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Praise for The Butcher, the Embezzler, and the Fall Guy


“A wonderfully written book with great backstory about the early days at Hormel. The author treats her subjects fairly while shining a light on misguided trust between friends, the importance of innovation to leapfrog competitors, and the deep determination needed to succeed.”


—David Barber, executive at Barber Foods


“Gretchen Cherington is a bold, brave, and honest writer. Her heartfelt search for family truths is always grounded in thorough research and deep reflection. With both the clear-eyed perspective of a consultant to CEOs and the compassion of a granddaughter able to forgive human faults and frailties, Cherington skillfully honors her grandfather’s legacy while uncovering complicated truths. A powerful and beautifully structured read.”


—Debra Thomas, author of Luz: A Novel


“A fascinating story in which the author captures the texture of prosperous early-twentieth-century upper-middle-class life in a Minnesota company town. Cherington seems to have it all nailed down, but, at the end, a fresh discovery challenges her own narrative. Finely crafted, this book is strong reporting and reflects Cherington’s deep emotional ties to her quest for the truth.”


—Steve Taylor, farmer, newspaperman, and longtime Commissioner of Agriculture for the state of New Hampshire


“The Butcher, the Embezzler, and the Fall Guy is a compelling book of family history, an urgent look inside the machinations of wealth and power, and a wonderfully well-written journey into a fully realized past. Cherington, the daughter of a poet and the granddaughter of an astute businessman, wields the many elements of her inheritance with grace.”


—Beth Kephart, National Book Award finalist and author of Wife | Daughter | Self: A Memoir in Essays


“In this fascinating historical memoir, Gretchen Cherington sets out on a determined quest to discover why her grandfather, who played a pivotal role in the early success of the Hormel meat company, was ultimately forced out of the company. To understand this pivotal event that forever changed her family’s fortunes, Gretchen returns to her midwestern roots to uncover the truth about the meatpacking industry and the powerful men who shaped it. Engrossing me from first page to last, this is a compelling mystery of corporate greed, family legacy, and a granddaughter’s search for answers.”


—Laura Davis, author of The Courage to Heal and The Burning Light of Two Stars


“Cherington’s second book is a fascinating blend of history, family biography, and personal memoir. Who knew the Hormel company’s history was so infused with drama and intrigue? Cherington is a meticulous researcher with keen insights into human flaws and subtleties, born of her professional training in consulting work. She is also a woman on a soul-searching quest into her own family’s shadowy past. A poetic sensibility infuses Cherington’s prose, making this engaging, multidimensional story a highly compelling read.”


—Robin Clifford Wood, author of The Field House: A Writer’s Life Lost and Found on an Island in Maine


“Cherington dismantles myth after myth in this visceral and emotional story, one complicated by family legacies large and small that are twined by love and loss. At the book’s center, a small town that orbits around buttoned-up businessmen and an industry that feeds the nation’s bellies with slaughtered hogs.”


—Kerri Arsenault, author of New York Times Editors’ Choice Mill Town: Reckoning with What Remains


“Engagingly written, combining elements of history, memoir, and mystery. This book is a delight.”


—Monica Wood, author of The One-in-a-Million Boy,


“With crisp writing and an eye for detail, Cherington masterfully weaves a story of ambition, intrigue, and family legacy. Equal parts mystery and memoir, Cherington’s curiosity takes her to the farmlands and feedlots of southern Minnesota as she unearths shocking and long-hidden details of this true-crime tale. I was totally hooked.”


—Bob Keyes, author of The Isolation Artist: Scandal, Deception, and the Last Days of Robert Indiana


“I’m not often a reader of history, but The Butcher, the Embezzler, and the Fall Guy, with its blend of fact and memoir and family lore, kept me entranced. Through her vivid prose and clear-eyed honesty, Cherington guides readers skillfully back to a time and place that bustles with life—a trip I would take again and again with this talented author.”


