcb.com/about/news-events/press-releases/arcbest-announces-fourth-quarter-and-full-year-
2023-results.
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and reconfiguring resources, and legitimizing the novelty of the company’s products and
methods to various stakeholders. This paper applies this framework within the context of a
single firm, ArcBest, to explore how entrepreneurial processes enabled the legacy carrier to
survive when its counterparts failed by informing executives’ approach to corporate strategy.
The evolution of a local freight hauler in the 1920s into the modern ArcBest, an integrated
logistics firm powered by Teamster labor and technological services, reveals how the collec-
tive and cumulative effort of the company’s leaders—Nancy Hunt, the Youngs, and now Judy
McReynolds—imagined opportunity as shaped by regulatory regimes and market advance-
ments. Importantly, these processes reveal that the company today is theproduct of an internal
distributed agency. For NancyHunt, trucking provided a stable businesswithout the anxieties
that plagued shipping for the volatile agriculturemarket, so long as safety was assured. Robert
A. Young, Jr., leveraged political connections to set ABF on a trajectory to becoming a national
carrier as part of a socio-political project for economic and technological progress inArkansas.
When he succeeded his father, Robert underscored the importance of manager-owners
highlighted by the Dynamic Capabilities school of thought and preserved his father’s legacy,
leveraging the company’s safety history, technology, and labor investments to overhaul the
company’s distribution network and reposition the carrier as a premium option in the market
while fending off a hostile takeover attempt. In the twenty-first century, McReynolds further
transformed the company into ArcBest, an integrated logistics company providing custom-
ized services in trucking and logistics software. Unable to squeeze profitability by shifting risk
to labor, McReynolds shifted the company’s business model from one focused on growth at
scale to creating customer value and creating niches within the market, a type of flexible
specialization within logistics that drives further innovation rather than hindering it.

However, some fissures threaten ArcBest’s entrepreneurial identity, especially its commit-
ments to labor.While the company’s centennial celebrationwas branded the “Heart of 100” to
honor the employees at “theheart of our success since 1923,” someTeamsters arewary that the
use of nonunion labor and prioritization of innovation reflect impending substitutes rather
than complements. On trucker forums, anonymous accusations suggest ArcBest is “an invest-
ment … rather than a trucking company.” While perhaps unfair to McReynolds, such posts
reveal a heightened anxiety over the growing distance between company executives and the
floor as trucking becomes more technological. It’s difficult to understate the importance of
those direct relationships. When Robert was asked why he didn’t accept Razorback’s offer, he
responded, “I grew up as a kid working for ABF … the idea of cashing out at the expense of
everybody else… I’d have a hard time looking people in the eye…Money’s not everything…
it’s kind of nice, but it’s not everything.” As the Youngs become distant memories, and as
executives increasingly reflect the company’s national character, the degree to which succes-
sors treat the company’s past as a heritage to bemodeled or a resource to be exploited will test
how future leaders re-legitimize the company’s entrepreneurial processes internally.68

For the moment, those concerns seem distant. ABF Freight President Seth Runser touted
that ArcBest was “proud to be a unionized carrier with a 100-year history,” surviving when
others failed. While the statement’s corporate language invites skepticism, external evidence

68. “Carlisle,” Truckingboards, ABF Forum, January 9, 2008. https://truckingboards.com/bb/threads/
carlisle.15737/; “The Story Continues,” 6.
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exists to support the claim. DIRTFT remains in place, and, unlike competitors, the pivot
towards customized deliveries continues (at least rhetorically) to emphasize taking the time
to do the job right rather than pressuring drivers to meet aggressive schedules. ArcBest is the
highest-rated logistics company for workplace culture according to Comparably, although it
admittedly skews towards corporate positions. Forums like Reddit’s r/truckers, r/freight-
brokers, and TruckersReport.com offer an imperfect insight from behind the wheel and office
desks. Still, most drivers insist that the union shop, its associated benefits, and the ability to
sleep at home each night make ABF one of the best jobs in trucking. Although it trails behind
Old Dominion Freight Line and regional carrier Averitt, customers continue to rate the carrier
highly, an assessment supported by research firmMASTIO’s LTL Carrier Customer Value and
Loyalty Report. In Transport Topics’ “Top 100 For-Hire Carriers” 2024 ranking, ABF remains
steady in twelfth place in total freight and seventh in the LTL market.69

For his part, when Robert A. Young, III, reflected on ArcBest’s history, he recalled the
Gospel of Matthew, declaring the carrier a “salt of the earth company, just moving America’s
goods.” It is a modest description, an unassuming one that summarizes a century of contri-
butions from drivers, warehouse workers, managers, engineers, salesmen, computer scien-
tists, and a handful of owners. Perhaps more poetically, an anonymous trucker mused on a
since-abandoned web thread, “No one was willing to bet on a bunch of unappreciated dehy-
drated chicken haulers from Arkansas to weather the storm of deregulation … that was the
magic.” That is the story of the last legacy LTL carrier as it starts a new century.70

NATHANAEL L. MICKELSON, Department of History, University of Georgia, Athens, GA, USA,
Email: nlmickelson@uga.edu
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