PREFACE

This maruscript is the product of tape recorded interviews by Donald
Talmant for the Oral History Office in the Summer of 1975. Rosalyn

Bone transcribed, audited and edited the tape, and Gerald Jones re-

viewed it.

Gerald Jones was born in July 8, 1949 in Blue Island, Illinois. At the
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reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in wrifing foom the Oral History @ffloe, Sangamon
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Gerald Jones, July, 1975, Springfield, Illinois.
Donald Talmant, Interviewer.

A, . . . Blue Island, Illinois.

Q. Where did you live after staying in Blue Island? Where did you move
to?

A. My parents moved to a small town, Edinburg, Il1linois, where they
owned a department store; very small store, small town. So I 1lived

ahove the store. Both parents worked. Mother kept the store while

Father worked at Sangamo [Electric Co.], because the store couldn't

support the family entirely.

Q. How long did you live in Edinburg?

A. TFrom age three until about seventh grade, and then my parents
moved to Springfield after having sold the store, which proved to be
a blessing. They worked a lot at the store and didn't get too much
for it., However, they didn't have to take bankruptcy, so that's good.

Q. Where did you go to school when you moved to Springfield?
A. Oh, I went to Jefferson Middle School. That was the best years.

Q. What can you tell us about your experiences at Jefferson Middle
School ?

A. Oh, goodness. After coming from a small town, I was thrilled with
the size of the school. There were probably nine hundred kids in the
school, and that was more than there were in the whole town I'd come
from. I was lucky enough to be able to participate in some athletics,
and I felt 1llke a pretty big man. Tom Englund, a teacher there, 1s

one of the finest people I've ever known, so0 it was a good experience.
Also Dewey Hughes, good man. You don't run into good people in education
a lot, two or three good teachers in a lifetime. I happened to have

two there.

I went to Springfield High School then and it was disappointing because
I stopped growing, so I couldn't play basketball. I wasn't tall enough
or good enough (laughs) or something. And so athletics was out, and
I didn't like Springfield High School.

Q. At Springfield High School, did you form any goals in life? In other
words, did you want to become a teacher, did you want to become a busines-
man?
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A. T formed some soclal opinions on the type of person I didn't want to
be. I wasn't sure what I wanted to be, but I was sure what I didn't want
to be. The chlldren, the teenagers, of business types was what I didn't
want to be, because they are very clannish and very social conscilous.

S0 I knew what I didn't want to be. Now that I'm in business. . . .

I'm in business but I'm trying not to be. If I ever make a lot of money,
I don't want to be like them, which is defeating soclety at its own game,
That's one of my obJectives, being one of the boys, so to speak, without
being clannish.

Q. So at Springfield High School, you did form some definite ideas
on what not to be dn the social world?

A. Right. I Just didn't like the old blue blood famllies and it's real
entertaining to see what some of them are not doing. They're not
sugcesses themselves, even though thelr parents were. They had a silver
spoon in thelr mouth, but couldn't do much with it. Well, in some cases
that's not true, but a lot of cases they dldn't do anything with what
they had to work with. So I feel 1ike more of a success than they, even
though I dldn't fit in——in those years—with being accepted. I didn't
have a business at that time and my father didn't own a department store
in Springfield or somewhere.

Q. Did your education, your formal education, enable you to later on
become a businessman?

A. Again, it was 1n spite of the education, not because of it. Because
after Springfield High School, I went to Illinois State University. I
was unhappy with I1linois State because it was Just an overgrown high
school. Well, there weren't the social Implications at ISU that there
were at Springfield High School, but it was a disappointment. You know,
is that all there 1s? Just so many computerized questions. I didn't
feel I was learning anything.

Q. Did you . . .
A. I'm a slow reader.

Q. Did you enter Tllinois State [University] with the intention of
taking courses that would eventually lead you into the business world?

A. No., ©Since I was -anti-soclal elite, I wanted to be a social worker.
That's just the opposite of the climate I was in at high school.  Also,
I wasn't very good in math. (laughter) So, that seemed to be a good
soclal cause I wanted to get involved in. But ISU is a bad school for
sociology in my opinion. And the counseling wasn't real good and I
didn't do well at ISU at all.

