

[image: ]




[image: ]




Copyright © 1994 by Fred Lager

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Published by Crown Publishers, Inc., 201 East 50th Street, New York, New York 10022. Member of the Crown Publishing Group.

Random House, Inc. New York, Toronto, London, Sydney, Auckland

CROWN is a trademark of Crown Publishers, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Lager, Fred.
    Ben & Jerry’s: the inside scoop : how two real guys built a business with a social conscience and a sense of humor / by Fred “Chico” Lager.
    1. Cohen, Ben (Ben R.). 2. Greenfield, Jerry. 3. Businessmen—Vermont—Biography. 4. Ben & Jerry’s (Firm)—History. 5. Ice cream industry—Vermont. 6. Social responsibility of business—Vermont. I. Title.
HD9281.U53V558 1994
338.7′6374—dc20                                                           93-39176

eISBN: 978-0-307-78064-5

v3.1_r1











For Yvette
Sine Qua Non




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Foreword by Jerry Greenfield

Preface

Prologue     One from the Gipper



CHAPTER ONE     The Quik Flick

CHAPTER TWO     Jer & Benny’s?

CHAPTER THREE     What You Are About to See Will Astound and Amaze You

CHAPTER FOUR     We’re the Guys Who Make It

CHAPTER FIVE     Ward, I’m Worried About the Burger

CHAPTER SIX     Can You Take It in Twenties?

CHAPTER SEVEN     Send in the Clones

CHAPTER EIGHT     A Scoop of the Action

CHAPTER NINE     What’s the Doughboy Afraid Of?
Photo Insert

CHAPTER TEN     Five to One

CHAPTER ELEVEN     The Fake Head

CHAPTER TWELVE     Ben Is Ben

CHAPTER THIRTEEN     The Freezer Door

CHAPTER FOURTEEN     Ice Cream for Peace

CHAPTER FIFTEEN     We Are the Weird

CHAPTER SIXTEEN     The Jive 5

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN     Pay No Attention to the Man Behind the Curtain

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN     Turning Values into Value


Epilogue
July 1993 If Those Idiots Ben and Jerry Can Do It, Why Can’t We?

Acknowledgments




Foreword
by Jerry Greenfield

From the moment Chico began voicing the idea of John Travolta playing him in the Ben & Jerry’s movie, I knew there was going to be a problem. I’m sure there were earlier warning signals, but I guess I wasn’t perceptive enough to catch them.

Ben and I have known Chico for years, and he’s always had an innate sense about what elements make up a captivating story. The fact that he’s been fascinated with several larger-than-life mythic figures, ranging from Mr. T to Mr. Clean, is something that I dismissed simply as Chico’s quirkiness, rather than as a near total lack of judgment on his part.

So when Chico, soon after coming to work at Ben & Jerry’s in 1982, started mentioning to Ben and me about his getting the movie rights to the Ben & Jerry’s story, I didn’t give it a second thought. Who, after all, would have the slightest interest in a movie about ice cream?

Little did I realize the master plan that was about to unfold. With Chico overseeing more and more operational areas within the company, he began making decisions based entirely on whether or not they would result in a good scene in the movie. He started to judge meetings not by what was accomplished, but by whether or not he got any good quotes for the screenplay.

So it’s now clear to me that this book is all part of a calculated plan, and I, for one, refuse to be a part of it. I won’t read it, nor will I be seeing the blockbuster movie, now breaking all records at theaters across the country, in which John Candy plays me, in a riveting and deeply moving portrayal of the brilliant yet troubled ice cream magnate.

Perhaps I’ll catch it on video.

Enjoy.


Preface

In 1978, with a total investment of $12,000, Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield opened a homemade ice cream parlor in an abandoned gas station in Burlington, Vermont. From that humble beginning, Ben & Jerry’s Homemade has grown into a $100 million publicly held company that is nationally recognized as one of the most innovative, progressive, and socially responsible businesses in the world. This book is the anecdotal story of how that happened.

In 1982, I was hired by Ben & Jerry’s as the Company’s general manager, and became president and CEO in 1989. As both a member of the board of directors and the leader of the management group that was running the company day-to-day, I was in the unique position of participating in both sides of the debates that occurred as the company evolved from an entrepreneurial venture into a “professionally” managed business.

Other than its ice cream and yogurt, the company is perhaps best known for bringing “sixties values” to today’s business world. The process of integrating those values into the organization during a period of rapid growth created conflict and setbacks with which the book attempts to deal openly. With hindsight, all of the participants agree that the tension, although frustrating and difficult at the time, contributed to an outcome of which all of us are extremely proud.

The idea that a company has obligations to stake-holding groups other than its shareholders is a relatively new one. As we grappled with the practical implications of that fundamental premise, there were few examples in the business world to follow and learn from. It’s my hope that this book, by relating our company’s experience, will be of assistance to the growing number of businesses that are now moving in that direction.

Although I talked extensively with many people in researching the book, the story is told through my eyes. As much as possible, I’ve attempted to give a broad perspective, but the reader is cautioned to recognize that the interpretation of the events can’t help but be my own. As such, this book shouldn’t taken as the company’s definitive history, but only as one person’s view of it.