—Cheryl Suchors, author of 48 Peaks: Hiking and Healing in the White Mountains





“What happens when we unravel family myths? In her newest memoir, The Butcher, the Embezzler, and the Fall Guy, Gretchen Cherington finds no easy answers as she unfolds a true crime tale concerning a grandfather she never knew. As we’re drawn into this intricate story of high life and deceit in the early twentieth century, both author and reader wonder if Cherington’s grandfather was complicit in an embezzlement scheme that rocked a name-brand company. With characteristic honesty, and relevant to readers everywhere, Cherington’s powerful prose prompts us to look at our own family stories in new ways.”




—Ashley E. Sweeney, author of Hardland
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In loving memory of the grandparents I never knew,


Alpha LaRue and Lena Lowenstein Eberhart


And for my family,


past, present, and future









What is history but a fable agreed upon?


—NAPOLÉON


Everywhere, the land is not ours.


Everywhere, the past has a dark underbelly.


Everywhere, what appears to beone thing is something else.


—ANGELA PALM












Author’s Note






This is a work of memory, research, and my imagination. I am indebted to the Richard Eberhart Literary Estate for permission to use its source materials at Dartmouth College’s Rauner Special Collections Library, which include my grandfather A.L. Eberhart’s personal letters and business documents. Without those I would not have found his voice for this book. At Dartmouth, I was assisted by former staff member Sarah Hartwell and current librarian Jay Satterfield. My Eberhart cousins have shared family letters, journals, photograph albums, and stories about our grandparents whom none of us knew. Each was a source of vital information, history, and opinion.


Memory is fallible and subject to interpretation. Even in primary sources, some facts of this story conflict. Sometimes I have chosen to acknowledge this; sometimes I have chosen the fact I feel best matches what I have come to believe is true. Where quoting primary sources, I have used italics and, where needed, edited lightly for ease of reading. I have used a single letter to identify certain persons to protect their privacy.


The original research for this book took place during three trips to Austin, Minnesota, between 1995 and 2000, and five years thereafter. Between 2018 and 2022, I expanded the research with generous assistance from individuals in Austin and elsewhere. Any errors are mine alone.


Geo. A. Hormel & Company, now often thought of as Hormel Foods, prefers to be referred to by its original name. Where possible in the narrative flow, I have honored that preference. At other times I’ve referred to the company simply as Hormel, or the Hormel company, as it was not known as Hormel Foods at the time of this story.


This work is neither intended to be a definitive biography of any of the three protagonists, nor a complete history of the first twenty years of Geo. A. Hormel & Company. It is impossible to know the exact truth of events that occurred one hundred years ago, or their full impact through the generations that have followed.
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Flimsy Pretext




Austin, Minnesota





1922


In late January 1922, Alpha LaRue Eberhart peered out the multi-paned windows of George Hormel’s executive office in Austin, Minnesota, at the Red Cedar River below. The river was frozen stiff as death, splitting the meatpacking town in two. The afternoon temperature had barely risen since daybreak. A biting wind drove across the plains, blowing clouds of snow and factory steam eastward and rattling the windows’ glass.


I imagine A.L., as my grandfather was called, stood his ground, undaunted, eyes sure, as he was forced to resign from the company he had spent twenty years helping to build. The men’s words were brief that day. A.L. knew there was no point in arguing with his high-strung boss. George Albert Hormel was unlikely to change his mind. Maybe that day, as in photographs, George’s right hand palmed his thigh, his fingers spreading south, as if ordering a dog to sit.


George’s skin was paler than A.L.’s, his hair thicker and parted left to right, his nose nearly piercing his upper lip. His pinched eyes nipped the skin behind his wire-rim glasses, conjuring a scolding teacher dressing down an errant student. When the ticking clock on his wall struck the next hour, packinghouse workers would hang up their aprons and head home. Despite the bespoke suits and starched shirt collars worn by these men, theirs was a killing business—an abattoir that turned plump animals into food, splattering blood on the meatcutters’ aprons and dropping guts into buckets on the floor.