Q. How long did you stay at ISU?

A. I was there about two years, but there are some kind of business

related topics here., First of all, I had a Jazz quartet, played drums
with a group in 1964, and T kind of was always the one to get the jobs
for the group. So even in high school, that was my own personal thing.
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It's always been an inner thing. I had a lot of satisfaction from playing,
but T wasn't recognized and popular because of 1t.

For example, my junior and senlor year in high school, I played at what's
now Mr, J's and what was then Curley's Lounge, overlooking the beautiful
Wabash [Avenue in Springfield, Illinois], from 10:00 p.m. ti11 3:00 in
the morning. And then, after we played the job, the guys went to Dunkin
Donuts, which is now defunct, got in late, parents got me off to church
the next morning. Really wild. So the Jazz quartet continued into
college. One other reason I didn't do as well in school is I was elther
rehearsing or playing glgs or playing a concert, maybe writing programs,
something 1ike that. So on my own initiative, there was a sense of
business. I was in fact a professional musicilan.

Also, my father and I went half-and-half and bought a house in Normal,
T1linois, a house for students. I talked him into it. I took the money
I'd saved playing drums——two thousand dollars at that time-——and he put

in two thousand dollars for the down payment. Of course, I couldn't get
credit, but he could get credit pretty easily. So, on his credit and
our mutual down payment we bought a house for students, on my recommenda-—
tion. That was another business venture which proved to be pretty good.

About the same time T had to go to . . . Well, Uncle Sam wanted me, s0
I was about to be dré&fted. There was a little known option the Army
offered, a two-year enlistment, which gave you nothing except the day on
which you would be inducted. So I decided, well, I'1ll decide the day
anyway, so I could make some plans, because I don't like living with
uncertainty. So here was the objective; let's get it done and over
with, because my father, well, my father thought at that time, he felt
that, his country right or wrong. I had some doubts about that. At

any rate, I went to, had to go to the service and we sold the house

and we made 100 per cent profit on our investment. (laughs)

Q. Would you say that would be your first major financial success in
the business world?

A. Yes, I would say so. Took a lot of work. We took a house which
wasn't set up as a multi-family dwelling, if you will, and converted it
to accommodate twelve men or students.

Q. Did you at this time realize that later on you might be doing the
same business after you got out of the service? In other words, buying
house, fixing them up and then selling them?

A. No. I never consider that anymore. Another good reason to sell the
house at that time, besides my leaving, was my father had very bad arthritis,
which has since Improved. But I didn't consider buylng and fixing up homes
anymore after that. I really don't know why. I just didn't. My interests
had changed. Well, I wanted to play again, play drums again.

A friend of mine, Monte Wisbrock, who was a tenor sax player in the jazz
quartet was in the Presidential Navy Band in Washington, D.C. .and he wrote
me while I was in Vietnam and sald, "Why don't you come out to D.C. when
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you're finished in the Army and we'll play; and when I get out of the
Navy, I've got a job lined up for us in Greece, playing six nights a

week." Fantastic. So, when I got out of the Army, I stayed home for
about a month and then I flew to Washington, D.C. in hopes of playing

again.

Q. In Vietnam, did your background in the Army carry over to your
business career later on?

A, Well, again it was a similar situation to high school and to college.
Here again was something I didn't want to be like. It taught me another
lesson of what not to be, because I hated the military hierarchy of
officers, enlisted men and clgarette butts. Every day, you know, the
enlisted men were herded around the grounds to pick up butts. I learned
then that I don't like cigarette butts on the ground. I hate litter.
That's one reason. I probably picked up an average of one hundred or
more butts every day for two years. So when somebody throws a cigarette
butt out, I'm not too happy about that. But, back to the Army, in the
hierarchy, well, this is carried over to the way I want to treat my
employees.