Prologue
One from the Gipper

They arrived in Washington, D.C., on the morning of May 9, 1988, a beautiful warm and sunny day. A cab took them directly from the airport to the White House. After passing through security, they were escorted to the Rose Garden along with the winners from the other forty-nine states. The grounds were immaculate and the roses were in full bloom.

Jerry was wearing a dark blue suit, Ben an Italian waiter’s jacket that he’d ordered out of a Banana Republic catalog for nineteen dollars. They both had ties on, exceptionally rare for two people who almost always wore T-shirts.

Their seats, they were told, were in the front row, which wasn’t a complete surprise. Very early that morning, in their hotel room in Chicago, they’d received a phone call from someone at the Small Business Administration informing them that they were one of the four finalists for the national award. “Yeah, we’ll be there,” Ben reassured the nervous staffer. “We’re flying in this morning.” Both were more perturbed about being woken up prematurely than excited by the news the caller had conveyed.

When everyone was seated, President Reagan came out, followed by the Vice-President and some aides. “He had an incredible presence,” Jerry recalls, “and he immediately took command of the situation.”

“The record, quite simply, is incredible,” the President said. “Small business provides well over two-thirds of all new jobs; about 40 percent of our aggregate national output; the bulk of new products and technologies; most of the jobs generated for younger, older and female workers; and over 66 percent of all ‘first jobs.’ ” It was a very standard, small-business-is-the-backbone-of-the-economy stump speech, no different, they assumed, than the one he’d delivered the year before.

Toward the end of his prepared remarks, the President began to make references to the winner of the National Small Business Person of the Year Award. “Beginning with two employees in 1978, the company now employs two hundred, and the $8,000 in start-up money now generates annual sales of $30 million, selling to grocery stores in thirty-five states and in forty-five ice cream parlors around the country.”

As the President spoke their names, Vice-President George Bush smiled at them, and Ben and Jerry looked at each other in astonished bemusement. Their company was about to introduce a product called “Peace Pops” as part of a campaign advocating massive reductions in the military budget. “Someone on the White House staff,” they thought to themselves, “hasn’t been doing his homework.”

When Reagan finished speaking, he nodded in their direction, indicating that they should make their way up to the podium to receive their plaques. They hesitated slightly, stood up, and shuffled to the stage. On their way up, a man in a suit told them discreetly, “This is the President’s show,” making it clear that their role was to smile and shake hands, not make a speech. Maybe the White House staff had done their homework after all.

Up to this point, the entire ceremony had been completely choreographed and had come off without a hitch. The one unscripted part of the event was the actual presentation of the award. But the President, ever the Great Communicator, wasn’t fazed in the least by having to improvise momentarily. “Which one is Jerry?” he asked with a smile.


CHAPTER ONE
The Quik Flick

Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield were the two slowest, chubbiest kids in their seventh-grade gym class, and they were lagging far behind the pack of runners up ahead on the gravelly oval track out behind Merrick Avenue Junior High School.

“Cohen, Greenfield,” Coach Phelps yelled, “if you can’t do the mile in under seven minutes, you’re gonna have to do it again.”

“But, Coach,” Ben protested, “if we can’t do it in less than seven minutes the first time, how are we gonna do it in under seven minutes the second time?”

It was then that Jerry realized this was someone he wanted to hang out with.

Merrick was part of the suburban sprawl on the south shore of Long Island, a mostly middle-class bedroom community filled with families whose breadwinners commuted to Manhattan on the Long Island Rail Road.

Ben lived in a ranch house on Millwood Lane, in what was considered North Merrick, with his dad, Irving, his mom, Frances, and his older sister, Alice.

Ben’s father was an accountant, working at first for the State of New York, and then for a successful direct-mail business. His greatest contribution to Ben’s future career occurred at conception, when he passed onto his son those genes that predispose an individual to eat copious amounts of ice cream at a single sitting. Irving, according to Ben, could polish off a half-gallon while sitting at the kitchen table after dinner.

Ben demonstrated his own fondness for eating at an early age, when he and his friend Fred Thaler created the Clean Plate Club for those kids at school who ate all their food. It got to the point where Ben and Fred, to demonstrate their commitment to the cause, were eating their straws and napkins.

Not surprisingly, Ben was fat as a kid and split his pants on more than one occasion in the school playground during recess. He wore dark-rimmed glasses, was lousy at sports, and didn’t have a great deal of self-confidence. He took more than his share of abuse from bullies.

Ben was extremely bright, but he never applied himself to his schoolwork. Still, Ben had more than enough innate smarts to get by. He was valedictorian of his sixth-grade class at Old Mill Elementary School, and was also voted “most likely to succeed.” Based on IQ testing, he was put into the advanced curriculum at junior high.

Jerry lived less than two miles from Ben, in a three-bedroom raised ranch house on West Loines Avenue, with his mom, Mildred, his dad, Malcolm, his older sister, Ronnie, and his younger brother, Geff.

Jerry went to what was unofficially known as Smith Street Elementary, three blocks from his house. Like Ben, Jerry was overweight enough to be called “Fatty,” and relegated to shopping for clothes in the “husky” section at Robert Hall. Jerry wasn’t an adventurous kid. He played a lot of sports in the schoolyard and hung out with a small circle of friends. He had a really good memory, and enough sense to pay attention in class and to study at home. He got really good grades, and he too was placed in the advanced curriculum for the seventh grade, where he would meet his future partner.

