ix feet tall with the
proportions of an ac-
tion figure, Dave
Dahl has arms thicker than most
people's legs, a snowplow of a jaw, long hair
and a chest that looks overstuffed with pride. As
he swaggers through the bakery of his Milwaukee, Ore.-based
company, Dave's Killer Bread, it's easy to imagine him walking
around a prison courtyard — a circuit Dahl has walked many times.
A self-described “four-time loser,” Dahl spent more than 15
years in prison, on charges ranging from armed robbery to dealing
methamphetamine. In 1997 alone, he was

No One Burns Bread on Dave

Ex-cons shed bad-seed status

Erron Herndon, who is
part of a supervisory team
that oversees all 400,000

loaves that get wrapped, sliced

and shipped from the bakery each week is a
prime example of the type of employee Dahl
looks to hire. Herndon — whose past has included “drugs, guns,
fighting and kicking doors in”” — earned a psychology degree while
incarcerated. After his release he attended an Oregon community
program called Bridges to Change that helps integrate former
inmates back into society.

“I've gone through this whole system

arrested five times in three different
counties.

During his last prison stint, Dahl be-
came suicidal. “I was ready,” he admits.
“It was over for me.” Dahl was treated
for depression, and after an early release
from prison in 2004 decided to rejoin the
family business. He started working for
his brother, Glenn, at the bakery their
father founded in 1955.

Dahl began tweaking his father's old
recipes, and in 2005 he, his brother and

realizing that I need to make a difference
in my life for my family,” Herndon says
of his career path. “I found something
that I started believing in, and then I star-
ted living for it.”

Every hire at Dave's, regardless of
background, begins with a 90-day proba-
tion period. At times, things go wrong
(though the company says turnover is
standard compared to similar industries).
Occasionally the company hires people
who aren't ready to settle into steady

Glenn's son, Shobi, launched Dave's
Killer Bread, selling their wares at farm-
ers markets. Now the company has a
work force of more than 280 people. Last
year Dave's sold $54 million worth of organic, GMO-free products
(the tagline: “Just say no to bread on drugs”) to 2,200 stores in the
western U.S. and Guam, including the Safeway and Vons chains,
as well as to institutional clients.

While the seed-heavy, whole-grain products get the most credit
for the company's rise, an open-minded hiring policy toward
former convicts also contributes to its success. Like the boss, 30%
of the staff is familiar with life “inside.” A willingness to take ad-
vantage of programs during and after imprisonment is among the
characteristics the company seeks when hiring ex-cons.

“You're basically looking for someone who has learned ac-
countability and principles of change and growth,” Dahl says.
“You want to see somebody who can show a track record of posi-
tive change.” Dahl contends that his customers “buy the bread be-
cause they like it, because they want it. But it makes them feel
good to eat something that is made with the right kind of heart.”

Fresh start: Post-prison, Dave Dahl reformed
his family's bakery to bring in dough.

work; other times it has hired too many
former felons at once. But Dahl believes
the rewards far outweigh the risks. “When
you lose a bad person, you gain a good
one,” he says. And then the effect they have on the community and
their family — that's exponential.” In addition to its hiring pro-
grams, Dave's Killer Bread provides financial help to area
organizations that support ex-cons and other at-risk populations,
including Lake Oswego-based Project Pooch, which teaches incar-
cerated kids to train shelter dogs for adoption, and SE Works, a
Portland-based work-force-development program.

As he walks around the bakery, Dahl fist-bumps a worker
wheeling racks of hot bread from the oven to the cooling tower.
Across the bakery, a woman bagging loaves waves to the boss.
Both have done time, he says, but now they wear smiles instead of
prison garb.

“There's a general pride to working here,” Dahl says with a
slight grin. “They're happy about it, and they like what they're do-
ing. That's the fellowship that they have.”

— John Patrick Pullen, Entreprencur