The facts leading up to my paternal grandfather’s forced resignation were clear. Six months earlier, the company had discovered a nearly $1.2 million embezzlement by its star comptroller, Ransome Josiah Thomson. The defalcation, as it was called back then, had taken place over the course of nearly a decade. Newsprint across thirteen hundred cities had inked the story, with the New York Times headline reading: Report Shows Embezzler Got $1,187,000. After the embezzlement, the value of one share of Hormel stock plummeted almost to zero, scattering the company’s assets and reputation to the wind, putting at risk a thousand employees and cratering my grandfather’s personal wealth, much of it in Hormel stock. As A.L. watched Thomson being marshalled off to jail, town gossip swirled like eddies of pork fat draining off the Hormel cutting floor.


That January day, my grandfather trudged out to his Cadillac Suburban, hauling up the collar of his heavy, Chicago-tailored, wool topcoat against the cold. Snowdrifts felted his pant legs. Even the howling blow couldn’t entirely conceal the sound of squealing pigs being prodded from outdoor pens onto the killing floor at the back of the factory.


Across the Red Cedar River, A.L. pulled up the long, winding driveway to his estate. Snowfall blanketed the regal white peonies he and his wife, Lena Lowenstein, had planted three years earlier, which lit up the month of June each summer like puffy clouds dancing over the southern Minnesota plains. The couple’s second son—seventeen-year-old Richard, who would become my father—ever hopeful for his father’s afternoon return from work, was shoveling drifts from the family’s front veranda. Inside their lavish home, Lena lay dying.


Whatever my grandfather said to his family about being fired that day—for it had been a “resignation” only in George Hormel’s imagination—he penned a letter to his closest friend and business confidant, George Hastings Swift, heir to the giant Chicago meatpacking company Swift & Company: You will probably be as much surprised as I was to know I have resigned my position, requested by Mr. Hormel on what seemed a very flimsy pretext.


GEORGE HORMEL’S “FLIMSY PRETEXT,” and my grandfather’s firing, were legend in my family. My father cast them as Shakespearean tragedy—or the Horatio Alger story, if Alger had lost his American dream. Six decades after the events, my father still wept when describing his father’s fall from grace and his mother’s early death to cancer. Thomson’s embezzlement in Austin, Minnesota, and the weight of company and family shame were traumas for my father which got taken up by me.


As a kid, I was spellbound by Dad’s telling of the events, but by the mid-1990s, when I was in my forties, I was reckoning with the complicated man I knew him to be—a Pulitzer Prize–winning poet who surrounded himself with the best writers of the twentieth century, from Robert Frost to James Dickey; a man who championed women poets and loved my mother deeply yet had engaged in multiple affairs throughout his marriage and had on one occasion, when I was seventeen, molested me in my bedroom. He was my first experience of a powerful, confusing man. He was known for telling stories that entertained his fans, but I’d learned as an adult that some of those stories were exaggerated and others simply untrue. While his tales calcified into family myth, I no longer knew whether to trust them, or his tears.


By all accounts, my father and his two siblings enjoyed an idyllic childhood in Austin, but the idyll ended that bitter January day when A.L. was called to George Hormel’s office.


If my father polished his stories with the élan of the literary star he would become, I was looking for a way to square them with my own lived experience. I wanted to understand my midwestern legacy within the broad sweep of its geographic scale and our early nation building.


I never knew my paternal grandparents. Both died long before I was born. I didn’t really know what to believe about Alpha LaRue Eberhart, George Hormel, or Ransome Thomson. What I knew was that throughout my early career as a management consultant, as I partnered with CEOs—mostly men, back then—stories of the three men in Austin haunted me. I was working with clients to help them change their companies into places where both business and people could thrive. I watched how the CEOs operated, learned how they made decisions, took in how they told their own stories, each one of them giving me a reference point against which to think about my grandfather.


If my father poetically described his father as six feet of manhood and not a mark of fear, few top executives I knew had no fear. If my father cast George Hormel as the villain—a bastard, all greed for laying [his] father so low—I knew such descriptions were rarely that clean. As for the embezzler, my father both marveled at his ingenious stealing and railed at his audacity but chose to blame him less than he did his father’s former boss.