Jerry’s first memory of Ben was the lesson in logic he gave the coach while running around the track. But in the eighth grade, Ben was transferred to a new junior high that had been built to relieve overcrowding at the Merrick Avenue school, and it wasn’t until they both showed up at Calhoun High School, in the fall of 1966, that their friendship truly began.

Ben arrived at Calhoun relatively clean-cut, with short, blond, curly hair, thick glasses, and something of a baby face. He was still chubby, but at five feet ten inches he was relatively tall for his age, and his excess weight was not as noticeable as it had once been.

Ben had begun to run into problems academically in junior high, where, unlike elementary school, he could no longer get by without doing any homework. He was well-read, and he learned whatever caught his interest, but that rarely coincided with what was being taught in the classroom. He was perceived by some of his teachers as rebellious, but Ben preferred to think that he was simply intent on learning in his own way. While walking to school he would talk with his friends about having to turn over a new leaf and buckle down, but he never did.

Whatever enthusiasm Ben lacked for his schoolwork, he more than made up for in his interest in extracurricular activities. According to Fred Thaler, Ben had a tremendous amount of creativity and energy, and would focus so intensely on whatever project he was involved in that he was totally oblivious of what was going on around him. He excelled at debate, played the cello in the orchestra (great vibrato, lousy intonation), was on the student council, and edited the school’s yearbook.

Ben was an independent spirit who was motivated only in the things he wanted to do. If it was something that he initiated or created, he was behind it one hundred percent. If it was imposed on him by others, he was totally uninterested.

When Jerry joined Ben at Calhoun, he had still not found the secret to losing weight. A self-described nerd, Jerry had short brown hair, wore glasses, and was of average height. According to Jeff Durstewitz, a close friend, “Socially, Jerry was a cipher. Academically, he was a wiz.” Applying himself diligently to his schoolwork, he got ninety-eights, ninety-nines, and one hundreds on everything and emerged as one of the smartest kids at the school, ranking third in his class of over six hundred.

After school and on weekends, they hung out with a small, tight-knit group. They were typical suburban kids who cruised the neighborhood in their father’s cars, went to Jones Beach, and sat around Sam & Tony’s pizza parlor in the A&P shopping center. The summer prior to their senior year, they both worked for Ben’s father’s business, sorting direct-mail pieces by Zip Code.

For both boys, there was no question but that college would follow high school. Ben was not very interested in academics, but beyond parental expectations, there were two strong incentives—to get out of the house and out of the war. In 1969, with America deeply enmeshed in Vietnam, an eighteen-year-old male without a college deferment was all but assured of doing time in the paddies.

Ambivalent as he was about furthering his education, Ben applied to only one school, Colgate University, in Hamilton, New York. He chose the school not for its academic reputation, but after reading in the catalog that there were fireplaces in the dorms, which for some reason appealed to him. His father and his sister filled out the application and wrote the answers to the essay questions for him. He was shocked when he got in on early admissions.

Colgate was a very traditional school, and Ben’s reaction to the highly structured collegiate atmosphere was predictable. He had no interest in what they were trying to teach him, or in the method they were using, which he found to be just like high school. His grades were poor.

During his freshman year, Ben worked for the college food service in the dish room at one of the dining halls. His primary job was to scrape the excess food off the plates into the “pig,” the huge food-disposal unit, and to rack the dishes for the automatic washer. It was a natural position for the former founder of the Old Mill School Clean Plate Club.

Aside from a few errant plates going down the disposal (“It made a really great noise”), all was fine on the job site until Ben rankled the authorities by growing a beard, which put him at odds with Mrs. Castranova, the director of Colgate’s food service. Concerned that some facial hair might fall into the pig, she ordered Ben to shave, but he refused, whereupon Mrs. Castranova fired him. Undaunted, Ben shaved a thin strip down the middle of his chin, turning the beard into two rather bushy sideburns. Mrs. Castranova was not amused, at least not publicly, and Ben remained unemployed. He appealed his dismissal to a board of administrators, faculty, and students, and Mrs. Castranova was forced to offer him his old job back. But having made his point, Ben had lost interest in shoving food scraps into the pig. In fact, he was losing interest in going through the motions at Colgate.

Meanwhile, Jerry was in Ohio, at Oberlin College. Despite having won a National Merit Scholarship, Jerry had been rejected at all the Ivy League schools he applied to, and had wound up at his “safe” school, Oberlin.

Oberlin had a reputation as a progressive school, and it attracted a lot of free thinkers, eccentrics, social misfits, and smart kids who didn’t quite fit in during high school. The self-contained campus was a very friendly environment that didn’t require advanced social skills, and Jerry felt very comfortable there. He made a smooth academic transition to college, coming home with a 3.8 grade-point average his first year.

In the summer between their freshman and sophomore years, Jerry and Ben returned to Merrick. Ben took to the streets selling ice cream out of a Pied Piper truck with Fred Thaler, while Jerry parked cars at a local beach club.