My people feel as if they're on a team rather than. . . . They work
with me and not work for me. My philosophy is the more you work for me
the more you'll get in return. Eventually, that should be in the form
of a profit-sharing idea. They don't feel they're under the gun, but
they can work through their own initiative to better themselves while
working for me. You know, in fact working for me, but working with me.

Q.  Okay. Now back to Washington, D.C.

A, Right. Incidentally, while I was in Vietnam. . . . It's kind of a
complicated story, but my brother knew an Amerlcan of Japanese descent.
My brother was in Vietnam for five years selling. Well, first he was

in the military, but he went back because he wanted to marry a Vietnamese
woman, which he did. But he couldn't get her our of the country because
she had three children from a previous marriage. So it took three years
of paperwork and waiting because he wouldn't pay off the government to
get them out quicker. In the meantime as a civilian, he sold cars and
worked with a man in Da Nang, probably in 1968, 1967, around there, Harry
Hirano.

Harry is this Jananese-Amerdcan who lived in Asia. He's Amerdcan buf he
liked Asia, so he was always in Asia. My brother Larry worked with Harry
and then Harry left to go to Taiwan to sell cars. So when I was in Viet-
nam at a later date, my brother said, "Well, why don't you go to Taiwan
for your rest and recuperation for one week and look up my friend Harry,"
which I did. Harry, of course, drove a car, and when you're on vacation
and you don't know where to go and you're in a strange country, this is
kind of nice, to know somebody.

S0 Harry drove me around the island, and at this time I learned of literally
the mountains of untapped marble iIn Taiwan. I found out what parts of the
country have the best wood carving villages, and in the back of my mind I
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was saying, "Well, if I can't be a muslclan, I'd like to import fine
work from Asla." Because I'd seen stores like Pier I, stores llke that,
with rows and rows of Just so many carved pineapples and rows and rows
of things that loocked identical and that weren't really good. Just

so many four-glit salad spoons on the wall. This is the kind of store
that I didn't want, and in Asia I found out what I liked and what I
thought was marketable. So.

Now I fly back to Washington, D.C. Monte and I, the sax player, we
couldn't play a lot because the local union, the musicians union, was
upset with all of the military musicians because some of the best players
in the country were in Washington, D.C., in these military bands. There's
the Presidential Marine Bank, the Airman of Note, all these fine players
were taking all the local jobs In Washington, D.C. So we weren't allowed
to have jobs. Of course, they squeezed a few in, but it wasn't exactly
a living. So I looked around Washington; I liked Washington. It was
close enough to Baltimore, a port of entry for importing. The town

has a lot of calls, it has a lot of unique people, a lot of wealthy
people, and 1t has Georgetown. If you haven't been to Georgetown,
Georgetown 1s nifty. A lot of old shops, and I thought this is where

I would like to have a shop myself.

Unfortunately, I couldn't get a prime location, because prime locations
cost you between fifteen hundred dollars and two thousand dollars a
month in Georgetown. So what I got was in Georgetown, but it was out
of Georgetown. I was one block away. from what I now call the walking
traffic. Those two words, walking traffic, were to lead to my decease
in the retall business. In this particular kind of retall business,
which was American and Asian art, the philosophy of my little store

was qQuality items from three dollars to five hundred dellars. How can
you have a unique three dollar item? Well, there are a lot of American
potters who do some greaft work, and even though some of it is production
pottery, it is handmade, and each is individual.

So I went to some art falrs and T met a lovely woman by the name of
Sigrid Biow and she was about fifty-five at the time, but she was a
professional potter. By that I don't mean she was a secretary in the
daytime who came home and threw pots every now and then, this is what
she did for a living, every day. She was an artist. That's all she
did and that's all she was. If's all she wanted to do and she was
good enough to support herself. She took an interest in what I was
doing. I'm not an artist, but I know what I like and can do one thing
very well. Sigrid told me. I can display other people's work and T
bullt my own displays in the store.