In forty years advising hundreds of powerful men, I had occasionally been in their corner suites as they considered a firing. I knew their primary reasons. Now I wanted to know how Geo. A. Hormel & Company, a brand-name business that would become the $11 billion conglomerate it is today, got started; how the fates of these three men were sealed on the banks of the Red Cedar River; how a company nearly brought to its knees in 1921 was declared by its bankers as too big to fail; and what role any of this had to do in shaping me.
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Company Town




Austin, Minnesota





1995


Out the window of our compact rental car, soybean fields stretch like billowing sheets on a laundry line. My cousin Eloise Eberhart and I are traveling on Interstate 35 from the Minneapolis airport to Austin, one hundred miles south.


Blessed with a crop of thick salt-and-pepper hair and blushed cheeks, El is a classic beauty with the dark brows of our grandmother and the dancing eyes of our grandfather. At sixty, she is fifteen years my senior. That used to matter when she was twenty-five and I was ten, but it doesn’t now. We’ve set aside three days to explore this place our fathers reminisce about, and I hope to leave with a clearer story of what happened here before either of us was born.


The cerulean sky is nearly free of clouds. Wisps of fluff sail untethered. Acres fly by so fast it’s hard to catch their detail. The vast, open space of southern Minnesota is freeing, after the charming but sometimes claustrophobic hills of New Hampshire and a hefty consulting season. A kaleidoscope of questions hangs overhead as El drives and I stare out the window. Why, if Austin was so pivotal to our fathers, did neither of them ever bring us here? Dad’s stories tangle in my brain like lines left unfurled on a sailboat. Maybe I’m just here to clear up a few of those lines.


“How old was I when I was your flower girl?” I ask El, having half-forgotten the details of a favorite memory. The photograph of me at her wedding is a cherished one—she in a fitted, virginal gown, me in my white dotted swiss beaming up at my beautiful cousin, squeezing her hand so tight I can feel the hurt.


“Ten,” El says, her cheeks flushed the same pink as the bouquet of baby roses I clutched in two hands that day.


I fill El in on my consulting work. In tandem with my forty-fifth birthday, my company has just reached its ten-year mark. Friends tell me I work too much, but the long-term partnerships I’ve formed with CEOs as they transform their company cultures exhilarate me. I like seeing positive change happen.


Eloise is a fundraiser for the American Friends Service Committee, and lives in Chicago. She is sometimes called to southern Minnesota to meet with prominent donors and has been to Austin several times, where she has met people who knew—or knew of—our grandparents.


Staring out the window, I think of the summer I got as close to Austin as I ever have until now. In 1968, I was seventeen, away from home for two months, working on a service project with Mexican American migrant workers employed by the Owatonna Canning Company, a short jog northwest of Austin. A memory surfaces; I glance at El and share it with her.


Seasonal employees are packed hip-to-hip, I tell her, like standing pick-up sticks in the backs of open trucks, and driven to the fields where they will spend twelve hours harvesting asparagus and strawberries, bent over long rows in the hot sun.


I’m playing outside a single-room cinder-block home at the migrant camp with Maria and her toddler sister, Elena, while her older siblings and parents work in the fields. Maria is hungry and goes inside. A couple minutes later, I look through the open door and see her leaning over a gas flame, fixing a pan of something for Elena’s lunch. Her cotton dress drapes too close to the flame and catches fire. The next thing I know, I’m rolling her in a blanket and the room stinks of singed cotton.


Just thinking of it, I’m shaken.


“It was terrifying,” I say to El. “Looking back, I think it was the first time I realized my own privilege.”


THE CLOSEST THING I KNOW TO THIS VAST Minnesota sky is the rose-washed reach of Penobscot Bay, Maine, where my family summered. Here, I feel like El and I are in a massive bubble, with a sky-colored circus tent overhead and soybeans stretching to earth’s end. The bubble seems to contain today and every story we’ve heard about southern Minnesota from our fathers. But how strong is this bubble? And—knowing myself—how far will I go to find out?


El’s mission for this weekend seems to be to set the family record right about our grandfather—that he was wronged by George Hormel. We’ve procured an appointment with the Hormel corporate archivist because we’ve heard that a rumor still floats around the company, and in some parts of Austin, that our grandfather was complicit in Ransome J. Thomson’s embezzlement. Publicly, I can’t believe that’s true. Privately, I don’t know what to believe, but I know my family’s stories are rarely uncomplicated.


