
W 
e got the chance to 
talk to Tabitha Mason 

about the wonderful work she is doing 
and what it’s really like to be in a 
unique business partnership with the 
Zingerman family. Tabitha had a long 
history in the restaurant industry before 
becoming a managing partner of one 
the companies associated with the 
Zingerman’s Community of Businesses, 

Cornman Farms. Zingerman’s is a 
unique company with great ideas. 
They engage their staff, make them 
feel as though they are a part of their 
overall business by creating a family-
like atmosphere, which makes them 
excited to want to come to work. 
To facilitate this, Zingerman’s offers 
business and leadership training both 
to its employees and the general public 
to learn systems that create mutual 

support between the “job” and the 
“employee.” They are also committed 
to cultivating a sense of ownership 
throughout the business, not just at 
the top. These ideas inspired Tabitha 
and were counter to everything she 
experienced in her previous 20 years in 
the hospitality industry. She relocated 
to Ann Arbor, Michigan to become 
a part of the change happening in 
her industry, and hopefully, across 
industries everywhere. 

TABITHA SHARES

I never thought I’d be a business owner, 
but I knew I wanted to do good. I 
started my Zingerman’s career in 2011 
at the Zingerman’s Roadhouse, where 
my now business partner was head 
chef. I had decades of experience in 
traditional restaurant settings, which 
means long hours, poor support for 
families, a lack of care for employees, 
and generally not great business 
practices. There was always an 
emphasis on revenue over people, 
and when I heard about Zingerman’s, 

I knew they were starting to create a 
better way of doing business.

One class all new employees takes, is 
called “Welcome to the Zingerman’s 
Community of Businesses.” When my 
trainer started talking about sustainable 
business and the kind of business they 
envision at Zingerman’s, it was as if all 
of the things I’d wanted and felt were 
possible had been given a voice. It was 
so overwhelming to me that I excused 
myself from the table, went to the 
bathroom and cried. In that training, I 
realized I wanted to become an owner 
because my impact on the business, the 
people and the community around us 
would be the greatest from this place. 

I became managing partner of 
Cornman Farms in August of 2017. By 
that time, Kieron had departed from 
the Roadhouse and was already the 
founding managing partner. 

Kieron and I both love food. My 
background is sales and catering. And 
when we got together, we shared the 

vision that we could have events to pay 
the bills so we could do other things we 
wanted to do: 

• Grow great food

• Take great care of our people

• Do special food-based things 
 
This gave us an avenue to do all of 
these things.
 
Zingerman’s has a unique way of 
promoting partners from within. 
Zingerman’s “The Path to Partnership” is 
a structured, two-year development and 
interview process that prepares you to 
become an owner within the organization. 
During the application process, I was 
asked to do a lot of soul-searching 
through very personal questions about 
things like my upbringing and beliefs. 
Then the answers were shared with the 
existing partners and the 700 other 
employees within the organization. I felt 
vulnerable. There were times I thought, 
“This is the best decision I’ve ever made, 
I can’t wait to get to Cornman.” Then 
other times I cried and thought, “How am 
I going to tell Kieron I can’t do this?” The 
Path to Partnership process caused me 
to evaluate and define what I wanted to 
do, in very truthful terms with myself and 
those around me. 

A business partnership is like a 
marriage. You have to have that 
mindset going into it

A business partnership is a marriage.” 
Being told to go into it with that 
mindset was helpful. The interviewing 
partners I met refused to blow smoke 
about what it would be like. One 
partner asked me what I liked about 
working with Kieron, and I remember 
giving a pat answer - like, “Oh, he 
makes me laugh,” to which she 
responded, “That’s nice. When you first 
got married to your husband, did he 
make you laugh? Do you still find him 
funny?” And that opened my eyes. 

We essentially went through the 
business version of premarital 
counseling. As part of our process, we 
wrote down our deal breakers. Our CSO 
(Chief Spiritual Officer) Paul Saginaw, 
the co-founder of Zingerman’s, created 
the invitation for us to get in a room 
and say some things to one another 
that didn’t feel so good. 

