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“What customers see today in MacAllister, they’ll see five years from now. We’re 
‘Steady Eddie’ and we’re going to be here for a long time.”

Those words from company president and CEO Chris MacAllister carry even more 
meaning in a chaotic 2020 and knowing that the business has already hit the 
75-year milestone.

During its time, the growth for the Indianapolis-headquartered Caterpillar dealer has been as impressive as 
the longevity. And MacAllister Machinery is not slowing down either, positioning itself to better deliver for 
modern customer needs.

Taking off
Edwin W. MacAllister – who went by E.W. – founded the business in the post-World War II boom. A 

Wisconsin native, he began his career with the county highway department and learned how to build roads. That 
led to his connections with local tractor equipment dealers and eventually 
to various sales positions. He relocated to Indiana in 1941 to run the Allis-
Chalmers dealership. That was his first business, which he secured after 
borrowing $20,000.

In 1945, Caterpillar executives approached him about being its local 
dealer and MacAllister Machinery was born.

Chris recalls there were less than 25 employees and one location when 
his grandfather started out. Today, that count is nearly 2,500 workers and 
35 locations – 20 in Indiana and 15 in Michigan, a market MacAllister 
entered in 2011.

Relationship building, he says, is what set his grandfather apart. “He 
was a very customer-oriented guy. Great relationships with customers and 
a great salesman. He took very good care of his customers and, as a result, 
the business prospered. And that customer-centric nature permeates the 
business today.

“We have a crackerjack sales group – and I don’t view them as sales. I 
view them as partners with our customers. We don’t sell stuff; we help our 
customers. And I think E.W. MacAllister was of the same mindset,” he offers.

“We treat people well; we’re squeaky clean. We’ve built a good 
reputation.”
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Keeping it all in the MacAllister family (from left): Chris, president 
and CEO; Laurel, facilities project manager; P.E., late chairman of 
the board; and Alex, regional rental operations manager.
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In 1951, Pershing Edwin, better known 
as P.E., took the reins of the family business. 
Forty years later, it was Chris’ turn.

“My father carried on many of the same 
principles and philosophies his father had. 
And when I got on board, I tried to codify 
those values so everybody knew what they 
were and what they meant. 

“We identified nine particular elements 
(including safety, win as a team, a customer-
focused approach and continuous improvement) 
and crafted a corporate culture around them. 
That corporate culture is alive and well and 
extremely powerful,” he relays. 

“It perfectly permeates who we hire, 
how we treat people, our training, our 
interviewing process. It’s a filter that I use to 
screen communications all the time. It’s 
everywhere in our business, and it really 
affects how we think, act and work.”

What they do
If you see construction going on at a site, 

there’s a good chance a skid-steer loader is 
being used in some capacity – and a Caterpillar 
one at that. This type of equipment can dig, 
tear down a structure and fill and level the 
ground, among its many uses. It’s MacAllister’s 
most popular vehicle, with small bulldozers 
and excavators (a hydraulic backhoe) also 
near the top of the list. 

Clients come from seven major markets: 
heavy construction, agriculture, power 
stations, residential construction, scrap and 
waste, mining and transportation. Notably, 
MacAllister is also the Blue Bird school bus 
dealer for all of Indiana.

In the last several decades, Chris reports 
industry trends have been toward smaller, more 
technology advanced equipment and renting 

rather than owning. In fact, selling and renting 
are now equally important for MacAllister.

Rental options are both rent to buy and 
rent to rent. The cost and complexity of the 
machines is driving the latter. 

“This stuff’s expensive. And when you’ve 
got a hundred pieces, you’re talking tens of 
millions of dollars,” he declares. “(It’s a benefit) 
if you don’t have to own that … if you have 
somebody that can manage that fleet, keep it 
running and sell it at the appropriate time. It’s a 
very complex process to manage a large fleet 
of equipment. We’re really good at that.”

There’s also the full-service convenience 
of having access to products beyond the 
Caterpillar mainstays. 

