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Introduction

SanDisk Corporation is a hame synonymous with the evolution of modern digital
storage, one that has fundamentally shaped the way we create, store, and share
information. The company’s rise from a Silicon Valley start-up to a global technology
powerhouse represents not just a remarkable business success story, but also a
chronicle of innovation that has transformed the daily lives of billions. For over three
decades, SanDisk has occupied a central place in the digital revolution, supplying the
memory cards, flash drives, and storage devices that have fueled the growth of
cameras, smartphones, data centers, and personal computers worldwide.

Founded in 1988 as SunDisk by three visionary engineers—Eli Harari, Sanjay Mehrotra,
and Jack Yuan—SanDisk emerged at a critical juncture in the development of
semiconductor-based memory technology. The ambition that drove its founding team
was born of a simple yet audacious conviction: that flash memory would become the
backbone of ubiquitous, reliable, and portable data storage. From the company’s
pioneering Floating Gate EEPROM technology to the release of the world’s first flash-
based solid-state drive, SanDisk’s early years were marked by a relentless pursuit of
possibilities that were often seen as impossible or impractical by industry standards of
the time.

The trajectory of SanDisk’s growth mirrored the dynamic shifts in the global
technology landscape. As the 1990s gave way to the new millennium, SanDisk
introduced groundbreaking products and formats—such as the SD and microSD
cards—that became essential for a new era of digital imaging, communication, and
computing. Through audacious joint ventures, notably with Toshiba, and a series of
strategic acquisitions, SanDisk not only secured its competitive edge but also became
a keystone supplier to a generation of innovators. For years, the company’s devices
have been quietly at work in the background: storing memories, powering enterprise
data centers, and enabling the breakthroughs behind mobile and cloud computing.

SanDisk’s story is not purely technological. It is also one of resilience and reinvention
in the face of constant change. The acquisition by Western Digital in 2016 marked a
significant turning point, aligning SanDisk’s expertise in flash with Western Digital’s
leadership in hard disk drives. The subsequent decision in 2025 to spin SanDisk out as
its own independent public company signaled both an acknowledgment of the distinct
and growing future of flash memory, and the enduring value the SanDisk brand holds
in the market. Throughout, core principles—innovation, quality, sustainability, and
responsibility—have remained at the heart of the business.

This book, “SanDisk Corporation: The Story of An American Company,” sets out to
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provide a comprehensive history of SanDisk’s journey. It explores the company’s
roots, the scientists and visionaries who drove its development, its landmark
innovations, and its ongoing impact on technology and society. From the bustling labs
of Silicon Valley to boardrooms, production lines, and the hands of consumers across
the world, SanDisk’s narrative is a reflection of ingenuity, adaptability, and a uniquely
American entrepreneurial spirit.

As SanDisk embarks on its next chapter—renewed as an independent force focused on
high-performance flash memory for the Al era and beyond—it is clear that the
company’s legacy is far from complete. The pages that follow chronicle the journey so
far, offering insights into the past, present, and possible futures of a company whose
products and ideas have helped make the digital world possible.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Dawn of Digital Permanence

The story of SanDisk Corporation, much like the broader narrative of the digital age,
begins with a fundamental human need: to capture and preserve information. Before
the widespread adoption of flash memory, digital data was a fleeting entity, often
tethered to bulky, power-hungry devices or lost with a flick of a switch. The vision to
change this, to create a form of digital permanence that was both robust and portable,
belonged to a trio of bright minds who would lay the groundwork for a technological
revolution.

In the late 1980s, the landscape of computer memory was a mix of volatile RAM,
which lost its contents when power was removed, and slower, less convenient forms of
non-volatile storage. Magnetic tapes and spinning hard disk drives served their
purpose, but their mechanical nature limited their size, durability, and speed. The
dream of solid-state, non-volatile memory that could retain data without power, and
do so reliably, was a persistent one within the semiconductor industry. It was in this
environment that the seeds of SanDisk were sown.

The pivotal figure in this nascent field was Dr. Eli Harari. A brilliant engineer with a
Ph.D. from Princeton University, Harari's early research at Hughes Aircraft had already
led to a breakthrough: the practical application of Floating Gate EEPROM (Electrically
Erasable Programmable Read-Only Memory). This invention was a crucial step,
demonstrating that semiconductor-based data storage could be reliable, durable, and
practical for commercial use, thereby establishing the foundation for the entire flash
memory market. While flash memory itself was invented by Fujio Masuoka at Toshiba
in 1980, it was Harari’s work on Floating Gate EEPROM that truly enabled its
widespread application for data storage.

