SIDE B—Mr. J. C. Penney Interview


JCP:  The partnership plan that had worked so beautifully, given so many men an opportunity to develop their God-given powers had become unwieldly. In case of as my death happened at that time, with all of the interest that I had in these stores, it would have been a terrific job to have carried on the partnership plan as successfully as it had for many years.  (Clock chimes)

TL: Mr. Penney, when did you have the idea of creating HCSC, the JCPenney Retired Executives Organization, and what were your thoughts about that and how you created it?

{ 0:58 }
JCP: I can't say truthfully that I was responsible for that. I think it was men who had retired and were living at the time in Los Angeles who felt that they should be a group of men meeting together at regular stated times where they could just not talk so much about business. But it was intended to be just a social gathering.  Men of like minds, they like to get together and exchange ideas.

And I've attended many of those meetings and there was always a great a number of men who wanted to tell of their experiences, all at all times giving thanks for the opportunity that they have had. Some of them have gone so far as to refer to the My Butcher Shop experience and have said that “Mr. Penney,” and I'd be present, “we always thank the Lord for the fact that you failed in the butcher business for we wouldn't have made good butchers.     

TL: Well, the men who are HCSC members are an incomparable group of men. They have a love and a respect and an admiration for you, Mr. Penney, that, from looking at them, it is quite remarkable in today's age of lack of regard for sentiment and memories. 

JCP: I think that's true. 

TL:  Now, the HCSC Foundation, then, also does some important work for the JCPenney retirement, doesn't it? 

JCP: Yes, it does now. I've always been interested and more interested in HCSC since the foundation was adopted, I guess is the best word. Anyhow, the purpose of that is to help retired managers, executives who through illness or hospitalization or some for some unknown reason, to help them if they need some assistance.  Many of them, whoever find themselves in that position, are managers of small stores.  We hear so much about inflation and it has affected the lives of many people.

TL:  And this is one way of keeping the family of Penney men together.  

JCP:  That is, that is the purpose. 

TL:  It is remarkable and wonderful the philanthropic work that they do with what they've been able to achieve together. Well, they all love you, of course, Mr. Penney, and have a high regard for you.  

JCP:  Well, you mustn't give me credit now.  I feel that in many cases I get more credit than I deserve.  I don't, I'm not the Penney Company.  I'm a definite part of it. That is to say…I thank my good Lord every night of my life, along with my father and mother, the influence they've had on my life. I never failed to include Johnson and Callaghan for giving me the opportunity they gave me.    

TL: Mr. Penney, what do you think of the situation in America today?     

JCP:  I'm very often asked that question.  I think the opportunities are greater than I have ever seen them.  Certainly greater than they were when I was a young man because of the fact that there must be quite a few young men today who feel that the opportunities are not what they once were and feel why worry that the government will take care of them.  I, I think that's a rather unsafe premise, to-uh, for a young man to take. And because--- and to the extent that there are young men who feel that way--- makes the opportunity for a young man who has what it takes. And I mean just that. I don't believe that fortune falls in a, in the lap of a young man.  I think it's a result. A young man's success depends on his efforts.

And if I were a young man starting out today, I would aim to be president of that company. I'd try and, if I fail to be president, I would feel that I had been benefited by the effort. 

TL:  Do you feel there is something in this change our country is going into that can be for the good? Must we be on our guard, on the alert to preserve some of the things as the Golden Rule, as the basis of our life?

JCP:  Well, I certainly think that it behooves every young man to be ambitious and if he has confidence in his own ability, is prepared, willing to work and make sacrifices if necessary, plays the game open and above board, and will keep everlastingly at it, there's no reason why a young man not making a success. I think as I've said before, the opportunities are greater than I've ever seen them.

I hope to live to be 100, not to see how many stores we have, but how good they are and see the young men that are starting in today with Penney Company, seeing where those young men are at the time that I, according to the calendar, will reach 100. My doctors tell me there's no reason why I shouldn't reach 100 and with a strong probability that I might live even longer.  But I want to be active.  What I want to do and what I can to encourage young men.  My experience through life has not been easy, has not been a bed of roses.  Many times if it hadn't been, as I've referred many times, to the early training, I might have given up in despair.

