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  Chapter 1


  I KNEW WHAT I DIDN’T WANT TO DO


    I was born on August 6, 1924, and raised in the village of Willow Street, Pennsylvania, a farming community south of Lancaster. I was the second child born to Ira L. and Mary Stauffer Herr. (My middle name is Stauffer, after Mom’s maiden name.) There were five children in my family: Christian, me, Mary, Ira, and Anna Mae.


    My father purchased our 86-acre farm in 1925 for $5,000. During my early childhood our nation was going through the Great Depression. My dad would often remind us, “Don’t spread the butter too thick.” You could make the butter last by not using a lot at one time. It was a time to be frugal, very frugal. I’m not saying we suffered when we were spreading the butter thin. Since we were farmers, we had enough to eat and we did not experience some of the ravaging effects of the Depression that others in our country suffered. But we were very careful about how we earned and spent money.


    My perception was that we were poor compared to some of my buddies’ families. Their dads’ farms seemed to have plenty of tractors and cars. Whenever my family got a car, it would already be five years old or so. We didn’t have a tractor until I was a teenager and then we got a used Fordson row crop tractor. I used to plow with mules, not horses, before we got the Fordson.


    My father was a conservative man. He believed that all of his children should work on the farm until we were 21 years old and then we could decide what career we wanted to pursue. Before that time, if we made money in some other way, such as doing a task for a neighbor, we were expected to give the money to our parents to be used for family expenses.


    “Pop” also believed the boys should be given a car for working on the farm. (The girls were given comparable money toward household items.) One of the most important times for a boy was when he turned 16 and was able to drive a car. Having driven the farm vehicles, I knew how to drive before I was 16. But I didn’t get my first car—a used 1940 Olds Cruiser—until I was 19 years old.


    My childhood was nurtured by working with my family on the farm, spending time with our large extended family, and attending regular worship services at Willow Street Mennonite Church. Our heritage in the Mennonite church was a huge factor in how our family lived our lives. In fact, I’ll share with you a little bit more about Mennonites, to help you understand why we thought the way we did.


    Mennonites are Protestants who are traditionally pacifists and choose options other than the military to serve our country. We are known for traits like humility, thriftiness, and concern for others (especially in areas such as disaster relief). At the time I grew up there was also a major emphasis on living a simple way of life, shunning materialism, and being separate from the values of the surrounding culture (the “world”). In our area, being separate meant that we dressed differently from others—you could easily tell who was a Mennonite and who wasn’t. We were encouraged to stay separate, to be “plain” and not “worldly,” and not to engage too much in the larger culture in such ways as voting in elections.


    Some people link us to the Amish, but the Amish are a completely different group. Unlike them, Mennonites do not object to modern conveniences and transportation methods. No longer do most Mennonites live on the farm and stay as separate from the larger culture as the Amish do. And the people in our family do not dress differently any more, though some Mennonite groups still do.


    At the time I was growing up, my family valued hard work above formal education. Perhaps my parents were afraid that education would cause their children to stray from the simple way of life and to become more like the “world,” rather than staying separated from it. My father did not think it was necessary for us to go to high school, and he felt he needed us to help on the farm; accordingly, after I began the ninth grade, he encouraged me to quit school. Though I enjoyed school, and I especially loved to play basketball there, I went along with my father’s wishes. I trusted that he knew what was best for me, and it was gratifying to know I was needed and that I was old enough to do a man’s job.


    Each child on the Herr farm was responsible for a specific area of work, though of course we all had to help wherever we were needed. My special job was to take care of the poultry operation, a task Icame to dislike, because there was no one to talk to all day long but chickens! We had about 2,000 laying hens at the time, and I had to clean the eggs. My brothers took care of our herd of cows, which numbered eleven or twelve.
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    We also grew a number of crops on the farm, such as corn, soybeans, wheat, and grass for the hay. We grew tobacco at one time, but eventually we stopped, mostly as a matter of conscience. My parents didn’t approve of smoking, so even though growing tobacco was lucrative, they decided we shouldn’t be growing it. We changed to tomatoes instead, and we sold our crop to Campbell’s for making soup.


