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Introduction

In the annals of American enterprise, few companies can claim a history as rich,
enduring, and interwoven with the fabric of daily life as General Mills. From humble
beginnings as a collection of flour mills on the banks of the Mississippi to its current
standing as a global food giant and a stalwart of the S&P 500, the story of General
Mills is a compelling narrative of innovation, adaptation, and an unwavering
commitment to feeding the world. This book embarks on a journey through more than
a century and a half of this remarkable evolution, exploring the personalities,
decisions, and societal shifts that have shaped one of the most recognizable names in
the food industry.

At its heart, this is a story about food—how it's produced, marketed, and consumed,
and how a single company has consistently anticipated and responded to the evolving
tastes and needs of generations. It begins with the foundational milling operations of
the late 19th century, tracing the path from regional supplier to national powerhouse
through strategic mergers and an astute understanding of the burgeoning packaged
goods market. We will delve into the pioneering spirit that led to iconic brands like
Betty Crocker, a creation that transcended mere marketing to become a trusted
culinary companion in countless American homes. The influence of General Mills
extends far beyond the kitchen, touching upon significant historical events, from
wartime contributions that nourished a nation to its ongoing efforts in sustainability
and community engagement.

But the history of General Mills is more than just a chronological account of products
and profits; it's a testament to the dynamic interplay between business acumen and
cultural currents. We will examine how the company navigated economic downturns,
embraced technological advancements in food production, and adapted to seismic
shifts in consumer demands, from the rise of convenience foods to the modern-day
emphasis on health, wellness, and ethical sourcing. The journey reveals a company
that, while deeply rooted in tradition, has consistently demonstrated a forward-
thinking approach, expanding its portfolio through strategic acquisitions and venturing
into international markets to bring its beloved brands to a global audience.

This book offers a unique lens through which to understand the broader narrative of
American industry and consumer culture. By exploring General Mills' continuous
pursuit of innovation—from developing new ingredients and manufacturing processes
to revolutionizing marketing strategies in the digital age—we gain insight into the
forces that drive economic growth and shape our everyday experiences. It's a story of
resilience, reinvention, and the relentless pursuit of quality that has allowed the
company to maintain its prominent position in a highly competitive landscape.
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Ultimately, "A History of General Mills: The Story of an S&P 500 Company" is for
anyone interested in the enduring power of a brand, the intricate workings of a global
corporation, or simply the fascinating evolution of the food we eat. It promises to be
an insightful exploration into how a company built on flour and grains transformed into
a diversified food giant, continuously adapting to meet the challenges and
opportunities of an ever-changing world, all while maintaining its status as a vital
component of the S&P 500 index. Join us as we uncover the rich legacy and promising
future of General Mills, a true titan of the food industry.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Early Mills of Minnesota:
Founding and First Ventures

The story of General Mills, and indeed a significant portion of America's milling
industry, begins not in a boardroom, but amidst the churning waters of St. Anthony
Falls on the Mississippi River in what would become Minneapolis, Minnesota. This
powerful natural waterfall, the only major one on the entire Mississippi, served as an
irresistible beacon for entrepreneurs seeking to harness its energy. Long before any
corporate logos adorned mill buildings, the falls were already a hub of industrial
activity, initially for lumber and later, more significantly, for flour.

The very first mill at St. Anthony Falls was a government-built grist mill in 1823,
established by Colonel Snelling to grind wheat for the troops stationed at Fort Snelling.
This early endeavor produced flour of rather poor quality, a far cry from the refined
product that would eventually make Minneapolis famous. However, it laid the
groundwork, demonstrating the immense potential of the falls for milling. By the
1850s, the area was buzzing, and by 1869, there were already a dozen flour mills
operating around the falls.

One of the pivotal figures in this burgeoning industry was Cadwallader C. Washburn, a
man of diverse talents and considerable ambition. Born in Livermore, Maine, in 1818,
Washburn was one of seven brothers, several of whom also achieved prominence in
American society. Before he became a titan of the milling world, Washburn had a
varied career, including studying law, working as a surveyor, and engaging in real
estate speculation and banking in Wisconsin. He also served as a U.S. Congressman
and later as the 11th Governor of Wisconsin. During the American Civil War, he
distinguished himself as a Union Army officer, rising to the rank of major general.