One was a tree trunk that probably weighs three hundred pounds, that was
a huge pedestal for a sculpture. The one sculpture that was on it was
called "War Horse" by Thomas White, an aluminum cast of a horse falling
in battle. The jaws of the horse were pointed skyward, grimacing in
pain, and the light from the tree trunk was coming up from underneath
right along the jaw. It was a perfect display for that particular
plece. Before I opened the store, I was having dreams of displays. It
was really strange.
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One display was in plexiglass. The idea was unsupported light, and the
light was unsupported on some kind of artifact which would be for sale.
Out of my own imagination I made these displays and they turned out
pretty good.

The store didn't work because of walking traffic. You just don't go
downtown with the idea .in mind, "Well, I'm going to go to Hirano and
Jones"—that was the name of the store—"to buy a three dollar toad-
stool." It was one of those things, one of those kinds of stores which
has to be discovered when you walk by. Something in the window catches
your eye and you walk in. But where I was located, I could see the
people in mass in sumertime, the tourlst season, walking by everybody
else's store. Between them and me was a gas station and a park and the
street. It's kind of naturally divided. So people walking in the
street think, "Well, that's all the stores," twm around and walk back
the other way, without ever having passed my store.

Q. Who is this Hirano you just mentioned?

A. Hirano is the guy I met in Taiwan. Harry Hirano. To think of the
name of the store wasn't difficult. Asian and American art; Hirano,
who was my silent partner, and Jones. I wrote Harry after my trip to
Taiwan and he agreed to buy the kinds of things we looked at and then
he would get a percentage of the profits from the sale of those items.
But Harry didn't come through with the best. Besides having that
location--a fair location, but not a great location--besldes that
problem, was the problem of getting the goods out of Taiwan. We lost
one thousand dollars worth of marble because of a shipping strike.
Never recovered as far as I know. It was. lost in the ocean. Never
received, never shipped, just a mystery. All kinds of hand-turned
marble-~marble 1s turned in a lathe—we Just never got it to see it.
If you don't have it, you can't sell it.

And my first. . . . Heartbreaking, it was heartbreaking. I almost
cried. When I received by first shipment from Taiwan, it was jewelry
chests. When I was in Talwan, I saw beautiful hand-carved jewelry chests
and I thought, "Fantastic!" Harry sent me one thousand dollars worth

of very commercial looking chests, exactly what I didn't want. At

this time, I was living in a third-story apartment with Monte the sax
player, and 1 had to carry those things all the way up to the third
floor. Each time I moved those boxes, I hated them, because they
weren't what I had in mind. '

The kind of store I had in mind never quite materialirzed because of the
logistics and because of this mistake that Harry made. It was out of
my hands., So I end up selling these chests for cost or less, just to
get rid of them. And I had to sleep in the same room with these dam
things for two months before the store opened. It was my first big
disappointment, not having the merchandise I knew was available. So

I learned from the store itself.

Walk-in traffic. You have to have the right kind of exposure for a given
store. Retall stores require location, especially in that kind of store.
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And the other lesson is the amount of rent paid is not important if the
location is right. If there was an opening in Georgetown for two thousand
dollars a month, I should have taken it, even though I didn't have much
money, because without location, you will fail. You must have it. If
you can have a two thousand dollar location, so what? It doesn't matter,
especlally if you're taking in forty thousand dollars a wmonth, plus two
thousand dollars. It doesn't matter anymore. It's the cost of doing
business.

Q. How 0ld were you at the time when you opened your shop in Washington,
D.C.?

A. Well, let's see now. I spent my 21st birthday at Fort Lednardwood
on a foot locker, that was 21; 22 was Salgon; 23 was in Washington, D.C.—
23.and 24.

Q. So you would say the main reason why your second major business
venture did not succeed was due to the walking traffic and the loglstics .