The most notable event that summer was the day they got their draft numbers. Deferments were in the process of being phased out, and the draft lottery was intended to address the inequities of a selective service system that for the most part had excluded wealthy, smart kids who could afford to go to college. Jerry and Ben met with their cohorts that night, and consumed a watermelon that had been primed with a bottle of vodka. Everyone had agreed not to look up their numbers until they were all together. Jerry drew double digits, under 50, and was presented with a Vietnamese cookbook. Ben was in the high 300s. For Ben the lottery was a liberating experience. The high number meant that he was safe from the draft, and what made it even sweeter was that he no longer had to put up with the pretense of going to college to avoid military service.

While waiting for his ice cream truck to get loaded one morning, Ben talked with one of the mechanics at Pied Piper about the idea of dropping out of school.

“Why you wanna drop out of college? It’ll be good for you,” the mechanic said.

“I don’t like it,” Ben answered.

“Ahhh, you stick your hands in shit, you wash it off,” the mechanic reasoned. Advice to live by. Ben was ready for the next pile of dung.

Ben returned to Colgate for the first semester of his sophomore year, and then left in January for a one-month independent study that was part of the 4-1-4 Colgate curriculum. He spent the month hitch-hiking to and around California, and when the second semester started in February, Ben was still on the West Coast, with no intentions of going back to Hamilton.

Ben’s stay in California was brief. His first thought was to get a job as an ice cream man, capitalizing on the only marketable skill he had. Undecided about which to find first, a job or a place to live, he put off making any decisions and quickly ran out of money. Feeling “the loneliest I had ever felt,” he decided to hitchhike back to the closest person he knew. One week later he was camped out on the floor in Jerry’s room at Oberlin.

After about a month on Jerry’s floor, some of it gainfully employed selling subs in the dorms, Ben hitchhiked back to Long Island for another season with Pied Piper. Instead of driving the truck, he took a promotion and worked in the freezers as a box man, keeping track of the inventory, loading and unloading trucks.

In the fall of 1971, Ben went back to upstate New York, this time to Saratoga Springs, where he enrolled at Skidmore College as an exchange student from Colgate. Ben had a strong desire to work with his hands, dating back to the summer he had spent at Buck’s Rock Work Camp when he was fifteen. The camp had been totally unstructured, and had allowed the kids to choose whatever activities they wanted to participate in. Ben had focused on crafts. He remembered Buck’s Rock as the only educational environment that he had ever found nurturing. At Skidmore he took classes in film appreciation, jewelry, pottery, and three-dimensional design; this last class was an introductory course in sculpture, which he failed. “I was motivated to work really hard in the course,” Ben recalls, “but in a different direction than the teacher.”

Despite failing the one course, Ben thrived on his education for the first time since Buck’s Rock. Unfortunately, since he had dropped out of Colgate, he couldn’t really be an exchange student at Skidmore. When he went to sign up for a second set of courses, he was turned away.

His request to sit in on classes without registering (or paying) received a predictable response from his professors. Just when it looked as though he was out of options, a new program called the University Without Walls was created at Skidmore. It allowed him to take pottery courses at the school without being a fully registered student, and most important of all, it offered an easy payment plan.

While taking courses at Skidmore, Ben paid his bills by working at an assortment of jobs, including two as a night mopper, first at Jamesway, a local department store, and then at Friendly’s, where he’d make ice cream sundaes for himself during his shifts. Night mopper was one of those positions that they never really tested you on to see if you could do the job before they hired you, which was too bad, because it was the one job that college had prepared Ben for. Mrs. Castranova knew how to mop, and she had taught Ben well. “You’ve got to wet-mop and then dry-mop,” Ben explains. “First you put down the water, laying it on pretty liberally, about an eighth of an inch or so. You don’t wring out the mop, you just swish it around. You want the dirt to bubble up by osmosis, and then you pick it up with the dry mop.” Despite his flawless technique and, one would imagine, opportunity for advancement, he quit both jobs.

After a year at Skidmore, Ben came to the conclusion that, to further his pottery career, he needed to be exposed to different teachers and new influences. At the end of 1972 he moved to New York City, where he got an apartment on East Tenth Street in Greenwich Village.

Ben spent most of his time working a string of menial jobs to earn enough money to pay the rent. He worked the night shift at Bellevue hospital, admitting patients from 11:00 P.M. until 7:00 A.M., and worked an internship at the psychiatric ward of Jacobi Hospital in the Bronx. For a while he delivered pottery wheels to other potters, but he spent little time working on his own stuff. At one point he applied for a job working at a halfway house for emotionally disturbed kids in Staten Island, but they gave him the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, and the test results indicated that he had “unresolved conflicts with authority.” He eventually wound up driving a cab.

Compared to Ben’s college career, Jerry’s was reasonably uneventful. Jerry was a premed major, having concluded that was something you considered doing if you were good in math and science.

Although he had started out strong academically, his grades got progressively worse each semester as he began to take on more extracurricular activities. Jerry also began to get involved in sports, moving from intramural basketball to varsity lacrosse in his junior year. At five feet ten inches and 180 pounds, he was in great shape, and had finally shed the extra weight of his youth.

Jerry considered himself to be a good, if run-of-the-mill, candidate for medical school. He had finished up with a respectable 3.2 average, had done well on his medical boards, and had excellent recommendations. But there was really nothing to distinguish him from the field of other applicants, and he was rejected by every school he applied to.