“It’s not right what the company did,” El says after we pass a sign indicating we’re more than halfway to Austin. “Our grandfather was a good man. A family man. And he built that company.”


“That’s what we’ve heard,” I say. “I never knew Dad to hate anyone, but he hated George Hormel. A.L. and George were friends. George’s wife Lillian and Grandmother Lena were too. And Hormel fired A.L. while Lena was dying.” I shake my head. “I don’t know how our grandfather got through that year.”


El sighs. “Me either.”


The lush, weed-free miles of soybeans lull me. I hope I’m open to learning whatever I need to learn about my grandfather. I’m not here to prove his innocence. I’ve only started to look through the four large boxes of his letters and business documents held within my father’s literary archives at Dartmouth College. I don’t know what to believe, but I want to test a few nascent speculations while I’m here. Like it or not—and sometimes I don’t—I’ve always wanted to know the truth about everything. A new entrepreneur client once told me that trait might get me in trouble in the short run but was the only way to live. The CEOs with whom I consult want the truth I see inside their companies. It’s only when they’re grounded in reality that they can make their best decisions.


If family lore holds that A.L. was devastatingly wronged by his boss, did my grandfather own any part of it? If George Hormel was a bastard, as my father said, might he have been anything more? Maybe my grandfather was neither the saint my father described nor the sinner George Hormel fired.


A falcon glides east across the highway, makes a hard north turn, and traces his beady eyes to the ground, scouting for dinner. What was my grandfather scouting for in 1901 when he accepted George Hormel’s invitation to Austin? What could the young Hormel, a novice entrepreneur, have offered that was attractive enough to lure A.L. from a good job with an already giant meatpacking company in Chicago, a city known as the meat capital of the world?


By 1901, A.L. was heading up Swift & Company’s sales offices in St. Paul. Newly married, and known in the industry, he had a bright future ahead of him. St. Paul was a bustling city of 160,000 people with concrete sidewalks, broad streets, and trolley cars. Austin was a town of 5,000 with a muddy Main Street littered with fifteen saloons and three billiard halls.


The highway spills out ahead of us, splitting sixty miles of soybeans like the Red Cedar River splits the east and west sides of Austin. Ever since George Hormel opened his first meat market in 1898, Austin has been a company town. Now, the Hormel company is ranked among the ten largest meatpackers in the country, and is no longer run by family members. Under corporate leadership, it has reconstructed its brand, in part by accenting the second syllable of the family name instead of the first. Those we’ll meet in Austin will still claim the family’s pronunciation of Hormel. At first, this sounds odd to my ear, an indication that the newly accentuated Hormel has taken root, at least beyond Minnesota.


This weekend, El and I will discover that the company’s smoked meats infuse nearly every block we will walk in Austin. Its history will show on the faces of most citizens we encounter. Its brand plumps the bellies of white, midlevel executives who fill city restaurants from noon to one o’clock. Its name or its money is associated with the high school auditorium, the 4,000-seat high school football stadium, the nature center, the golf course, the library. Riverland Community College fills its classes with hopeful eighteen-year-olds ready to work for the company in entry-level positions. There wouldn’t be much to Austin, Minnesota, without Geo. A. Hormel & Company, which makes the company both powerful and incapable of hiding.


AT SOME POINT, THE SOYBEANS OUTSIDE OUR car turn into oats, and millions of seed heads bob like the ends of upside-down brooms. If I squint just right, I can turn those oats into the fur underbelly of a hog. Squint and release. Squint and release. I lock in this image of place, where endless feed crops surround a town whose name is synonymous with bacon.


“It’s beautiful here,” I say. “This big sky. These endless waves of grain.” The cliché feels right.


“Oh beautiful for spacious skies,” El sings in her perfect soprano, her patriotism contagious. There’s a lot of amber grain here to admire.


“So different from the shrimpy farming valleys of New England,” I say, laughing. “A family farm in New Hampshire would be a backyard 4-H project here. We can’t hold a candle.”