“We’ll rent a dump truck, a jackhammer, 
an air compressor and all sorts of other industrial 
equipment that people need to complete 
whatever they’re doing,” Chris emphasizes. 

Defying the odds
It’s hard to go from the first generation 

to the second in a family-owned company and 
even more difficult to reach the third generation. 
Now, a fourth is on deck for the MacAllisters. 
Chris attributes that continuity in part to the 
lack of parental pressure to get in the business.

“It was always an option if you were 
interested. If you wanted to be a hairdresser 
or a concert pianist, that was okay too. So, 
the kids that came into the business did so 
because they wanted to. 

“My son, Alex, has a much more rigorous, 
specific training program (than I had). He’s got 
a 10-year plan for him to take my chair.”

Alex is six years in, but the idea is for the 
process “to take as long as it takes” – whether 
that’s nine years or 12. Chris says this structured 
transition is a far cry from the one he had. 

Continued on page 85

While the pandemic put the brakes on a large company celebration of its 75 years in business, each 
employee is being given a personalized crystal gift to mark the occasion and their efforts. 
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W E ’ R E  W O R K P L A C E  W E L L N E S S
Partners In Your Team’s Success

Stress can be a catalyst for positive change. Our engaging workshops help employees 
become resilient under stress, effective communicators and collaborative team members.

Contact us to customize a virtual or onsite program to meet the needs of your team.
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“My dad didn’t have a 10-year plan (for me). He kind of scratched 
together what I’ll call a half-a** plan,” he laughs. “Send the kid over 
here for awhile so he can learn that. We got a problem up in Fort 
Wayne – send him up there and see if he can pick that up.

“I’m not sure how well thought out it was, but behind it was an 
intent to expose me to various aspects of the business. That was brilliant, 
and it works. I’m following the same approach with my son, but I’ve 
added much more structure and thought to that concept. So, he’s here 
for X months and there for a year and gets to learn these specific things.”

Beyond the “good luck” in having family members to carry on the 
business, Chris points to several other key factors for success. 

“I would say the most important thing is our people. We’re very, 
very particular about who joins the MacAllister team. I mentioned culture 
and we use that as a screen to make sure people fit before we let them 
in here. And then once they arrive, they tend to stay. We have over 
125 employees who’ve been with the company more than 25 years.

“We also tend to take a long-term perspective. We don’t get 
hung up about monthly or quarterly earnings. We’re in this for the 
long haul,” he shares.

And not to be overlooked is aligning with Caterpillar as the 
company’s primary supplier. 

“They’re the dominant manufacturer in the world with their type 
of equipment. Allis-Chalmers and most of the other manufacturers 
around in 1945 are gone, merged or disappeared,” Chris explains. 

Enduring impacts
P.E., who passed away last fall at 101, was a legend in the 

Indianapolis community. Chris says the two had a “great arrangement” 
on that front. 

“I made the money, and he gave it away,” he quips. “His civic 
participation and love for his community was spectacular. He really 
lived that to his dying day.

“I’m more focused on the business, so I’m not out there as much. 
(But) the company has continued and will continue to be active 
contributors and participants to the community – maybe not in person or 
as dynamically as P.E. did it but quietly behind the scenes.”

Chris’ passion also comes through when speaking about what 
drew him and others to work at MacAllister Machinery.

“It enables progress. We help build the country. Interstates, houses, 
factories, schools – we’re in the bones of the infrastructure. We view 
that as a noble calling. … The benefit our industry provides to society 
is significant, and we like that. 

“The second thing is that it’s an interesting business. I’ve been out 
to customer sites in both states – all over the place. To visit a coal 
mine is really cool. To go to a power plant is like nothing else. To see 
a deep trench sewer job is interesting. Landfills and factories and 
subdivisions. To see our products at work – building and making 
America work – is cool. People like to see that sort of stuff and we’re 
all over it … it’s a fun business.”




