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Entrepreneur 
John DuBois is a Chicago businessman who makes a lot of bread—literally. As the owner of the largest bakery east of the Mississippi, DuBois has heard every bad joke about the baker who’s rolling in the dough or the bread man who’s risen to the top. While the references may be tired, they also hold an element of truth. And for this self-made man, being reminded of his success never gets old. 
“When I was starting out,” says DuBois, “I had a lot of big dreams. What I didn’t have was the faintest idea of how to achieve those dreams.” 
Today, his companies, DuBois Bakery and its sister company Great Lakes Bakery Distribution, make millions of croissants, bagels, buns, and rolls for hundreds of corporate clients. Two of the largest fast food chains use his products for most of their locations in the eastern United States. And if you’ve ever flown with one of the major airlines, there’s a good chance that the breakfast croissant or dinner roll on your tray was a DuBois product. 
“I was never interested in school when I was a kid,” Dubois explained. “I left early and joined the Navy. I’ll never regret my time in the service but I do regret not getting an education.  But I was thick-headed and just determined to learn the hard way.” 
The hard way for DuBois began as a naval supply clerk while stationed in Virginia.  He spent long days pouring over mountains of paperwork and typing out hundreds of requisition forms. “To survive in that job you needed to be fast and efficient,” he says. “I took a few classes and perfected my typing skills. I also learned how to organize my day and work efficiently.” 

Dubois’ determination did not go unnoticed. Soon the young sailor was the head of his department. “I found myself in charge of six other clerks and one huge warehouse. It was heady stuff for a 17 year old kid,” he recalls. Dubois found that he thrived on the responsibility. He also made a discovery that changed the direction of his life. “I realized,” he said, “that you can learn a heck of a lot about an operation by knowing the numbers. For a young kid with ambition, that was a bit of a breakthrough.”  

After his obligation to the Navy was fulfilled, DuBois took advantage of the GI Bill to take classes in bookkeeping. “I knew I wanted to be in business for myself,” says Dubois, “but I had no idea what I wanted to do. By helping other people with their businesses I was gaining knowledge and getting paid for it.” 

It wasn’t until Dubois met a client who ran a small family-owned bakery that things really began to change. “This gentleman ran his business out of his hip pocket. I was working on his books and quickly saw ways in which he could operate more efficiently,” recalls Dubois. “Not only did I see the potential in the numbers, but I was able to offer typewritten reports on the flow of his operation. I was pretty fast on the keys so I just felt I could get an edge by offering overviews to my customers.” 

Dubois’ extra effort paid off. Through referrals, Dubois soon had more clients than he could take on. He worked continuously for the small bakery until the owner decided to retire. “I had positioned myself in the right place and I knew the operation. The owner offered to sell me his business.” 

While DuBois didn’t have enough money to buy the company, he had something else in his favor. “I had a good relationship with the owner,” says DuBois. “He gave me great terms since he wanted his business in the hands of someone who would carry it on.  He also told me something I’ll never forget,” DuBois added. “He said I would always make a living if I stuck with the two things people needed most: food and shelter.” 

That was a long time ago and the rest, as they say, is history. DuBois still arrives at his companies’ headquarters early every day. And, he claims he never tires of the smell of fresh baking bread that blankets the neighborhood around the bakery. “It’s a great feeling to be part of creating something that people will enjoy,” he says. “For me,” he adds with a laugh, “that’s just the butter on top.” 


