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“I love business! I've been doing it since I was an 8-year-old kid.”

John Thompson has honed his skills throughout the decades without 
losing any of that contagious enthusiasm.

It’s a dynamic combination.

“He’s very astute in his evaluation of business opportunities,” observes Elaine Bedel, 
president of the Indiana Economic Development Corporation (IEDC). “He has a keen sense of 
looking at a business and determining its true value and makes very smart decisions. He’s had a 
lot of success in understanding a business, understanding the markets that they’re in. 

“He’s invested a lot … to help others start businesses. That role is key to Indiana to make 
our ecosystem strong – to have people willing to step out and invest in new ventures. And he’s 
done that multiple times.”

Thompson is currently the IEDC’s longest-serving board member.
Citing his commitment to mentoring, Bedel adds, “Part of John’s character is always 

wanting to give back and to not only make sure that he’s doing what’s right for him and his 
investments, but that others are achieving their potential.”

Being as successful as possible is a lesson Thompson learned firsthand.
From the age of four, he lived in two of Baltimore’s toughest housing projects. But he 

overcame his harsh surroundings with a positive outlook – “I grew up very poor, but we 
enjoyed life immensely” – and he had a resolve to “be more.”

Thompson earned a scholarship to Cornell University and graduated in 1981 with a degree in 
chemical engineering. In 1984, he moved to Indianapolis for a job at Mays Chemical Company.

High school graduation: Thompson persevered 
to transcend his humble beginnings, earning a 
prestigious scholarship to Cornell University.

A humorous anecdote about this Boy 
Scouts camp photo, taken at age 14. 
(Unaware that some of the Scouts had 
smashed a nearby beehive), “I went to the 
latrine and got stung probably 10 or 15 
times. Everyone is smiling in the photo, 
but me. My head is still stinging a little!”
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His plan at the time: Stay in Indiana for a few years 
and return to the East Coast to open his own chemical 
distributorship.

He was so impressed, he spent 17 years with Mays – 
and never left Indiana.

In 2001, he formed Thompson Distribution Company. 
It’s one of four Indianapolis-based businesses he leads.

Bill Oesterle, currently chief executive officer at 
TMap, is partnering with Thompson on several projects. 
He marvels at his associate’s achievements.

“He came to this town not knowing anyone. Not 
having any money. And has become a successful 
businessperson. Successful community leader. Successful 
father. He’s been chairman of Indiana Black Expo and 
chairman of the Indianapolis Museum of Art (among other 
roles). “There aren’t many places in the country that you 
can come in as a complete outsider and achieve things that 
great,” Oesterle adds. “He’s the poster child for why 
Indianapolis and Indiana in general are a great place to 
move to and build a life.”

Fruits of his labor
First Electric Supply, a wholesale electrical and lighting 

distributor, is Thompson’s largest single company.
Leading me to Thompson’s office at the operation on 

the east side of Indianapolis, a friendly employee confides 
with a smile that I’m in for a treat.

Her words were an understatement.
Three items on display catch my attention: a Super Bowl 

XLVI helmet (Thompson served on the planning committee), 
group photo of fellow Columbia Business School board 
members (modeled after an iconic Beatles’ album cover) 
and a greeting card. Its message is simple: “A little word of 
thanks.”

When Thompson enters the room, it’s instantly clear 
how much he values the simple things.

Coffee in hand, he takes a sip and gestures to a round 
table. That’s where our conversation begins. 

In the 1960s, he began selling fruit from street wagons.
“In Baltimore, a guy would rent a horse and wagon for 

the day,” he remarks. “He might cut a watermelon (for 
instance) and give me a quarter of it. The wagon is 
traveling through the streets. I may go way up ahead. I'm 
yelling out at the top of my lungs (to visit the fruit wagon). 
We had all kinds of little rhymes that we would say that 
were catchy.

“The more business I helped him bring in, the more 
(money) I made at the end of the day. I was a little entrepreneur!”

He also earned cash carrying groceries home for 
neighbors.

“Not many people in those neighborhoods (where he 
lived with his mother and grandparents, respectively), had 
cars. They’d tip me a quarter,” he shares.