Never having been fully committed to a career in medicine (“I didn’t really want to be a doctor, I wanted to get into medical school”), it didn’t take Jerry too long to overcome the initial sense of rejection. He graduated in May of 1973, moved into Ben’s apartment in New York, and took a job as a lab technician at the city’s Public Health Research Institute, where his job was to run experiments on mitochondria that he had extracted from ground-up beef hearts. At the same time, he took a biochemistry class at NYU Medical School, in hopes of improving his academic record. He reapplied to medical schools in the spring of 1974, but was once again turned down everywhere.

Shortly after Jerry moved in, two more friends from Merrick, Jeff Durstewitz and Vinny Vito, took up residence in the tiny, three-bedroom apartment. Between his assorted jobs, most of which were at night, and a girlfriend who lived in Brooklyn, Ben was rarely in the apartment at the same time as his roommates. The one way they would know Ben had been there was that he invariably left pieces of French bread and butter in various stages of preparation throughout the apartment. At the time, Ben was convinced that one could subsist on a diet of nothing but French bread and butter. He would often toast the bread, cutting off a hunk and shoving it in the apartment’s two-slicer. Unfortunately, the toaster was quite old, and it no longer popped the toast or shut off automatically. Ben was doing so many things that it wasn’t unusual for him to rush in, start to make himself some toast, forget about it, and run out again while the toast charred. It was the first hint Jerry had that Ben’s sense of taste and smell was really deficient, an inexplicable handicap of birth. It was a discovery that would have major implications in the future.

By the summer of 1974, the pace of the city was taking its toll on Ben, and he was more often than not found with an aspirin bottle in hand. One day, while driving the cab, he reached under the seat and found something left by a previous driver—a club for fighting off would-be muggers. He decided that it was time to go. In the Sunday New York Times, he spotted a help-wanted ad for a crafts teacher at a private school in the Adirondacks. It seemed like a perfect opportunity. A chance to live in a rural setting, do crafts, and work with kids in an unstructured environment that was everything his own education hadn’t been. Ben responded to the ad and was hired in the fall of 1974.

Highland Community was an alternative residential school for emotionally troubled teenagers. It was located on a six-hundred-acre working farm outside of Paradox, New York, which was about one hundred miles due north of Albany. The “campus” consisted of A-frames, geodesic domes, and an assortment of cabins that some of the staff had built for themselves in the woods. Most of the twenty-five students were under court order to be at the school. They covered the full range of incorrigibility. Some had drug problems, some were juvenile delinquents, and some were schizophrenic.

Ben started off teaching crafts and photography, and supervising the yearbook. He eventually set up a pottery studio, building the kiln, pottery wheels, tables, and benches himself.

The school was nontraditional, and its director, Naomi Tannen, was extremely open minded. There was some classroom learning, but within broad parameters, the staff was encouraged to engage the kids however they saw fit. This was perfect for Ben, who became an important creative presence at the school. According to Naomi, Ben had a wonderful sense of celebration, and he was always coming up with activities that helped the kids look at life a little differently. He organized the winter carnivals, which featured snow-sculpture contests and snow tug-of-wars, the school’s baseball teams, and staff talent shows.

Ben also made a couple of films at Highland, utilizing an eight-millimeter camera that he had found lying around the school. Although he had never done a film before, he learned the basics from a “How to Shoot a Movie” paperback, and wrote out the screenplay with the ten kids who had signed up for the four-month project. The first film was “The Quik Flick,” a whodunit that told the story of how everybody at the school had become addicted to Nestlé’s Quik. They were using it for everything—brushing their teeth with it, using it for deodorant, showering with it, smoking it, and shooting it up. And then someone started stealing all the Quik. The kids were going into withdrawal, everyone had the shakes, and it was a horrible situation. Before long, someone was ringing the big bell on campus, and all the students and staff had come together for a marathon meeting that nobody could leave until they found out what was going on. The meeting went on day and night until finally the school dog, Panda, a huge black Newfoundland, walked into the meeting with an empty Quik container tied around her neck. When Panda took off, everyone followed in a wild chase across the campus that ended up at Ben’s cabin. As the camera panned to the inside of the cabin, which was filled with empty cans, Ben emerged, covered with Quik. Lest any of the students get the idea that crime does indeed pay, or that drug addiction isn’t the ruination of life, in the final scene, Ben was crucified. Filmmaking, religious studies, and morality lessons all rolled into one. Showing “The Quik Flick” became a regular event at Highland, until the night they ran it without the take-up reel into a just-emptied bowl of popcorn.

If there was one aspect of Highland that Ben didn’t like, it was the large number of staff meetings. Ben was always better working one-on-one than in big groups, preferring to do things his own way without discussing it with everyone else.

It was at one of the staff meetings that the fate of Malcolm, Ben’s dog, was decided. Reflecting his personal views on authority, Ben set no limits for Malcolm, and he was given free run of the campus. When the chickens on the farm started to disappear, Malcolm stood accused. In the face of what Ben maintains was “strictly circumstantial evidence,” the staff voted that Malcolm should be chained up, but Ben didn’t have the heart to do it, and instead shipped him to Fred Thaler’s house in Maine.