El and I tally a list of questions for the weekend. We line up the first two men in our sights: George Albert Hormel, with his stolid Germanic frame, his five-pound meat cleaver hanging from his butcher’s belt; Alpha LaRue Eberhart, with his perfect posture and patrician nose, his sizzling eyes, his show tunes piano-playing that charmed Lena Lowenstein of White Hall, Illinois, into marrying and following him to downtown Chicago, to St. Paul, and finally to Austin.


“You know, we could have been rich,” I say, leaning into El. “Really rich. I figured it out. From the financial records in Dad’s archives. If A.L. had been able to hang on to his Hormel stock, we’d be filthy rich, just like George Hormel’s grandchildren.”


“But money . . .” El smiles, she the frugal wife of a minister. “It might have corrupted us!”


I could stand a little corruption right now, I think to myself. My divorce five years ago, my two children headed to college, my growing consulting company—money flowing in is just about matching money flowing out. I don’t know what I feel about the level of wealth we might have inherited, but my curiosity here has never been about the lost money, even if the specter of it is seductive. Really, it is about these three protagonists who’ve occupied my family stage. I feel a need to inhabit them, to try to understand who they were, what they did, and why—to the extent that’s even possible. I want to claim the grandfather and grandmother I never knew. I want to tell their story as I figure out mine.


El signals our exit from the highway. “You read the directions, Gretch.” She hands me a printed email from Betty Catherwood, the woman whose house we’re looking for.


A few commercial outfits sprinkle the edge of the highway exit, then there’s just a flat grid of unremarkable neighborhoods, one after another, as we head into town. We could be anywhere in Iowa, Wisconsin, Nebraska. Middle America. In 1995, this small city of 20,000 doesn’t offer much of a first impression.
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He Could Cleave a Hog with a Single Blow




Austin, Minnesota





1995 and 1900


Betty Catherwood uncorks a bottle of dry sherry and places a platter of mini hot dog buns stuffed with something mayonnaise-y between El and me. We’re tired from traveling but eager to be with Betty, whose husband, Roger, died last year. Rog Catherwood was our fathers’ best friend growing up in Austin.


“See what you think of these,” Betty says, offering her platter.


I’m not sure what I’m looking at.


“I thought we’d start with Spam,” she says.


“Spam!” El’s laugh trills through the room like her song.


The mention of Spam is enough to wake me from jet lag. Hormel’s best-known product, created after A.L. left the company, made famous for feeding soldiers during World War II, then infamous by Monty Python. My mother made Spam sandwiches on island picnics in Maine. She called it the perfect American food—a mash-up of whatever bits and pieces had no other home. “Like our nation,” she’d laugh, “with its ‘tired and poor.’”


The little sandwiches are dressed up with mayonnaise, chopped pickles, scallion, and celery, then dusted with paprika, and I admit they are tasty.


Betty is a tidy, small, robust woman of seventy-five years whose thinning hair is colored and permed. Her pressed blue seersucker clothes offset her comfortable-looking beige walking shoes. A graduate of Wayne State University and an art teacher throughout her life, she is, according to El, open-minded, so I assume she won’t mind my questions, even though she’s related to the Hormel family by marriage. Roger’s father, Samuel Doak Catherwood, was George Hormel’s best friend and long-term legal counsel, also a good friend of A.L. George’s sole son, Jay Hormel, carried Catherwood as his middle name. The Catherwoods, Hormels, and Eberharts occupied privileged space in Austin.


Betty says she wants to know what we’re learning while we’re learning it.


“I found a journal of my father’s from 1919,” I say. “Two years before the embezzlement made national headlines. He and Rog hiked up the Cedar River to camp out.”


“Oh, I’m eager to hear!” Betty’s eyes are lit with memories of her husband.


I recount what I’ve read of Dad’s journal—that he and Rog were working in the packing plant that summer and had just earned twelve dollars and change for two weeks’ wages. I use air quotes when I retell from my father’s journal, that they’d been stuffing George Hormel’s sausages. This gets a laugh from El and Betty. Dad and Rog were excited for an adventure, for the freedom of finding a campsite near Ramsey that they’d made the summer before.


