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MILK

The upstart brothers from tiny Winn

Enterprises knew how to borrow money.

But they couldn’t run Knudsen,

the West’s biggest dairy.

BY JOE MULLICH

ometime during the morning of Saturday, May 26, 1983,

a group of bankers and lawyers crammed into the

offices of Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher, Los Angeles’ most

prestigious law firm. It was, in a way, the kind of ritual
that many in corporate America had become accustomed to—
the minute wrangling over details that precede any corporate
acquisition. It was tedious work: There were papers to sign, fees
to discuss, management decisions to make.

This, however, was no run-of-the-mill acquisition. At stake was
the future of none other than Knudsen Corp., a dairy that had
nurtured generations of Californians with its premium milk, sour
cream and cottage cheese.

Analysts had been surprised by the flurry of competition for
Knudsen. A notoriously low-margin business, the dairy indus-
try squeezes out but one penny of profit for every dollar's worth
of milk sold. True, Knudsen’s performance had improved recent-
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ly, but was it really worth the high price that a trio of upstart
brothers from tiny Winn Enterprises in Orange County want-
ed to pay? And since this was to be a highly leveraged deal, and
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