The reality of the kind of relationship 
I have with Kieron is that it’s both my 
healthiest relationship with another 
human being and one of my most 
contentious relationships. 

There were times when we worked 
together at the Roadhouse where we’d 
go into the walk-in and have an all-out 
shouting match before a shift, come to 
a resolution about something or table it 
for later and get back to work without 
letting it drag us both down.

With Kieron, we can disagree, but I 
still feel respected and heard. When it 
comes down to it, we’ve always agreed 
on our guiding principles, even if we 
sometimes disagree on the “how.” And 
we’re even more aligned now that I’ve 
gone through the Path to Partnership. 
We now better understand how we’ll 
make our decisions when we disagree. 

For example, we were asked to come 
to Vienna and cater a wedding, and 
in front of the prospective client I said 
no, and Kieron shouted out yes. As 
part of deciding if we could do it or 

BE A PART OF
   SOMETHING 
	 	 	Bigger

Tabitha Mason

by Kristen Domingue Cornman	Farms

Cornman Farms



not, we went on a trip to Vienna to see 
the space, interview caterers and in 
the process, we figured it out. We’re 
designing the menu, the caterer in 
Vienna will execute it. 

He pushes for the idea. I’m practical. I 
do things that are crazy and outside of 
my comfort zone because I’m willing 
to give it a whirl and he asked. And 
he documents systems he normally 
wouldn’t document because he knows 
it will make me happy and because I 
asked. We know the other is thinking 
about what’s best for the business. 
And no matter how strong I feel, he 
knows at the end of the day; I’m still his 
partner. So we do a lot of negotiating 
and spending time getting to a decision 
we both feel good about. 

HOW WE MAKE 
DECISIONS WHEN 
WE COME FROM TWO 
DIFFERENT PLACES

Often we have an idea of how things 
will go, only to learn more and change 
directions. When Cornman Farms 
opened, we thought we would be 
the venue and leverage the catering 
partners within the Zingerman’s 

organization. But we quickly learned 
that wasn’t the best way to provide 
great service to our clients, so we 
had to pivot and hire what we now 
know as our event production team. 
They act as the key liaison between 
the guest, venue, and caterer to keep 
things highly organized and make 
the planning process as smooth as 
possible. This high-level approach 
to customer service has been a key 
differentiator in setting Cornman Farms 
apart in the industry.

We also discovered a demand for 
in-house catering, meaning Kieron 
personally cooks for your event. We 
shouldn’t be surprised considering 
Kieron’s world-class culinary 
background, but it’s grown into a 
significant portion of the business. 
Having a strong relationship with our 
catering partners and their ability to 
service our larger events, has allowed 
Kieron the time to work closely with 
our clients for the smaller, more 
intimate events at the farm. The 
smaller scale gives him the freedom 
to be even more creative in the 
kitchen and offer something truly 
special. It’s been a great opportunity 
to showcase our own culinary 
voice and has been instrumental in 

launching our private dining packages 
and seasonal menus.

Another example is the gravel paths 
throughout the property.  We’re just 
figuring out how people use the space. 
Thank goodness we didn’t pave yet, 
we’ve since learned people don’t walk 
where we thought they’d walk, don’t 
drive or park where we thought they 
would. We can now tell on the grass 
where we need to put paths and 
cement. 

And finally, when we first opened 
I was a fan of creating catering 
packages. But that wasn’t the 
agreement that Kieron and I finally 
landed on when we talked through 
our business model. So we only 
charged people for what they used 
in our first two years. This meant 
we were charging for forks, spoons, 
napkins, chairs, and it was an 
administrative nightmare. Guests 
couldn’t budget. And finally, two 
years ago we switched to a package 
model. But the first two years of 
charging per use were helpful; they told 
us how we should price our packages. 

A big piece of our decision-making 
strategy in partnership is to share 
our ideas, pick one, try it, evaluate it, 
pivot as needed. When we started 
with the packages, we thought guests 
would be excited certain things were 
included and then learned those 
things weren’t what they needed. 
So we listened, we added things and 
subtracted things. 