“Was Dryden on that trip?” El asks, referring to her father.


“Just Rog and Dad,” I say. “Two boys free of their parents and their boss. But the river sounds like it was really shallow. Is that true?” I ask Betty.


“Oh, yes,” she says, “it’s never been much of a river. Sometimes you can walk across it. Except when it floods, and then it’s quite dangerous.”


“I think Rog was seventeen, Dad fifteen. They’d signed a pact to try to find an old haunted house in Ramsey. In the dead of the night,” I say with air quotes again. I’ve been steeped in Dad’s journals and letters recently, doing research for my first book.


“Ramsey is five miles north of Austin,” Betty tells us. She reminds me that she knows my father because he and Rog corresponded through their adulthoods. In 1971, when Dad was sixty-seven, Austin High School invited him to speak to the graduating class on the occasion of his fiftieth reunion. My parents stayed with the Catherwoods on that trip.


“I’m just so glad you’re here,” Betty says as we three clink glasses.


FRIDAY MORNING, BETTY SCRAMBLES EGGS and fries Hormel bacon in the electric pan by her sink. She’s planned a downtown walking tour for us this morning.


We first stop at the Austin Public Library—the predecessor of which, Betty reminds us, our grandmother Lena and Lillian Hormel helped get started by planning and raising money from Andrew Carnegie.


Strolling Main Street, I’m struck by the tidy blocks of stores and businesses lining both sides of the street: a pizza shop, a Chinese restaurant, a breakfast place, law offices, a gift store, a print shop, a hardware store. Everything you’d need, I guess, if you lived a hundred miles from Minneapolis and forty miles from Rochester. As we walk, Betty introduces us to Austinians we pass on the street. She knows nearly everyone and describes us to friends as “A.L. Eberhart’s granddaughters,” here to learn about the “Thomson years.” Eyes widen and several men halt their morning strolls. Seventy-five years after Cy Thomson’s embezzlement, his is still a big story here. Those who knew George Hormel personally—or knew of him through their parents who worked at the company—are eager to share their views of him.


“A dictator,” one man says. “And rarely a benevolent one.”


“He was a bully from what I heard,” another says. “We all know your grandfather was wronged. He was the brains behind the company. You can be sure of that.”


I’m resisting being sure of anything. I can’t help but warm to these kind citizens coming to A.L.’s defense—still, how much of what they’re saying about George Hormel is hearsay?


We arrive at a print shop and Betty pops in to invite its owner out to the street, away from the thrum of his press.


Knowles Dougherty is tall and lanky, with a straightforward smile. He seems interested in having a conversation. The slanting October sun lights up his face.


“George Hormel was known to be a mean man,” Knowles asserts. “He was a German butcher by trade. He had powerful forearms. He could cleave a hog with a single blow.”


I write that line in my notebook.


“Knowles’s father is Richard Dougherty,” Betty explains. “He wrote the two history books for the company’s seventy-fifth and one-hundredth anniversaries.”


“So, you have credibility,” I say to Knowles. “And I’d love to read them.”


“I’ll get them to you, at Betty’s,” Knowles offers.


I ask Knowles about his background and learn that he and his wife founded the Warehouse Cooperative School, an alternative K–12 school in Boston where my cousin, Susan Butcher, the four-time winner of the Iditarod sled dog race in Alaska, went after dropping out of public school. He’s a graduate of Swarthmore, with a PhD in education from Harvard. He’s taught, farmed, published, and has now made his way back to Austin, where his parents are aging. His print shop keeps him busy. I like Knowles immediately. He’s quirky and engaging. We have a quick back-and-forth about what I know about my grandfather.


“Just remember, Gretchen,” he says before we part. “Mr. Hormel killed hogs for a living. He was big and tough. And,” he repeats, “had powerful forearms.”


I jot a crude sketch of big arms on my pad.


“He sounds intimidating,” I say.


“He could be. He wasn’t refined like your grandfather. He was a man with only one mission in life. What he cared about above all else was to succeed.”