He continued to demonstrate a flair for business 
throughout his childhood. At age 14, he started working at 
a youth center. The experiences cultivated a passion for 
economic and skills development.

Today, he lends advice to people aspiring to form 
their own ventures.

Chuckling, he exclaims, “I like those who’ve prepared 
themselves when they’re ready to start a business. But I’ll 
tell them (if the homework hasn’t been done), ‘You really First Electric Supply houses 27,000 square feet and has 20 employees. Products range 

from pipe, wire and fittings to breakers, controls and fixtures.
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need to do more to prepare yourself. Your plan isn’t solid. I don’t 
know anyone who buys the service that you’re offering.’

“I see that a lot. You’ve got to think through what you’re offering 
and what the key factors to success are in what you’re offering.”

Rising above
Thompson is a busy man – professionally and philanthropically. 

That’s why he resolves to chair only one board at a time. He’ll become 
president of the Crossroads of America Council of Boy Scouts in 2020.

His paternal grandfather introduced him to scouting as a child. 
They shared a special bond.

“My grandfather was a real motivating force for me in terms of 
(encouraging me to believe that) I could be more than where we 
lived,” Thompson recalls. “We could be more than that. We lived in 
Lexington Terrace projects and that’s the home of the HBO show The 
Wire. He always said, ‘You can be more than this and here’s how.’

“He lived to see his 100th year. He was born in 1888 and died in 
1988 – six months before his 100th birthday. He always had time for me.”

In turn, Thompson makes mentoring a priority.
“My areas of interest in giving back time, talent and treasure are 

health, education and welfare – not welfare in terms of a welfare 
system, but the welfare of people,” he asserts. “A big component of 
that is economic development, training and skill enhancement. That's 
how you help people. You teach them how to fish. You only give them 
fish while you're teaching them to fish. You don't give them fish 
perpetually.

“Mentorship is big to me. That’s the answer to me: mentoring 
young folks.”

That takes the form of one-on-one discussions and formal 
presentations. In any setting, time is precious.

“Oftentimes, I’m on panels and after the panel is finished, a 
number of people will come up to talk,” he conveys. “All of them 
want a (business) card and want to meet and undoubtedly have lunch. 
I tell them, ‘When you want to meet with someone, don’t make it 
lunch. Make it coffee or tea because you can grab 15 minutes and do 
that.’ Lunch is typically (limited to) five slots in the week.”

Investing … and invested
Thompson is passionate about economic development.
His exact words: “I love it!”
Thompson is chair of the IEDC’s Entrepreneurship Committee.
“That’s the committee responsible for overseeing the investment of 

state dollars into private companies. Typically, start-ups,” he explains. 
“Either they’re start-ups or very early-stage companies. Our interest there 
is in growing technology businesses of scale with high compensation.”

Thompson’s energy and expertise make him a valuable partner of 
the Indiana Chamber, where he serves on a number of committees.

“John is passionate about Indiana and supporting the Chamber’s 
efforts and those of others to make Indiana a better place,” remarks 
Indiana Chamber President and CEO Kevin Brinegar.

“He’s insightful and very giving of his time. He’s extremely 
responsive. The term ‘dynamic’ perfectly describes his personality.”

His four Indianapolis-based businesses (Thompson Distribution, 
First Electric Supply, CMID and BC Countertops) total 120 employees. 

“Business is a funny thing,” Thompson asserts. “If you're going to 
be a doctor, you prepare yourself. You’re forced to. You’ve got to go 
to medical school. You’ve got to get a medical degree. You’ve got to 
take tests to qualify.

“To be a lawyer, you need to pass the bar (exam). To be a 
businessperson, you don't need to do anything. You don't even need to 
finish kindergarten and you can set up a business! You're not prepared 
for it and so then you come to me and want me to help you. Well, I'm 
like, ‘What have you done to help yourself?’ ”

Resources abound to make that happen.
“We have – in this state – services they might not know about. Like 

the Small Business Development Centers that will help you with your 
strategic plan and won’t charge you a dime. Those centers are across 
the state.”