At the end of 1976, Highland ran into legal problems with the State of New York after a bureaucrat determined that the buildings didn’t meet code. They actually met the code for group homes, but because Highland was a school, it fell under stricter guidelines. As one staff member pointed out, that meant the buildings were unsafe, but only because they were teaching math in them. Although they eventually prevailed on appeal, the fight took the energy and heart out of the staff, and it became clear by January of 1977 that the current semester would be the last.

Ben had little interest in going back to work for somebody else. While he was at Highland, he had tried to sell some of his pottery at craft shows, but the results had been dismal, and it was pretty clear that he couldn’t support himself that way. He started to think about opening up some other kind of business, and he decided to talk about the idea with Jerry.

Jerry had stayed in New York after Ben had gone up to Paradox, moving in with a friend on the Upper West Side. In January of 1975 he met his future wife, Elizabeth Skarie, a student at Cornell University’s nursing school, which was based in the city. When Elizabeth graduated in the spring, she got a job and moved to Chapel Hill, North Carolina, and invited Jerry to come along. He moved into her apartment, and let Elizabeth support him for the next nine months. When he eventually got tired of hanging out on the University of North Carolina campus, he got another job as a lab technician, this time at the UNC Hospital. The research was gruesome enough to make him long for the days when he had ground up beef hearts. This time he worked with rats. After being subjected to some sort of stress, they were sacrificed by way of a guillotine. Their heads would fall off into a Thermos of liquid nitrogen, where they would freeze instantly. Jerry would then take the heads into a cold room and chip out the brain with a chisel in order to run experiments on the tissue.

In January of 1977, Jerry got temporarily ditched by Elizabeth, which left him little incentive to stay in North Carolina. He was more than receptive to the idea of going into business with Ben, and in May he loaded up his car with all his possessions and headed north.


CHAPTER TWO
Jer & Benny’s?

With the exception of buying a big rig and becoming cross-country truck drivers, most of Jerry and Ben’s ideas for a business involved food. They both liked to eat, so it seemed like a logical career move.

After carefully considering a full range of possibilities, they whittled the list down to a couple of options. Their first choice was a business they were going to name UBS, for United Bagel Service, which would deliver fresh bagels every Sunday morning, along with lox, cream cheese, and The New York Times. They hadn’t figured out what to do the other six days of the week, but before they could resolve that issue, they went to a restaurant supply house, priced out the ovens and other equipment for making bagels at around forty grand, and realized they’d need to find a foodstuff that was a little less capital-intensive.

They never actually priced out the equipment for making ice cream, which was their second choice. They assumed it had to be cheaper than making bagels, and decided not to find out if that wasn’t the case. They researched their new venture by visiting homemade ice cream shops, and split the tuition on a five-dollar correspondence course in ice cream making that was offered by Penn State University.

They were intent on finding a rural community with a large college population and a warm climate so they could sell a lot of ice cream. To identify the possibilities, they did what they’ve come to describe as a “manual cross-correlation analysis,” putting a U.S. almanac on one side of the table and a guide to American colleges on the other. They generated a list of about ten towns that met the criteria, but quickly discovered that most of them already had a homemade ice cream shop.

They eventually decided on Saratoga Springs, the town Ben had lived in for about a year when he went to Skidmore College. It wasn’t as warm as they had hoped for, but it had a race track and a strong summer tourist business. And it didn’t have a homemade ice cream parlor. They moved to Saratoga in May of 1977, and found a great apartment right on Saratoga Lake.

Jerry and Ben had agreed that they would each invest $4,000 in their new venture. Jerry had accumulated his stake since graduating from college. Ben was quite a bit short. He decided to get a job in the local food-service industry, which would let him accumulate the cash he needed and garner some much-needed firsthand business experience at the same time.

His first job was as a baker’s assistant at Mrs. London’s, one of Saratoga’s most famous eateries. He got fired after about six weeks for prepping a batch of roll batter that had too much salt, and for his inability to keep the whites of the eggs from oozing all over the counter when he separated the yolks. He fared no better at Ann’s Coffee Park Diner, where he got into a dispute with Ann over the adequacy of the lighting in the kitchen.

While Ben was working, Jerry hung out at the apartment and began looking for a location for the shop. On weekends they would take road trips to try to scour up used restaurant equipment at auctions. In his enthusiasm, Ben would sometimes lose track and bid against himself.

On one of the road trips they came upon a Lightning sailboat in someone’s garage, with a For Sale sign on it. It wasn’t on their required equipment list and Ben wasn’t even close to having his $4,000 grubstake, but at $2,000, complete with trailer, it seemed to him like too good a deal to pass up, especially since they were living on the lake. Neither had sailed before, but that wasn’t much of a concern. Whenever they took the boat out, Ben would read the instructions in the owner’s manual out loud, and they would toss Chee-tos in the water to measure how fast they were moving.

Jerry and Ben were having a great summer in Saratoga, and their business venture seemed to be progressing, if not rapidly, then at least in an orderly manner. One can only imagine their dismay when another homemade ice cream shop opened up in Saratoga in August. They quickly came to the conclusion that the competition was probably better capitalized than they were, and had to know a little bit more about what it was doing. Discouraged, they began searching for a new location.