Harari, along with his former Intel colleague Sanjay Mehrotra and former Hughes
Electronics colleague Jack Yuan, shared a common conviction: flash memory was not
just a theoretical possibility but the inevitable future of digital storage. On June 1,
1988, in Milpitas, California, their shared vision coalesced into a new company, initially
named SunDisk. The name, reportedly suggested by Harari's daughter, aimed to
evoke a "cheerful and sunny" disposition, a subtle nod to the bright future they
envisioned for their technology.

Their goal was clear, though ambitious for the time: to develop a "System Flash"
architecture that would overcome the inherent physical limitations of flash EEPROM
transistors. This meant not just creating memory chips, but developing an entire
system that could manage data storage with unprecedented reliability, even
proactively detecting and replacing defective memory cells before they could cause
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data loss. This foresight, to think beyond the chip to the entire storage system, would
become a hallmark of SanDisk's approach.

The early days of SunDisk were a blend of intense research, development, and a firm
belief in the transformative power of their technology. At this juncture, flash memory
was a relatively expensive proposition with limited applications. A single megabyte of
memory could cost as much as $50, and a single digital photograph required several
megabytes, making widespread adoption a seemingly distant prospect. Yet, the
founders pressed on, convinced of the long-term potential. They recognized that
emerging technologies like digital cameras and mobile computers would desperately
need compact, reliable, and non-volatile storage.

Their perseverance soon yielded tangible results. By 1991, just three years after its
founding, SunDisk achieved a significant milestone: the production of the world’s first
flash-based solid-state drive (SSD) for IBM. This pioneering device was designed in a
2.5-inch hard disk drive form factor, a familiar shape for computer manufacturers, and
offered a capacity of 20 MB. While a 20 MB drive might seem miniscule by today’s
standards, at the time it was a remarkable feat of engineering, representing a tangible
leap forward in digital storage. The price tag, approximately $1,000, underscored the
cutting-edge nature of the technology and its initial market focus on high-end
applications like IBM's innovative ThinkPad laptops. This early product signaled
SunDisk's intent to directly challenge the reign of traditional, mechanical hard drives
with a faster, more robust, and ultimately, more portable alternative.

The introduction of the flash-based SSD for IBM was more than just a product launch;
it was a powerful demonstration of the practicality and potential of flash memory as a
viable and superior storage solution. It solidified SunDisk's position as a leader in this
burgeoning field and paved the way for further innovations. The company's focus
remained steadfast on expanding the applications of flash memory, constantly striving
to overcome technical challenges and reduce costs, a mission that would define its
trajectory for decades to come.

As the early 1990s progressed, SunDisk continued to expand its product offerings. In
1992, the company introduced the FlashDisk series of memory cards. These cards
were specifically designed for the PCMCIA (Personal Computer Memory Card
International Association) form factor, which was gaining traction in the world of
laptops and handheld PCs. A key advantage of these FlashDisks was their ability to
retain data without requiring batteries, a significant improvement over other volatile
memory solutions of the era. This feature made them incredibly appealing for portable
computing devices, freeing users from the constant worry of losing data due to power
interruptions. The FlashDisk series, though discontinued in 2002 with a maximum
capacity of 8 GB, marked another crucial step in making flash memory a ubiquitous
and indispensable part of the digital ecosystem.
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This period of foundational innovation wasn't without its strategic considerations. By
1995, SunDisk made a crucial decision to rebrand itself. The company officially
changed its name to SanDisk Corporation, a move largely driven by the desire to avoid
any lingering confusion with Sun Microsystems, a prominent computer manufacturer
at the time. The "SanD" in SanDisk, as explained by CEO Eli Harari, was intended to
stand for "silicon," a direct reference to the core material of their technology. This
renaming was more than just a cosmetic change; it marked a clear articulation of
SanDisk’s independent identity and its singular focus on flash memory solutions.

The newly christened SanDisk Corporation swiftly moved towards its next significant
milestone: becoming a publicly traded company. In November 1995, SanDisk held its
initial public offering (IPO), listing its shares on the Nasdaq stock exchange under the
ticker symbol SNDK. This public listing was a pivotal moment, providing SanDisk with a
substantial injection of capital. This financial boost was essential, empowering the
company to significantly increase its investment in research and development and to
scale up its manufacturing capabilities. The IPO also served to elevate the company's
profile and increase public awareness of the SanDisk brand, a crucial step as its
products were often embedded within other devices and thus not always directly
visible to the end consumer. The decision to go public reflected the growing
confidence in flash memory as a disruptive technology and SanDisk's ambition to be at
the forefront of this revolution. The stage was set for SanDisk to transition from a
promising startup into a major force in the evolving world of digital storage.
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