
KING Arthur Flour is America’s oldest fl our company – it was 
founded in Boston, Massachusetts in 1790, just 14 years 
after the Declaration of Independence. 

Although it originally imported high-quality English fl our, 
the company – then called Sands, Taylor and Wood – 
became one of the fi rst American-owned enterprises to 
serve the home-grown baking industry.   

The company’s original name faded by 1896, with the 
introduction of the King Arthur Flour brand. The brand grew 
as the company worked to bring American fl our up to the 
quality of the English import. 

The company stayed in Boston for almost 200 years until, 
in 1982, the Sands family quit the city for the small Vermont 
town of Norwich (pronounced “Nor-witch” by locals). 

Another crucial change came in 1996, when Frank and 
Brinna Sands, descendants of the fi rst family of fl our, sold 
the company to the employees. By this action, King Arthur 
Flour became an Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP).

The ESOP emerged in the 1960s as a method of 
spreading ownership in the US workforce. Some that are 
100% employee-owned run along the lines of worker co-ops 
and allow for employees on the board. Others have trusts 
made up of only senior management and outside directors. 

In corporate terms, an ESOP receives stock from the 
employer. The trustees who manage the ESOP put some of 
that stock in individual employee accounts held by the trust. 

Employees are not taxed on their share of the assets –
instead, they pay income tax on the value of the stock when 
they receive it. This happens when they die, retire or leave 
the company. There are around 11,000 ESOPs in place in 
the US, covering 10 million employees – 10% of the private 
sector workforce. Of those, approximately 3,000 are 100% 
owned by the ESOP.

King Arthur’s own ethos describes how the ESOP works on a 
human level. “The people who come to work here each day own 
a real stake in the company and stand to benefi t, or lose, based 
upon the company’s success or failure. It’s a real incentive to 
do our best work every day – to ensure that our products and 
service are always the best, and our customers are happy.

“As an employee-owned company, we’re not beholden to 
outside shareholders who care only about the bottom line; 
we have the freedom to emphasise other values, too, like 
social and environmental responsibility, and the wellness 
and satisfaction of our employees as whole people. The 
ability to live these values, through the hard work and 
dedication of our employee-owners, is an important part of 
our culture and our ongoing success.”

Under employee ownership, productivity and pride in 
the product have risen, and King Arthur Flour is climbing 
through the ranks of US fl our wholesalers. Recently, it 
became the No.2 fl our sold at retail in the US and the No.1 
fl our sold in New England. There are now 255 employees 
and sales in 2012 will reach $100 million, and the company 
has been growing its direct business through website and 
catalogue sales, and through the store at its HQ. 

This coming September, King Arthur Flour holds the grand 
opening of its new store, café, bakery, and school. The 
Arthurian-themed Camelot campus has become quite the 
tourist attraction in Vermont, and can be seen online at 
www.kingarthurfl our.com. On my visit there last year, 
company President Steve Voigt showed me there are many 
paths to building good companies. 

For King Arthur, that path means some core values:
• Employee-Ownership: Creating a workplace that 

embraces respect, trust, open communication, and personal 
fulfi llment through honest hard work. 

• Quality: We seek the highest standards in everything we 
are, and in everything we do. 

• Community: We strive to serve, educate, and inspire 
those around us. 

• Stewardship: We carry on our centuries-old heritage of 
stewardship through the quality of our brand, and the steps 
we take to preserve the vitality of our community and the 
Earth on which we live.
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