This time they settled on Burlington, Vermont, a town that Ben had become familiar with while teaching at Highland. The city proper had a population of 40,000, but more than 100,000 people, approximately 20 percent of the state’s entire population, lived within a ten-mile radius of down town. In addition, there were more than 12,000 students at the University of Vermont and three other smaller colleges. Burlington, only forty miles south of the Canadian border, was by far the coldest college town they had yet to consider, which was why it hadn’t been on their original list. But the cold weather probably also accounted for the lack of competition. Vermont was the only state that didn’t have a Baskin-Robbins franchise.

In downtown Burlington, two shops sold ice cream. Sewards, a dairy based in Rutland, Vermont, operated a coffee shop/ice cream operation that was connected to the bus station. It was hard to tell where the bus station ended and Sewards began, and Ben and Jerry were sure they could make better ice cream. The other shop was more of a pinball arcade, and it sold a nondescript, commercial line of ice cream. Neither seemed to present the kind of formidable competition that would prevent them from carving out their niche in the market.

They rented a house on West Shore Road in South Hero, a town located on an island in the northern part of Lake Champlain, about thirty minutes from downtown Burlington.

Jerry and Ben were settled in their new home by late September, and they once again started looking for a storefront to rent. At the same time they began to work on the business plan that they’d need to secure a bank loan.

To help them put together their loan proposal, they enlisted the services of Jeff Furman. Jeff was a short, wiry guy who, at thirty-four, already had a considerable amount of gray in his long, thinning hair and his free-flowing beard. He had degrees in law and accounting, but he didn’t practice either. Ben had met Jeff by way of Highland, where he had been the bus driver before Ben arrived. Jeff had remained in touch with the school, returning briefly as its administrator. He eventually wound up in Ithaca, New York, working as a consultant to small businesses.

Jeff came up with a copy of a business plan that a pizza parlor in New York had used, and suggested that Jerry and Ben change the word “slices” to “cones,” and use it as the model for what they were going to submit.

If they were to have any chance at all of getting the loan, it was clear that the business plan was going to have to be convincing. “We didn’t have a whole lot going for us,” Jerry admits. “We had no assets or collateral to speak of. We were new to the area. We were young. We weren’t married. And we had no business experience.”

An initial conversation with Fred Burgess, a local banker, convinced them that in order for their shop to survive the winters in Vermont, they’d need to offer something other than frozen desserts. After going through some cookbooks, they settled on soups and crepes, which they thought would be a natural complement to the ice cream. In the business plan, they pointed out that “almost every nationality has developed its own version of a thin, filled pancake—the Hungarian palascinta, the Mexican enchilada, the Jewish blintz, Italian cannelone, Russian blini, Scandinavian platar, Greek krep, and others.” It wasn’t clear what this gastro-geography lesson meant in terms of potential food sales in Burlington, Vermont, but Jerry and Ben were obviously well-read on the subject.

Not satisfied with having done exhaustive historical research into the new product line, Ben dragged Jerry and a friend, Lyn Severance, up to Montreal for “Crepes Research Day.” Ben was intent on finding out how crepes were made in a French-speaking city, and how big their griddles were. “I remember going into a very fancy crepe restaurant, and right away Ben pulled out his tape measure,” says Lyn.

Originally, Ben wanted to call the business “Josephine’s Flying Machine,” after a song he’d learned as a kid. Jerry wasn’t too crazy about the name, and argued that homemade ice cream parlors were traditionally named after the proprietors. “It reinforces the concept,” Jerry argued. Whose name to put first was debated back and forth. They settled on Ben & Jerry’s because it had a better ring to it. “Things that end in e sound better, which is why people put e’s on the end of things that don’t end in e” Ben explains logically. “Fran becomes Franny, Fred becomes Freddie. It could have been Jer and Benny’s. We didn’t consider that at the time, because my mother would never allow me to be called Benny.”

The business plan started out by describing the menu and the decor. “Ben & Jerry’s is an Ice Cream and Crepe Parlor featuring homemade ice cream, frozen yogurt, sundaes, and fountain drinks, as well as main dish and dessert crepes.… Ben & Jerry’s will be appealing to people who appreciate high quality, good tasting and nutritious food in a warm, friendly atmosphere.”

The plan went on to cite government statistics that predicted an ever-increasing percentage of food dollars being spent away from the home and a national trend toward more specialized eating establishments. “These facts bode good tidings for Ben & Jerry’s,” they concluded.

The loan proposal included a list of all the items they intended to offer, with the cost of goods sold calculated both in dollars and as a percentage of sales. A one-scoop cone would sell for forty-two cents, two scoops for seventy-one. They actually had no idea how much it was going to cost them to make anything. Having guessed at a reasonable selling price, they worked backwards, applying a targeted cost of goods sold of 40 percent. So it wouldn’t look as though they had plugged in the numbers more or less arbitrarily, which is exactly what they’d done, they put some items in at a few points over 40 percent and some a few points under.