I remember very well when I was a young, I suppose a teenager, that I wish that a curtain, the curtain could be on my life, be lifted so that I might know my future. And I'm, I'm glad to say now that that wasn't possible. 

I often refer to my failing eyesight.  I can't read a line and yet I feel that I would be ungrateful if I were critical. I'm thankful that I've had my eyesight all of these years and though there may be and is an impairment, my vision is stronger than ever.  I don't believe I have to explain the last of that statement because when I refer to my vision, it is the future, what I think and what I hope.   

TL:  A number of young men have asked me what was the secret of Mr. Penney's success to become a wealthy man?  What would you say some of your secrets are?    

JCP:  Well, I thought at one time, and this was when I was a boy living in Hamilton, that if I had $10,000, that's perhaps more than any inhabitant of Hamilton had.  And then I think my next goal was $100,000, and that'll be enough for anybody.  And then I'd retire. But when I found myself worth $100,000, I had just begun to use a slang expression, “get my teeth wetted”.    And then it was a million. And I think from then on, I was thinking about what good can I do with $1,000,000?

That reminds me, I was visiting one of our stores and a young lad, I presume about ten, came running in and was in the store as the curtains were being pulled so to speak. He said are you Mr. Penney?  I said, “Yes young man, I am. What can I do for you?”  (He said), “How can I make $1,000,000?”   “Well,” I said, “Young man, I don't know if I can tell you, but you've asked me a question. I would like to ask you in turn a question. What would you do with $1,000,000 if you had it now?” Now up to that time, his eyes were like stars at night. But when I asked him the question, what would you do with $1,000,000, he hung his head. He didn't know, he hadn't thought of that.

So that I think that a man must be prepared. I think a good way, generally speaking, to ruin a young man is to put $1,000,000 in his hands without any preparation as to how to handle it.    

TL:  Do you feel the ideals of the Golden Rule are outmoded today?   

JCP:  No, I don't.  I think that if the Golden Rule were practiced by the nations of the world, we wouldn't be in the mess we're in today.  No, I feel more strongly than ever in the Golden Rule.

And by the way, the thing that I haven't touched upon is that I believe in the efficacy of prayer. I believe in intercessory prayer.   

TL:  What do you feel our country, America, needs today?  Has the Golden Rule and its principles been lost a little in all of our advancement and development?   

JCP:  There are times that would lead me to believe that there is more selfishness, but then there are so many other things that have happened in my life of late years especially that make me believe that we perhaps are standing on the threshold of a greater nation.

I believe in our country, I believe in the American people, I believe in the American way.  And, I, though we may have gone too far to the left, I'm a firm believer in the public and that someday we will find the answer through the adoption, application of the Golden Rule.   

TL:  In addition to reaching the age of 100, what other dreams and aspirations do you have?

JCP:  To be active and to live a life such as would be worthy of the emulation of my children and grandchildren.    

TL:  Are the ideals of a God fearing, God loving man still the basics needed for a good and happy life? 

JCP: I think so. That sounds old fashioned. I'd not be popular today, but I had that kind of a father, grandfather, great grandfather, mother. I feel that it's just as effective today as anytime heretofore. I think that America, with its ideals and with what it has accomplished, should stand as a beacon light for the rest of the world.

I can't conceive of communism ever becoming the main factor in the world affairs. It isn't the thing that has made this country what it is. And I think that we've got to get back to some of those old-fashioned ideas.  I don't mean the coal oil lamp, the horse and buggy. I don't believe that at all.  I believe we've got to accept the elevations of the (things) that have happened in my lifetime and growing greater every day. It's hard for me to realize when I go and take a trip on an airplane that we can cross this country in a matter of hours.

I might say that from the beginning, my first store and as long as I managed the Kemmerer store, I had what I call the sales book recording the day's sales.  I had in gold letters printed on the sales record book “Beat yesterday”.  And I've tried to do that every day of my life. I've tried to beat yesterday.


 ---   End of Side B   --- 





