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Last holiday season, the company manufactured
4,000 bags of its English walnut toffee and is
currently considering the next steps for expansion.
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Much of Kathy Nelson’s career has been in video production —
including a stint as a producer for the "Today” show. But on the
side, she does something a little sweeter. Over two years ago,
Nelson founded MFG Toffee Co. using her great-grandmother’s
toffee recipe. Last holiday season, the company manufactured
4,000 bags of its English walnut toffee and is currently
considering the next steps for expansion.

The beginning

A Boston native, Nelson studied music at the New England
Conservancy of Music before moving to Washington, D.C., to
take a job at a small theater.

The theater partnered with local television station WRC for a show and it was through this partnership
that Nelson realized she wanted to get into television production. From there, her career took a “hard
left” and Nelson eventually landed a job as a producer for WRC’s religion show.

She also began applying for openings at the “Today” show and after multiple attempts, was hired as a
producer. Nelson worked for the “Today” show for seven or eight years but after having kids, wanted a
job that would allow her to spend more time with her family.
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Nelson started Countdown Productions, a video production company, over 20 years ago and moved
her family to Union Square in Baltimore six years ago.

The challenges

Prior to starting MFG Toffee, Nelson had been making the toffee as Christmas gifts, teacher gifts and
gifts for business associates for years. The toffee was so popular that people often called Nelson in
July to make sure they were still on the annual holiday toffee list, Nelson said.

Though she’d been asked to make it professionally many times, it wasn’t until she became friends with
Chef Sylva Lin at Culinary Architecture in Pigtown that the company got started. Lin again asked
Nelson to make the toffee professionally offered to sell it in her store.

“I said, ‘I don’t have a professional kitchen.’ She said, ‘You do now,’” Nelson recalled.

With a professional kitchen secured, Nelson began the process of setting up her company. Though
she has experience running a small business through her video production company, setting up a food
company was totally different, Nelson said.

She had to get clearance from the Board of Health and make sure all her packaging and labeling was
compliant, Nelson said.

“When you go from making it for presents for teachers to having a professional company, there’s a lot
of stewardship that comes with that,” she said.

The solutions

Once the paperwork cleared though, the business really began to take off. Her husband, Larry, who
does all the company’s sales and marketing got the product in several local stores, including Eddie’s in
Roland Park and Atwater’s.

MFG is part of the Made in Baltimore consortium, was recently featured in Specialty Food magazine
and has been a big hit at a number of festivals, including the Chocolate Binge Festival in Annapolis,
where the company sold 500 bags in three hours, Nelson said.

There can be such a thing as too much success though. Nelson got an order from a law firm in San
Francisco for 600 bags, but soon realized that shipping all that toffee across the country would
effectively kill any profit she might be able to make.

So her husband bought a plane ticket to California using his frequent flyer miles, stuffed two large
suitcases full of toffee and flew across the country to hand deliver the order.

“We’re probably the only company in the world that has a toffee mule,” Nelson joked.

Today, Nelson is still making the toffee out of the Culinary Architecture kitchen, though she’s
considering other options as both her business and Culinary Architecture continue to grow. She has
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been approached by a few companies offering to represent her as she looks to scale, though Nelson is
caution about growing too fast.

She wants to start doing more corporate gifts, weddings and other events and is also working on a few
new varieties of toffee, including a version without nuts. A new website is also coming soon, Nelson
said.

“It’s an exciting point to be at,” she said. “We never thought it would do this well.”

The lessons

Since starting MFG Toffee, Nelson said she has found that Baltimore is a great place to do business
and encouraged other business owners to use the resources around them.

Nelson has an informal board of directors she regularly consults for advice and once cold-called a
more established toffee company to ask for advice.

“Trust your buddies,” she said. “Find your people, find the resources that can help you.”

The Takeaway is a weekly feature about the journeys of small businesses, entrepreneurs and
nonprofits and the lessons they’ve learned along the way. To suggest a company or organization,
email BBJ Associate Editor Jessica Iannetta at jiannetta@bizjournals.com.

Kathy Nelson

Title: Founder and chief toffee maker, MFG Toffee Co.

Education: Bachelor’s degree in music, New England Conservancy of Music

What’s in a name: Nelson said she likes to think of MFG as standing for “Maryland’s finest and
greatest,” though she notes her customers have also come up with other variations.
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