
1960’s Interview with Mr. Penney

September 16 marks the 150th Anniversary of Mr. Penney’s birth. To celebrate the occasion, here is an audio interview with Mr. Penney and the transcript.  J. C. Dunn, a third generation “Penney man,” found the 33 1/3 LP album going through his father’s memorabilia.  We thank Jay for sharing this precious resource.

During the 1960s, the National HCSC Club sponsored a series of interviews with Mr. Penney in his 45th floor office in the New York Office. The interviews were made into an album which sold for $3.00.  Proceeds benefitted the HCSC Foundation.  The following is a transcript of the interviews.

SIDE-A-Mr. J. C. Penney Interview

Tony Lease (TL):  Good morning, Mr. Penney.

Mr. Penney (JCP): Good morning, Tony.  I was born on my father's farm near Hamilton, Missouri, September the 16th, 1875.  When I was about 2 1/2 years of age, my parents moved to the little town of Hamilton, Missouri, in order that the older children might have the benefit of a high school education. It was in Hamilton, Missouri, that I grew to manhood, going to the public school and graduating at the age of 17. May I say that there were 23 in the class?

I presume I was an average---because I don't remember my grades very well---I graduated with an average of 93. There were many students in the school, classmates that received much higher grades than did I. I think I might have made better grades if I hadn't thought of what I was going to do after I graduated.  

When I was eight years of age, my father told me that I was old enough to buy my own clothes, and I've been buying them ever since. At first, I was almost rebellious.  I thought that father--- the edict he made was too harsh. I wondered how at eight years of age I could possibly earn enough money to buy my own clothes. I thank God every night of my life that my father compelled me to buy my own clothes at the tender age of eight. It taught a number of things: to be independent, to know the value of the dollar and the nobility of work, and above all, to play the game fairly and squarely.

Pa had a farm of 400 acres two and a half miles from Hamilton, Missouri.  Farmed six days a week to provide for his family. Preached on Sunday without pay.   He was a member of the old school Baptist Church. And may I say at this point that after having served the old school Baptists for many years of his life, he was excluded from the church because he believed that a minister should be educated.  He believed in Sunday schools. He believed in paying the preacher.  

I was a lad of 13. I remember well going in a single-horse buggy with my father and mother.  I was seated in front on the box, which was rather cramped quarters, but we arrived at the church. My father heard the charge made against him.  He replied, “Those are my convictions and you have to exclude me. I cannot change my point of view.” I remember my mother miserably arose and said, “You have to put me out too, because I believe just as Jimmy does.”  That was my father.  I was very rebellious and for years.

And the lesson that I got out of that experience was that my father was not embittered in the least and strong and said he died in the faith as strongly as he'd ever lived. And when we talked the matter over, I told Father how I felt. He said, “Jim, you're wrong. You shouldn't be bitter. They know not what they do.”  It was many years that I could reconcile myself to the extent that I was willing to go back to the church where from which my father was excluded. I have even asked to participate in the meeting and talking to my father's congregation. Yes.

Well, I attended high school, grade school first and then high school, and after I graduated from high school, I spent two years on the farm.  Well, at that time farming was not a very lucrative proposition. Corn was selling for $0.10 a bushel, eggs for that much a dozen, butter that much a pound, and there was no money in farming.  My father was an old school Baptist minister--- I've said that---as was my grandfather a farmer and preacher for the old school and my great grandfather. I've often wondered why it skipped my generation.

My father must have thought that I was not cut out for a preacher because he went to the leading merchant of the town, JM Hale and Brother, and said to Mr. Hale…(for some reason, Pa, as I called him, didn't want me to go along. In fact, he got up out of …my father got up out of a bed of sickness to go up to speak to Mr. Hale himself. And though I didn't go along, I knew this is what my father said.) “Mr. Hale, I want you to take my boy Jim and teach him the fundamentals of business. I believe Jim has the ability to become a trader.”     Notice that my father didn't say I want you to give my boy a job. What are you paying? What are the hours? 

TL:Yes, 

JCP: But I want you to teach him the fundamentals of business. That was in March 1895.
  
TL: And Mr. Penney, that was for $25 a year. 

JCP:  That's right. That's right.  My $2.27 a month, somebody has figured. I haven't figured it out, but I think it must be right.  I'm not sure but what my father thought, when he came back and told me of the conversation he had with Mr. Hale and Mr. Hale's offer, that I would accept it because I could have gotten $25.00 a month driving a delivery wagon.

But that's where I found myself in that store. Father died six weeks after I started out and the day before he died he called his family of six living. Six had passed on in their infancy and childhood.  He started with the oldest, my sister Middie, and then my brother Ely. I was the third oldest living and he said of me, “Jim will make it. I like the way he started out.”  Many times, I've stood at the crossroads of doubt and despair, not knowing which way to turn when those last words of my dying father have rung in my ear, as clear as any clarion note I've ever heard. “Jim will make it. I like the way he started out.”

My father passed on six weeks to the day that I started.  Many times since I've heard my father's words. The reason I'm telling that story is that I found myself in that store, which if I hadn't, there would be no Penney Company today with its nearly 1700 stores.  That leads me to say that if it hadn't been for the early Christian training that I received at the hands of my parents, there would be no Penney Company to this day. 

I've told you about my father. I had a great mother.  One of the things I remember about my mother more than any other one thing is seeing her go about her work with this prayer on her lips, “Lord, have mercy upon me, a Sinner.” As a child of six or seven, I wouldn't be expected to get the full meaning of my mother's prayer as I did later on. There isn't a night that I don't thank God for this early training that I received at the hands of my parents. My mother's prayer was, “Lord have mercy upon me, a Sinner”, which I didn't understand. I'm also sure that my mother was not conscious of the fact that she was shaping the destiny of my life as she was.