    A typical day for me began about 5:00 A.M. I would help do the milking and then eat breakfast, before starting the rest of the daily farm chores. This was pretty much the norm for all of us and we didn’t think it was unusual to work long days, especially when the crops or herds demanded it.


    Some of the good times I remember centered on going to farm shows, local fairs, and family gatherings. I especially enjoyed playing ball with cousins and neighbors. As a teenager I decided I wanted to play the guitar and found a good local teacher, Howard Simmons. He had an “orchestra” of stringed instruments that would perform here and there and I loved playing in it. I still enjoy a good bluegrass band playing tunes such as “The Orange Blossom Special,” “The Wabash Cannonball,” and “The Wreck of the Old 97.”


    Our church was also a social outlet for us young people. Periodically there would be special meetings, when evangelistic speakers would come in from other areas, and they would preach a series of sermons encouraging people to come to faith in Christ. These “revivals” were usually held once a year, every night for about two weeks. They were always a social highlight for me, because for all those evenings in a row I got to be with my buddies and my cousins.


    During those meetings, each evening an “invitation” would be given to anyone who wanted to dedicate their life to follow Christ and His teaching. When I was twelve I had a feeling that I should respond. I waited until the last night of the meetings and the last part of the invitation (I guess I was hesitant to take this big step), and then I stood up to be acknowledged as a Christian. It was a decision that would shape the rest of my life, as you will see throughout my story.


  One of the things the church taught us was to learn to appreciate the Bible, as God’s guidebook for living. When I was 15, I decided I would try to read through the book of Psalms and one verse in particular got my attention. Here is what Psalm 37:4 says:


  Delight yourself in the Lord

  And He will give you the desires of your heart.


  I thought, “Boy, now that’s a great promise! When the Maker of the Universe promises to give me the desires of my heart, I’m going to take Him up on it!”


    I knew that I had a lot of desires in my heart (like getting away from the isolation of cleaning eggs and feeding chickens), and I took the Lord at His word and believed that He would give those to me, if I would “delight myself” in Him. What exactly did that mean? I wasn’t sure, but I made an agreement with Him, that I would learn to delight myself in Him. I had faith that He would give me my heart’s desires.
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    I didn’t know it at the time, but one of the eventual “desires of my heart” lived on a nearby farm. There a young girl was growing up who would be my life’s partner.


    “Mim” (Miriam Esther Hershey), who is now my wife of 64 years, was born on November 29, 1926, to Isaac Hershey, Jr., and Esther Burkhart Hershey in Paradise, Pennsylvania. Just like me, she was raised on a farm, in a Mennonite family in Lancaster County, as the second oldest in her family. She was even named for her mother, just like me.


    Her family was all girls for many years. Her parents had three daughters and then twins—also daughters. In a farm family you are looking for boys to help with the work, but those five girls learned how to work hard. They milked cows, fed chickens, harvested potatoes, hoed corn, and picked the worms off of tobacco leaves. Eventually Mim’s parents had twin sons and then a third son, making a total of eight children.


    Mim’s family’s farm in Paradise, Pennsylvania, had 70 or 80 acres, big enough to make a living for their large family. The property didn’t have a stream, so each day at noon the children helped bring in all the cows so they could drink water. Both of us learned early in our lives that as a farm family you had to “pull together” and do what needed to be done, regardless of whether you felt like doing it.


    We also learned that you get a sense of satisfaction when you can see tangible results from your hard work. Many of the farms in Lancaster County are known even today for their neatness, because people take pride in caring for their property. Maybe we found it tedious to weed the corn, or mow the hay, or paint the fence, but at the end of the day we saw the results of our efforts. We knew we had accomplished something.


    There wasn’t a lot of recreation in Mim’s family life, but sometimes in the evening their Dad would play a little softball with them; or in the winter, if they had time, they would go sledding. Her father was a strict disciplinarian; he regularly drilled the children on their multiplication tables and memory work, often at the dinner table. They were expected to do their best in school. He was also fond of music and he made sure each of his eight children learned to play the piano. Some evenings the family would gather around the piano and sing as he played hymns. They attended the Paradise Mennonite Church every week; like my family, her family was very committed to their faith.