In an attempt to make them seem as credible as possible, the backgrounds of the two would-be entrepreneurs were sanitized and expounded upon as needed. (“Mr. Cohen has held various other jobs in the food-service industry.…”) Their personal financial statements were somewhat less inspiring. Jerry listed assets of $8,000 in cash and a 1970 four-door Volvo worth $1,400. Ben had $4,000 in cash, a ’69 semi-camper Ford van, the sailboat, and a quadrophonic Stereo. He also listed unemployment insurance payments of ninety-five dollars per week as a source of income.

The $4,000 in cash that Ben listed wasn’t actually all his, free and clear. His investment in the sailboat had been too big and too recent a setback to his cash position, and he was forced to turn to his father for half of the money. His father, pleased that his son was getting out of crafts, was happy to make the loan. “He saw this as a transition from my being a hippie to becoming a businessman,” Ben recalls.

At the end of the plan were the projections: first-year sales of $90,000, and a pre-tax net profit of $7,746. When the first set of numbers didn’t come out right, they changed them. “Who knew how often how many people would come to our store and buy how much ice cream?” Jerry acknowledges. “We probably thought it was a stretch at the time.”

When the plan was finished in mid-October, it was typed and stuck into a nice-looking binder. The boys combed their hair, put on coats and ties, and headed back to the Merchants Bank to see Fred Burgess. The plan called for a $20,000 loan, bringing the total investment in the business to $28,000. Fred was impressed by the plan, and by the fact that they had taken a course at Penn State in ice cream making. At the time, he didn’t know it was a mail-order thing. Fred thought that young people with ideas, energy, and some intelligence deserved a chance to prove themselves, and he was ready to do the deal if he could get the Small Business Administration to guarantee it. He sent the application to the SBA office, and it came back approved, contingent on only one thing—that they find a “suitable location.”

Their first choice was an old drugstore that had a beautiful soda fountain with a marble counter top and a row of upholstered, floor-mounted, chrome-based stools. It had been vacant for years, and the original equipment hadn’t been touched. It would have been a great location, but the estate that controlled the building was in probate, and there was no way to rent the space until things were sorted out by the courts.

Their second choice was an abandoned gas station on the corner of St. Paul and College Streets. It was across the street from City Hall park, one block removed from Church Street, the city’s retail center. It had been years since it had actually been used as a gas station, and the pumps were long gone. More recently it had been a plant store and a farmers’ market.

The only problem with the gas station was that they couldn’t get more than a one-year lease, and without a longer term, the SBA wasn’t Willing to do the deal. Fred informed them of the news, but, as a consolation, offered to loan them $4,000 collateralized by the equipment they were buying.

They were faced with the choice of trying to find another location and salvaging the original loan proposal, or sticking with the gas station and scraping by on less than half the money they figured they needed. By this point they were convinced that the gas station was the perfect location, and they were anxious to get the business up and running. They decided to take the $4,000 from Burgess.

With the loan approved, the two boyhood friends formalized their business relationship. Ben & Jerry’s Homemade, Inc., was incorporated and registered with the Vermont Secretary of State on December 17, 1977. Jerry was given the title of president because they had put Ben first when they had named the business.

They were scheduled to start renovating the gas station in February, with the intention of being open for business by May 1978. To kill time between Thanksgiving and Christmas, they opened a little hot-drink stand in the basement of Bennington Potters North, a crafts and housewares store two doors down from the gas station.

To amuse themselves and the customers, they kept a jigsaw puzzle and a couple of games at the stand, such as Shoot the Moon and Labyrinth. If you put five pieces in the puzzle, or were particularly adept at one of the other games, you got a free drink or cookie. Most of the customers wound up paying for about half of what they ate.

The gas station was the embodiment of funk—which, like pornography, is hard to define, but easy to recognize when it’s staring you right in the face. It had been built in the 1940s, and the exterior walls were covered by a white baked-enamel aluminum skin that was sectioned off into large, two-foot squares, giving the station an almost igloo-like appearance. The roof was flat, and the right front corner of the building was curved in a wide, sweeping arc that visually softened the impact of the structure as it protruded into the lot.

There was no heat in the building, and a three-to-four-inch layer of ice covered the floor when they took possession in February of 1978. The ceiling in the bays had been insulated with batts of fiberglass and covered with plastic, but never drywalled. The insulation was soaked and the plastic had bagged down with water that had seeped through the roof. Junk was strewn everywhere.

To supplement their limited construction skills, they enlisted the help of Darrell Mullis, a former houseparent at the Highland Community who was now working for a local building contractor. When Ben & Jerry’s was incorporated, and they needed to name a third member for their board of directors, Jerry and Ben had chosen Darrell, one of the few people they knew in the Burlington area.

There was no money to pay Darrell, so, in exchange for his services, he became the charter member of the “Ice Cream for Life Club,” which guaranteed him an unlimited supply of product for as long as Ben and Jerry managed to stay in business.

They had rented only one of the two service bays and the office area, so they framed up a stud wall to delineate their space. A local farmer, who had sold produce in front of the gas station the previous summer, remained as the building’s other tenant.

The bay was renovated into the kitchen and serving area. The front counter was set back enough from the overhead door so that the customers would have room to congregate. Behind the counter were the dip cases, and behind them a stove, the crepe griddle, and two homemade work tables that they had built out of green, rough-cut lumber purchased directly from the mill. “It was the cheapest wood we
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