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FAMILY BUSINESS

Looking
ahead to
the next
100 years
CENTURY-OLD OBERTO BRANDS STAYS
FRESH WITH NEW PRODUCTS WHILE
REMAINING TRUE TO FOUNDER’S VISION
BY BRAD BROBERG
Contributing writer

In a city flush with flashy success stories, the centennial of Oberto Brands
turns back the pages to a simpler time when a kid named Art Oberto saved
the family sausage business and became a quirky local icon. ¶ But this is
no time to talk about Art Oberto in the past tense. Retired — mostly — but
still vital at 90, his passion for the business and for people are enduring
ingredients as the company — born in South Seattle but now based in Kent
— enters its second 100 years.
“What makes Oberto Brands unique
is the story of Art Oberto ... having Art
involved for 75 years is really very special,” said Tom Hernquist, Oberto’s
president and CEO.
Since Hernquist’s hire three years
ago, Oberto has been working to
improve its recipes, diversify its products with items like trail mix and sausage sticks, and launch some higher-end jerky products. The company
also consolidated all of its production

facilities to Washington state, closing
a Nashville plant in 2016.
“It takes a lot of courage to change
what you are doing,” Hernquist said.
“I think there is always a better way to
do things. It may not be always right,
but you have to try it.”
The company’s story is Art Oberto’s
story. Art took over the family business while still in high school after his
father, Constantino, died in 1943. The
Oberto Sausage Co. was a mom-and-

HERNQUIST BRINGS
EXPERIENCE
CEO Tom Hernquist, former
president of Hershey USA and an
exec at Jim Beam and Nabisco,
joined Oberto three years ago.
One of the first things he
did was streamline
production.

OBERTO
BRANDS
The Kent-based
jerky company sells
its snacks coast to
coast.
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ART’S
INSIGHTS
Art Oberto’s leadership has
been the driver of Oberto’s
success for decades. Here
are a few of his takeaways:

“Hire people smarter
than you, yet be
smart enough to
see and manage
the big picture.”
“Never be satisfied.
Be constructively
dissatisfied.”

Oberto’s latest
products aim to
capture a higherend market hungry
for natural highprotein snacks.
ANTHONY BOLANTE | PSBJ

pop operation with one or two outside
employees that followed traditional recipes Constantino brought with
him when he immigrated to America
from Italy.
At Oberto, some things haven’t
changed. Oberto Brands – formerly Oh
Boy! Oberto – remains family owned
(five members of the Oberto clan share
ownership) and Art remains, well, Art.
Today Oberto Brands employs
550 people. With annual revenue of
more than $260 million, the company’s expanding constellation of meat
snacks is distributed coast to coast. The
company is this year’s Puget Sound
Business Journal Family Business of
the Year.
Art, an emeritus member of the
board of directors, recently toured the
factory floor, where workers greeted

him like a rock star.
“People were literally stopping him
just to say hello,” Hernquist said. “You
could see on everybody’s face there
was just an incredible amount of
respect.”
Art’s modus operandi was and is
to “make sure people remember you
were there,” said grandson Stephen
Oberto, the company’s brand manager. “I can’t go anywhere with him
without people recognizing him and
having a story about him.”
A businessman and a showman,
Art used to tool around town in the
Jerky Mobile — a 1957 Lincoln Town
Car painted with the company’s red,
white and green logo — and give away
free samples. One time he playfully
shot off pop guns while waiting outside the office of a buyer at Safeway.

He still hands out ink pens inscribed
with “I Stole This Pen from Art Oberto”
to everyone he meets — including former president George W. Bush.
But there was a method to Art’s
madness. His quirky personal marketing tactics built local brand awareness,
which in turn boosted profits, enabling
the company to invest in wider distribution of a wider variety of products.
“My grandfather’s vision was to
build a perpetual motion machine,”
Stephen Oberto said. “To be a perpetual motion machine, you have to constantly evolve.”
Back in the day, Oberto was all
about “wet” sausage — items like salami and pepperoni that were cooked
but needed refrigeration. In 1964, after
much experimentation, the company
rolled out a new product — beef jerky

— that became a springboard to success
beyond the regional market.
By then Art had acquired an invaluable partner — his wife Dorothy.
Together they were a blend of enthusiasm, determination and kindness —
two hearts that beat as one. Their passion for the company and welfare of
its workers — the “Millies on the line”
as Dorothy called them — was “unparalleled,” said Bruce Firnhaber, who
started at the company as a part-time
packaging worker 38 years ago and is
now director of procurement.
Dorothy, who died in 2013 at age
79, was the one who convinced Art to
make jerky, Firnhaber said. The need
to refrigerate wet sausage made broad
distribution difficult and expensive,

“Start with
the end
result you
want. Then
work
backward.
Never lose
sight of that
end result.
The rest is
busy work.”
Q ART
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CONTINUED ON PAGE 22

1918

1943

1964

1978

1983

1994

1997

2011

2016

The Oberto brand
was founded
by Constantino
Oberto and his
Uncle John,
with the first
production
facility located on
Dearborn Street in
South Seattle.

Constantino died
unexpectedly, and
his 16-year-old
son Art took over.
Art would start
up production
before school,
then deliver and
sell sausages after
school.

After much
in-home
experimentation,
Art began selling
beef jerky. The
product was an
instant success,
and the company
quickly doubled
in size.

Oberto Sausage
Co. and its 150
employees
opened a facility
on South 238th
Street in Kent
for production,
packaging and
distribution.

Company sales
exceed $20
million, and
Oberto employs
250 people at
three production
facilities.

Turkey Jerky was
launched and
quickly became
one of the fastest
growing items in
the category. By
the end of 1994,
Oberto was the
nation’s No. 1 jerky
manufacturer.

Oberto built a new,
100,000 square
foot headquarters
and distribution
facility adjacent
to the Kent
manufacturing
plant, just prior
to the company’s
80th anniversary.

Line of All
Natural Jerky
was launched,
making Oberto
the first major
manufacturer to
create a better-foryou jerky.

Cattleman’s Cut
and Pacific Gold
Reserve brands
were launched as
Oberto seeks to
expand its brand
and attract new
customers.