A. . . . involved with Taiwan and Harry's inability to get me exactly
what I wanted. Now he did give me some iltems that were good. I bought
a lot of jade when I was in Talwan. In Taiwan, the Jade 1s not as good
as the Burma jade, but it's the same thing that's found in mainland
China in its natural state. Now I only know that because I took a course
at the Smithsonian on gemology. In addition to selling marble and wood
carving, we also had some jewelry. I've learned that you don't buy cheap
rings in Thalland because thelr mountings are terrible. The stones will
all fall out.. So, we did have some success wilth selling of jewelry.and
the jade. But I had to depend on my own initiative to go out and find
Anerican artists, because I couldn't depend on Asia, because it wasn't
arriving. The only small success from Asia was--I can't verlify this—
I was one of the first, the very first to receive anything produced on
mainland China after the enbargo years.

Harry was in Hong Kong, Harry Hirano, on the day they 1lifted the embargo.
He walked into the Communist Department Store in Hong Kong--that's the
name of it, the Communist Department Store--and purchased eight hundred
dollars worth of handmade tablecloths and immediately shipped them to

me. Also, three rugs hand-woven in China. The Hecht Company in Washing-
ton, D.C., 1s this big department store chain. Two months after I had
things from China, they came out with a big advertising thing about them
being the first. 1 didn't have enough money, enough capital, to advertise
sufficiently either. That plays a role in the success or fallure of a
business.

END OF SIDE ONE

A. Belng undercapitalized is the biggest reason small businesses fail.
Talk about location, walking traffic, products for sale, et cetera. But,
in any business, the catch-all problem 1s being undercapitallzed You
can't start out real, real small and mushroom overnight. It takes some
begimming capital, because there are so many expenses. There's insurance,
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all kinds of insurance: fire insurance, liability, theft. These beglnning
costs will kill you. So then if you don't have much money, you can't
advertlse much. If you can't advertise much, you're going to grow slowly,
very slowly.

Q. What about a loan? Did you go to a bank and try to get a loan so
you could Increase your capltal and then advertise?

A. Well, let's face it. I was a novice at that time. Everything I've
done practically 1s self-taught. I didn't have any college business
background, which might have helped. Of course, I didn't have much
collateral to get a loan, anyway, even if I'd tried. I don't think at
twenty-three they would have given me some kind of unsecured loan. They
don't give unsecured loans. But I had little to secure a loan with.

However, that brings us to the topice of money. Undercapitalization,
you're absolutely correct, is the way. If you don't have it, you've

got to borrow it, and pay the bankers their interest. Don't worry about
their interest. You don't worry about thelr interest anymore than you
worry about paying a lot for a prime location in a shopping mall. It's
a cost of doing business, it's a necessity. You must make your money
on thelr money. My landlords in Georgetown are prime examples of this.
They borrowed a lot. They were slow in paying the bills. They operated
on somebody else's capital all the time. You borrow it, you don't pay
it back so fast. You make them wait. And time is money.

So I guess that's about all for Washington, D.C. I packed up my belong-
ings. T had a 1966 Nova station wagon with a 283 englne, which wasn't
running too well. It had about eighty thousand miles on it, so I had
it overhauled, and I hooked up a U-Haul to it. I knew why I had failed;
I wasn't bitter about it, because it was something I wanted to try. It
was an ego trip, because on many occasions after closing hours I would
stand on the corner of the store and people would pass by the dispalys
I had made and make comments, which 1ift your spirits. And of course,
there's another aspect of business which is not a financial side, but
Jjust that you feel gratified that you've accomplished something or you
can take pride in what you're doing. You can take pride in your ethics,
you know, because you didn't cheat anybody. You run an honest business;
that kind of thing can give you some rewards besides money.

But at any rate, I packed up my displays and everything I owned. I lived
in some bad places, because every cent and every effort went into the
store. I worked at least twelve hours a day and oftentimes more. I
lived In some very dirty, very bad places because I didn't have any money
for my personal rent.

Q. Could you give us an example of the 1living conditions?

A. T lived in a basement. (laughs) I didn't have a, well, I had a bed,
but it was a rollaway bed and it was Jjust a dark, dirty old basement.
The people who lived upstairs were letting me stay there for a small
amount of rent. But they didn't really want me there. They used to put
their cat downstairs. The cat liked to walk around on my bed and things.




















