    Mim became a Christian when she was 15 and she remembers that the catalyst was a bicycle accident. She was riding her bicycle (actually she shared it with her sister) along Route 30 (busy even at that time) after a snow storm. She couldn’t see where the cement stopped and the gravel shoulder started, and when the wheels hit the gravel, they slipped out from under her. She was thrown from the bike into a lane of traffic, her school books flying all over the place. Fortunately the traffic on the road could swerve around her, but after that close call she thought she should get more serious about her relationship with God. Like me, she made a public commitment to Christ in her church and her Christian faith was nurtured there.


    It’s ironic that Mim sold potato chips before I did—and those of a future competitor! At that time farmers would travel to a “farmer’s market” in a larger city to sell their produce, supplemented by other items they made or bought for re-sale. In her early teens Mim often spent Saturdays in Philadelphia, leaving before dawn to get there in time to work at a stand that sold things like starter plants for people’s gardens, fresh vegetables, pretzels, and potato chips. The chips, which came from Utz, in Hanover, Pennsylvania, were sold at the farmer’s market by the ounce. Mim scooped the chips from a large container and placed them in waxed bags for the customers. I’m sure she never dreamed that one day she’d be scooping Herr’s potato chips into bags!


    At the age of 15, while a sophomore and an excellent student, Mim decided to stop attending high school. The reason may seem odd to you, but I think it’s interesting how our life choices affect the future in ways we can’t anticipate. At that time it was her perception that when she became a Christian (as I’ve described above) she would need to start dressing like a Mennonite. She had observed that those in her school who dressed this way were not popular, and she didn’t want to face her peers, now that she was going to start dressing “plain.” So she just told them she wouldn’t be back.


    She went home and told her father that she wanted to quit school. Apparently he didn’t object and took her to the local magistrate’s office to sign the papers for her to quit school early. The official said,


    “OK, I assume it’s because you need her on the farm.”


    “No,” her father replied honestly. “I don’t need her on the farm. She just wants to quit.”


    “Well, you could just sign the paper anyway, because we need a reason on record.”


    But her father insisted that he wouldn’t sign any such paper because it wasn’t true—he didn’t need her on the farm.


    Mim was appalled. Sitting on the edge of the imposing arm chair nearby, she begged him, “Dad, you have to sign those papers. I can’t
go back. I told all the girls I wouldn’t be back.” But her father was not going to lie.


    The magistrate must have seen how desperate she was, so he suggested, “Is there something else that we could give for a reason, like do you want to go to a different school or something? What are you good at?”


    Mim had always had an idea that she wanted to be a secretary. She told the magistrate that she was good at numbers (remember all those
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  JAMES S. HERR, founder of Herr Foods Inc., has served as International President of the Snack Food Association, Chairman of the Board for the National Federation of Independent Business, Chairman of the Board of Interstate Drilling, Inc., Chairman of Sandy Cove Ministries, and President of the Oxford Area School District Board of Directors. He was named Outstanding Pennsylvania Businessman of the Year by the Small Business Association in 1969 and in 1997 he was named Businessman of the Year by the Pennsylvania Chamber of Business and Industry. He has received the highest honor bestowed on an individual by the Snack Food Association, in recognition of his contributions to the industry. In addition he has served on various community and ministry boards and has been active in his church all his life. On April 5, 2012, the 65th anniversary of his marriage to the former Miriam Hershey, James S. Herr died from complications of pneumonia. Together they had five children, twenty grandchildren, and eighteen great-grandchildren.


  BRUCE E. MOWDAY is an author of books on history, business, sports and true crime. He began his writing career as a newspaper reporter, columnist, and editor. He has won awards for investigative journalism, and hosted radio shows on three stations. He also regularly contributes to several magazines. Since 1997 he has been President of The Mowday Group, Inc., a full-service media relations firm headquartered in Chester County, Pennsylvania. For more information on Bruce Mowday, his books, and The Mowday Group, Inc., visit www.mowday.com.


  JUNE HERR GUNDEN is a daughter of James S. Herr. Collaborating with her husband Doug, she helped her father create his autobiography. June and Doug are the owners of Peachtree Editorial Service, which specializes in serving Bible publishers worldwide. The company employs 25 people and is located in Peachtree City, Georgia.
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