Customer feedback is invaluable to us. 
We’re constantly surveying our clients 
- brides, grooms, parents, vendors, 
and ask them to be honest about what 
they like about working with us and 
what we can do differently to provide 
an even better experience. Sometimes 
we get hard feedback but people are 
thinking it, and I’d rather know; then we 
can start budgeting how to make their 
requests happen. 

THE REALITY IS OUR 
VISION IS NEVER 
“DONE.” 

We recently created our 10-year site 
plan. What’s interesting is that our plan 
isn’t exclusively about what our site 
it will become, but more about how 
we’ll arrive at those decisions. There 
are some things we agree we want to 
do, for sure. But our site plan includes 
specifics on how we decide and 
communicate about where we’re going.

One example is that we’ve grown to a 
point where we’re ready to replace the 
tent we use for outdoor weddings with 
an actual structure. We researched, we 
talked it through, we went back and 
forth on a bigger, grander tent versus 
a physical structure. In the end, we 
decided to go with a new building. 

Originally we wanted just to do it next year 
and get it out of the way, but when we 
began to plan it, it just didn’t make sense. 
So instead we have an evolving, rolling 
plan where we never say the property is 
done. In part because right now, the truth 
is, we don’t have that money. We don’t 
know exactly where we’ll get it from. 
But we’re committed to finding it, and in 
particular, finding it in a way that doesn’t 
negatively impact the employees. 

We want to be able to pay them well, 
make them feel a part of the process 
-- this is their property too. We’d love 
for them to have ownership. So this is 
one example of how Kieron and I may 
choose not to make as much profit as 
possible but instead do what’s best 
for the business long term. Our site 
plan includes how we’ll make growth 
decisions like these. 

IF YOU CAN’T TALK 
ABOUT WAGES, IT’S 
HARD TO TALK ABOUT 
RETENTION.

Another interesting thing about how 
Kieron and I work is that we’re not 
the highest paid employees in our 
business. We will be someday, but for 
now, we focus on “What does success 
mean to you?” For Kieron, it means 
having a company car. So in our budget 
planning for next year, we have a line 
for him to have a vehicle. When we 
thought about this for our employees, 
we realized it mattered that we create 
a way for employees to take home food 
from the farm since it’s there, it’s fresh 
and it’s the fruit of their own labor. 
We’re now working on a plan to create 
this opportunity for them as one more 
benefit to working here. 

My dream is to be able to roll out 
transparent wages. People have 
perceptions of how Kieron and I are 
paid and how their peers are paid that 
aren’t true. And it will be interesting, 
scary but beneficial if people knew 
the truth and we removed the stigma 
around wage. We want to be able to 
say, “This is what we can pay people.” 
As opposed to raises happening in 
back rooms or private conversations. 
I believe that’s when there’s room for 
things like favoritism and sexism while 
solid employees who never ask for 
raises get passed over simply because 
they don’t ask. 

The reality is I don’t expect that people 
will stay here forever. I don’t pretend 
a $12-$13 per hour job is the best job 
anyone’s ever had or will get. But I 
know if we can’t talk about wage, we 
can’t talk about retention. 

I’ve been talking about this for two 
years, and I know it’s making some 
of our team uncomfortable. So I’m 
pacing it -- I want to go slowly, 
respectfully into this. But I think this is 
the right thing to do. No one else in our 
organization (Zingerman’s Community 
of Businesses) is doing it, and there 
aren’t success stories around this yet, 
but that doesn’t scare me. I’d like us 
to be the success story that lets other 
people take the first step. 

I want us to be the North Star. It’s 
inspiring and humbling at the same 
time to have the business that says, 
“No, the norm isn’t ok, we can be 
different, we can be better.”

Kristen M. Domingue 
is a copywriter and 
content marketing 
consultant in the New 
York City area. When 
she’s not delivering on 
client projects, you can 
find her cooking up 

something gluten-free or in an internet rabbit 
hole on entrepreneurship or astrology.
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