
General Mills
history of innovation

our milling roots and beyond

The history of General Mills begins with Cadwallader C.
Washburn, who formed the Minneapolis Milling
Company to lease power rights to mill operators in 1856.

Ten years later,Washburn built his first flour mill near the
falls of St.Anthony on the Mississippi River in Minneapolis.
Although it was officially called the Washburn “B” mill, crit-
ics dubbed it “Washburn’s Folly,” certain that the demand for
flour from Midwestern spring wheat would never grow to
match the new company’s supply.

In 1874,Washburn built a second, even larger facility – the
“A” mill. Four years later, however, it was destroyed in a

flour dust explosion. Five neighboring mills also were leveled in the blast, wiping out half of
Minneapolis’ milling capacity. Washburn did not let this tragedy stand in the way of progress.
He immediately began building an even better mill, with revolutionary new machinery to
enhance both the safety of the operation and the quality of the flour it would produce. He
replaced the grinding stones with automatic steel rollers, establishing the first automatic roller
mill in the world.The new mill produced a product rivaling winter wheat flour in whiteness
with superior baking properties.These advances helped estab-
lish Minneapolis as the nation’s milling center.

John Crosby joined Cadwallader
Washburn as a partner in the milling busi-
ness in 1877, forming the Washburn
Crosby Company. It was the second step
in the evolution of the business that
became General Mills.

In 1880,Washburn and Crosby entered their finest flours in competition
at the first International Millers’ Exhibition in Cincinnati, Ohio, winning
the gold, silver and bronze medals, and establishing the Washburn Crosby
Company’s flour as the best in the world. Soon after, the company

changed the name of its finest flour to Gold Medal flour, which is still the
No. 1 flour brand in America today.
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Meanwhile, Charles Pillsbury began his company in 1869, just across the Mississippi River
from Washburn’s facility. Pillsbury, who was from New Hampshire, had no experience in

flour milling, but he made a profit the first year from the run-down Minneapolis Flour
Mill he and his relatives purchased.

In 1872, Pillsbury’s company began adding four Xs on its Best flour packaging, adding
one more to the three Xs millers traditionally had used to grade their flour. By the
end of the decade, Minneapolis millers were exporting as much as 35 percent of their
production. And the world’s largest mill, Pillsbury’s
“A” mill, which was constructed from 1879 to 1881,
produced many of those exports. In fact, the mill set a
one-day production record on Oct. 12, 1882, when it

made 5,107 barrels of flour.

The company added more milling facilities and continued to
grow domestically as well. In 1900, Pillsbury held its first
recipe contest, offering cash prizes of up to $680.

By 1927, Pillsbury became a public company, trading on the
New York Stock Exchange for the first time.

As Pillsbury began to grow, so did the Washburn Crosby Company.

James Stroud Bell, an aggressive merchandiser, assumed leadership of the Washburn Crosby
mills in 1888. Bell was instrumental in expanding the national flour market and led the com-
pany to phenomenal growth over the next three decades.

His son, James Ford Bell, carried on the tradition. As president of the Washburn Crosby
Company, an industry leader, he led its merger with several other regional millers in June
1928 to create General Mills, Inc.

The consolidation brought together some of the giants of the milling industry, including the
Red Star Milling Company of Kansas; the Sperry Milling Company from the West
Coast; the Larrowe Milling Company of Michigan; the Kell Group from the Southwest;
and the Rocky Mountain Elevator Company, the Royal Milling Company and the
Kalispell Flour Mill, all of Montana.

Five months after its inception, General Mills was the largest flour miller in the world,
encompassing 27 associated companies in 16 states.

When the stock market crashed in October 1929, ushering in the Great Depression,
General Mills was less than 18 months old.Yet the company’s conservative fiscal poli-
cies, coupled with creative merchandising, actually enabled it to gain strength and grow

throughout this period. Even in the worst of the Depression in the early 1930s, consolidated
net income rose steadily, with average earnings in the company’s first five years exceeding by
three times the preferred dividend requirements. General Mills stock earned a reputation for
safety, stability and growth.
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Under the leadership of James Ford Bell, whose unique imagination, energy and foresight
guided the company until 1947, General Mills continued to grow and expand both within
the business of flour milling and beyond. During the 1940s and 1950s, General Mills’

Mechanical Division was outstanding in the developments of many diverse products. In
addition to the food-related research initiatives, like the Betty Crocker appliance line,
which started in 1946, the division aided the war effort by building bombsights and pre-
cision control instruments for the Navy and Army.The division also facilitated the
development of the Ryan Flight Recorder (the “black box”) and conducted hot air bal-
loon experiments during the Cold War.The Mechanical Division was integrated with a
couple of smaller companies to form the Electronics Group in 1961. In the early 1960s,
the division’s engineers designed and built a submarine dubbed “ALVIN,” which was
later used to explore the wreck of the Titanic.The research sectors of General Mills have
always played important roles in the growth and quality products of the company.

Today General Mills remains one of the world’s premier consumer foods companies, a reputa-
tion enhanced by the acquisition of one-time, hometown rival Pillsbury. The combination of
the companies created one of the largest food companies in North America.

James Ford Bell