I file Knowles’s name away as a possible ally in Austin and underline the word “succeed” in my notes. As we turn to leave, I say to El, “A man who cares above all else to succeed isn’t a man who would admit failure.”


BETTY LOOPS US BACK TO HER CAR and we head to The Old Mill Restaurant in an historic building at a sharp bend in the Cedar River. It’s a dark room, somewhat brightened by windows on the river side. The hostess greets Betty with a happy lilt and welcoming hands. She steers us to a small, wooden table in the middle of the room with paper place mats and plastic-covered menus that don’t appear to have been changed recently. A small vase of white carnations sits in the middle of the table.


Along one side of the restaurant is a long table set for lunch. Through the coming hour it will fill with men—no women—in their forties and fifties, each dressed in khaki slacks, dark loafers, and pastel-colored Oxford shirts. Middle managers, I presume, from the Hormel corporate offices. Their hair is trimmed, their midsections are soft, and their easy vernacular suggests they feel fortunate to work for this company and to live in this town. They remind me of midwestern men I’ve coached in executive education programs, ones noted by their human resources departments for their “high potential” to climb the corporate ladder. The best of them are sent to bolster their leadership skills at management finishing schools like Harvard, Columbia, and Dartmouth—campuses where consulting colleagues and I sometimes work as adjunct faculty. While the New Yorkers and Germans in our groups often bristle at what we teach, the midwesterners are rule followers, generally with positive attitudes. They’re called “Midwestern Nice” for a reason. They may be wide-eyed in meeting their counterparts from Nigeria, Mumbai, Frankfurt, Tokyo, and London, but I like having them in my groups, as they usually don’t make my job tougher than it needs to be.


Perusing the menu, I smile at El. “Doesn’t look like we’ll find much of a salad.”


Down the menu runs a long list of Hormel meats: pork chop, pork butt, ham steak, ham sandwich, pork liver and bacon, pork stew, ham salad on iceberg lettuce, pork roast, and Spam burgers. I feel like a coastal food snob. But when I’m in foreign countries—and Austin does feel foreign—I eat what’s put in front of me, and anyway we’re here for the Hormel story, which is a story of meat, especially pork, so I settle for a ham sandwich on white bread with a pickle and chips.


The meat is soft and juicy—melt-in-my-mouth good.


AFTER LUNCH WE TAKE A BREAK BACK AT Betty’s, where Knowles has already dropped off the two Hormel history books.


“They’re here?” I say to Betty. I’m touched by Knowles’s thoughtfulness and speedy delivery. I imagine his long legs jogging up to her door.


El and I move upstairs, where she nods off quickly. I pick up the books for my first fill of George Hormel.


George Albert Hormel was born in Buffalo, New York, on December 4, 1860, the year Abraham Lincoln was elected president. His parents, John Hormel and Susanna Decker, were members of a burgeoning community of industrious and pious German Americans in a city of nearly 80,000 people. Susanna came from a meatpacking family. John was employed in a tannery, where he would eventually become superintendent. Entrepreneurial by nature, John Hormel longed to own his own tannery, so in 1865, he and Susanna packed up their belongings, loaded all they owned in wagons, and placed the wagons on a lake boat bound for Toledo. George was their third-born of what would be a family of twelve children.


That year, just as the Civil War was ending, the family settled in a second-floor walk-up in Toledo. The small wooden building fronted an unpaved street and came with a messy backyard. Family furniture arrived late, and most of it was broken from the jostling it had sustained in the cargo hold during its journey the length of Lake Erie. There was no stove for heat until it could be fixed and the Hormel children slept on straw-stuffed pads on wooden slats on the floor.


The rough and teeming city of Toledo, population nearly 14,000, was built on the edge of a great swamp—part of the territory originally inhabited by the Ottawa and Seneca. Riddled with poverty, poorly constructed roads, and festering sewage, Toledo had no sanitary codes or building restrictions. There were no fire or police departments. There were no publicly funded schools. Families who could afford them housed livestock in their unmaintained yards. Tubs and sinks were unknown, as there was no running water. The Hormel privy was close to the well from which they pumped their drinking water.
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