At one time I became very much discouraged because (of) the two, three men, four men who were ahead of me. I was just an errand boy and washed the windows, kept the sidewalks clean and helped sweep the floor at night. But the men that were there, older and experienced salesman wouldn't allow me to take a customer because they were given-they had the privilege of cutting the price if they couldn't sell a suit of clothes that cost seven dollars and a half on March 15 for the March price. They could sell it at twelve and a half dollars.  Before they would let the customer go out of the store, they could sell the suit for $10, which would be our, our profit today.

And that having a great effect on me, influence on my life, because when I started my first store, there's no, no thought of having a, a, a price for every customer.  I worked a second year for Mr. Hale. My weighted salary was $200 for the year. Third year 300 when my health broke and I was sent West on the advice of our family physician assuring me that I shouldn't ever go back into the store again. Well, I was too…I wasn't strong enough to do a heavy manual work.

I did get a job in the store in Denver.  The firm is still there, Jocelyn, a drygoods company, (and are today competitors of the Penney Company,) which has several stores.  I worked for Jocelyn for $6 a week, barely enough to keep body and soul together. 

I heard of a butcher's shop that was for sale in Longmont, Colorado, 40 miles north of Denver.  I didn't know anything about the butcher business, but I felt that I could take orders, hire a butcher to cut the meat and butcher the animals, beef and mutton and pork, lamb and so on.  And, that would be following the doctor's orders. The butcher that I employed came to me one day and he said, “Mr. Penney, if you want to keep the trade of the leading hotel in Longmont, you will have to buy the chef a bottle of bourbon every week.” Well, I wanted to succeed and, in fact, I-I bought the chef a bottle of liquor. But the point in the story is that I had a very unusual experience. I asked myself the question, “What would my father say if he were living? What would my mother say?” She was living. I knew what her answer would be if the question were put to her. Then and there, I declared that never again would I buy the cook a drink or a bottle or a drink of liquor or anyone else.  That taught me three valuable lessons: not to resort to an expediency, not to compromise with the thing that I knew was wrong and not to go into anything that I didn't know something about. 

I went to Mr. Callahan, who had the busiest store in Longmont, asked him for a position as an extra in the fall of ‘98. He looked at me as if to say, aren't you the young man who runs the butcher shop?

I said, “Mr. Callahan, I did run it. I've sold out. I've had three year’s- experience in Hamilton, Missouri.” He had already told me that he hadn't any place for me. I said, “Mr. Callahan, let me come in. I don't care what you pay me. Give me just enough to keep body and soul together and let me show you whether or not I can sell merchandise.”  Well, Mr. Callahan couldn't very well turn me down. He put me on. I was the first one at the store every morning, even though it was winter time or late in the fall. In fact, I had to be told when it was my time for lunch. I took nothing, a little hour.  I got back from work just as quickly as I could.  

The following spring, Mr. Callahan sent me to Evanston, Wyoming, to work under Guy Johnson, his partner. Johnson and Callahan were owners of the store. Little did I dream at that time that in three years I would be given the management of one of the half a dozen stores that they were operating at the time. Johnson and Callahan wanted the store to be opened in Ogden. Mr. Johnson took me down one Saturday to show me the town and to sell me on Ogden, a town of 35,000, as a Golden Rule store. We walked up one side and down the other of Washington Street.

We got to our starting place, Mr. Johnson said, “What have you to say?”  I said, “Mr. Johnson, it's too big, I don't want it.” (Mr. Johnson said), “Where do you want to go?” I said, “Diamondville Kemmerer.” I had traded with people from there in Evanston, and they were miners and they were my kind of people. I felt sure that I could do better in a small town because I wasn't ready for a town like Ogden.  Subsequent events have proven that my judgement was right.

My first year of business in Kemmerer was a surprise to both my partners. Each one of them had a third and I owned a third. $500 is all I had to put into the business. I borrowed $1500 from the local bank back in Hamilton, Missouri, to make up my portion ($2000) of the capital stock, which was $6000.  First year's business was a surprise to both Mr. Johnson and Mr. Callaghan. Profits were very good. 

They had a store in Rock Springs that was managed by a man under whom I had worked as an extra in Longmont, Colorado. He was managing the store on a salary and not interested (invested). He was rather disappointed because he thought that if anybody was entitled to an interest in the Rock Springs store, he was.

I wasn't sure that the third interest was with the idea of managing the store but supervising it. Rock Springs was 80 miles and I managed to get down every two or three weeks, at least once a month.  In 1907, Johnson Callahan sold their interest to me and the three stores Kemmerer, Rock Springs and Cumberland, the last charted in 1904. At one time I thought we will have 25 stores and when we got 25, I thought 50 would be perhaps the limit. When we got 50 stores, I realized it was a matter of organization, selecting the right kind of men.

Character was always my first question…what I personally insisted on was character. And then of course there were other things: he had to be prepared, he had to be honest and upright, he had to be willing to work. 

And then I believe firmly in the Golden Rule, my first store was called Golden Rule. I believed in it from the standpoint of principle. We were the first to adopt the profit-sharing plan and that was a sharing of the profits.

Here's the things that are responsible for the growth and development of the Penney Company. And as I say today that in my opinion, the Penney Company with its nearly 1700 stores has only begun to scratch the surface.


 ---   End of Side A   --- 