It was in 1866 that Washburn decided to try his hand at the milling business,
establishing a flour mill on the Mississippi River at St. Anthony Falls. This initial
structure, known as Washburn's A Mill, was a six-story stone building equipped with 12
pairs of millstones. It boasted an impressive daily production capacity of up to 840
barrels of flour, which translated to roughly 165,000 pounds. This was a substantial
operation for its time and marked Washburn's serious entry into an industry that
would define much of Minneapolis's future.

The milling industry in Minneapolis faced a unique challenge: the abundance of hard
spring wheat grown in Minnesota. While hardy and well-suited to the state's harsh
winters, this wheat was more difficult to mill than the softer winter wheat varieties
common elsewhere. It produced a coarser, darker flour and was prone to souring more
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quickly. Overcoming these hurdles would be crucial for the Minneapolis millers to gain
a competitive edge.

The innovation that truly revolutionized flour milling in Minneapolis was the "middlings
purifier." This ingenious device used blasts of air to separate the undesirable bran and
husks from the valuable flour, resulting in a finer, lighter-colored product. Coupled
with the "gradual-reduction"” process, which replaced traditional millstones with
porcelain or iron rollers, these advancements allowed millers to produce high-quality
flour from hard spring wheat that also had a longer shelf life. These technological
leaps were instrumental in Minneapolis's rise as a milling powerhouse.

However, the path to progress was not without its perils. On May 2, 1878, tragedy
struck Washburn's A Mill when a devastating flour dust explosion ripped through the
facility, claiming the lives of eighteen people and destroying the mill. This catastrophic
event served as a grim reminder of the inherent dangers in early industrial milling and
prompted a collective effort among Minneapolis millers to improve safety standards.

Undeterred by the disaster, Cadwallader Washburn embarked on rebuilding the A Mill.
The new facility, completed in 1880, was a marvel of its time, incorporating state-of-
the-art machinery designed for both increased safety and higher quality flour
production. Some skeptics, however, doubted its immense scale, dubbing it
"Washburn's Folly," believing that such a large mill would never be able to sell all the
flour it produced. Washburn, a man of unwavering conviction, was not swayed by
these opinions, confident in the advanced milling techniques employed in his new
enterprise.

His confidence was soon vindicated. In 1880, Washburn entered his "Superlative" flour
into the First Millers International Exhibition in Cincinnati, Ohio, a prestigious
competition attended by millers from across the globe. Washburn's flour triumphed,
securing all three top prizes, including the coveted gold medal. This international
recognition cemented the reputation of Washburn's flour for its exceptional quality
and led to the iconic rebranding of the company's premium product as "Gold Medal
Flour." This award-winning flour became a cornerstone of the company's success and
a symbol of milling excellence.

By this time, Minneapolis was rapidly transforming into the "Flour Milling Capital of the
World." The population of the city exploded, driven by the burgeoning industry,
growing from 13,000 in 1870 to nearly 165,000 just two decades later. The city's
growth was inextricably linked to the mills, which not only provided employment
directly but also spurred the development of supporting industries such as bag and
barrel making, and ironworks. Rail lines stretched across the Northern Plains, bringing
in vast quantities of wheat from Minnesota, the Dakotas, and Canada, and carrying
finished flour to markets both domestic and abroad.
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The Washburn A Mill, particularly after its rebuilding and technological upgrades,
played a significant role in this boom. At its peak production, it was capable of grinding
enough flour to make an astonishing 12 million loaves of bread in a single day. This
level of output was unprecedented and set a new standard for the industry. While
other mills like the Pillsbury A Mill, completed in 1881, also contributed to
Minneapolis's dominance and at one point held the title of the world's largest flour
mill, Washburn's foresight and investment in advanced milling technology were
foundational to the region's success.

The early days of flour milling were largely focused on what was known as "family
flour," sold in large, 196-pound barrels for home baking. This reflects a time when
home baking was a much more central part of daily life for most American households.
The move towards smaller, packaged goods, and the rise of convenience foods, would
come much later in the company's evolution, but the strong foundation in quality flour
production was established during these formative years.

Cadwallader C. Washburn's legacy extends beyond the mills he built. His foresight in
adopting innovative milling techniques and his dedication to producing high-quality
flour set the stage for the company that would eventually become General Mills. The
early mills of Minnesota, powered by the mighty St. Anthony Falls, were more than just
industrial sites; they were the crucibles where a future food giant began to take shape,
fueled by entrepreneurial spirit and a relentless pursuit of excellence in the essential
business of feeding people.
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