Thompson’s diverse investment portfolio of start-ups ranges from 
health care and technology (software and hardware) to advanced 
manufacturing and hotels. Currently, he’s part of a group that purchased 
the former Angie’s List campus on the near east side of Indianapolis. 
The property stretches approximately 17 acres and has 28 buildings.

Oesterle is delighted that Thompson is part of the team striving 

Thompson shares his vision for designs and more at CMID, a full-service engineering and architectural firm.
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to make the most of that area.
“He loves Indianapolis and that part of town has 

historically been kind of downtrodden. He’s viewed 
this as a way to really lift up the near east side while 
maintaining its traditional character and working with 
the people that are already there.”

Second chances
Thompson is pleased to see a growing emphasis 

on prisoner re-entry into the workforce.
“They’re getting skilled training in prison. Some 

of them are even learning to code. When they come 
out, they're actually finding jobs. These jobs are 
increasingly higher paying – because otherwise you're 
going back to prison.”

Thompson hired an ex-offender the first day of 
business at Thompson Distribution.

“He was the main guy that opened up for us from 
inception until he retired three years ago. He had a 
key to the place. We have valuable materials – 
electric, you name it. We never had a problem. And if 
I had a problem, he’d simply not be a suspect.”

Teaching soft skills can enhance relationships and 
minimize misunderstandings.

“Coach them on how to communicate with 
others,” he urges. “Many of them have come up in 
environments where they communicate with people in 
a harsh kind of way. So, you’ve got to orientate them 
to how you communicate in the workplace.” 

Paying it forward
When Thompson was a teen, he met an unforgettable 

mentor.
Hans Volkert Goebel was a Lutheran pastor who 

opened a mission church in Thompson’s neighborhood.
Amid crime, drugs and gang violence that plagued 

his surroundings, the two forged a friendship.
Thompson began working at the youth center on 

Saturdays.
“I was the one who would travel with the pastor 

and present the activities that were taking place in the 
neighborhood,” he explains. “We would show slides of 
what was happening in the youth center, what kinds of 
programs were going on. We actually took kids to visit 
colleges or we got them involved with programs that 
visited colleges.

“That church really helped change my life,” he 
reveals, his voice heavy with emotion.

“It put us in touch with organizations and gave us 
training at night and on the weekends, to – No. 1, 
excel in school. But No. 2, how to apply for college, 
how to apply for scholarships and broadened our 
horizons on what colleges we would apply to.

“I had no idea that I could get a scholarship to 
Cornell University.” He did just that and graduated 
with that chemical engineering degree. 

“Without Pastor Goebel, I wouldn't have achieved 
all that I achieved. Or it would have certainly been 
much more difficult.”

Thompson was involved with the church until he 
left for college. Goebel later passed away after battling 
cancer.

“I believe there should be good health care for all,” Thompson emphasizes. Currently, he 
serves as chair of the Eskenazi Health Foundation board of directors. He attends 
groundbreaking (top) and grand opening activities for the hospital’s campus in downtown 
Indianapolis (note Thompson’s Super Bowl Host Committee scarf in middle photo), as well as 
a recent Foundation board meeting.
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Thompson never forgot the impact his grandfather’s and Goebel’s 
guidance and attention had on him.

“To me, you help ‘forward.’ There’s no way to pay back people 
that have helped you. I can’t pay back my grandfather. But I can do the 
things that he wanted me to do – which were to be successful, but also 
to help others just like he helped me.

“It’s the same with Pastor Goebel – he wanted nothing from me. 
He just wanted me to go on and pay it forward. Help others in the 
future. Pass it on. Have a life of service.”

That’s precisely what Thompson does in the business world and 
by volunteering.

Thompson and Oesterle met more than a decade ago while 
serving on the National Bank of Indianapolis board.

“His sense of community is so strong, but he’s also an excellent 
businessman. Everything that I’ve worked with him on melds those 
two characteristics and he’s just so likeable!

“He’s fun to work with on these projects. Crazy smart. An all-
around great guy.”

While he can’t give back directly to those who helped him, 
Thompson does have a clear life philosophy.

“All along the way, I’ve been exposed to people who’ve given 
back. So, I’ve made it a major part of my life.”

“My first committee with the Indiana Chamber was what? Economic development,” Thompson declares. “That's what I love!”




