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Our Story
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You couldn’t really say we started out small…
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…since we’d been shopping in the chubby department from the age of six. When Jerry and I first met in seventh grade gym class, we were already the two widest kids on the field and the only ones who couldn’t run a mile in seven minutes.


We became best friends. We shared many interests, but most of all, a deep and sincere appreciation of good food and lots of it. One summer, I got a job driving an ice cream truck on Long Island for which I earned $100 a week and as much free ice cream as I could eat. I thought this was a great deal and convinced Jerry to sign up for a neighboring route, but he quit after one day. He didn’t think he had much of a future in ice cream. He set his sights instead on the medical profession.


After high school, we went our separate ways. Jerry headed west to Oberlin College to study pre-med, and I went north to Colgate. I didn’t really want to go to college, and, after a year and a half, I dropped out and traveled around the country. I visited Jerry in Ohio and got a night job selling sandwiches in the dorms. Jerry had just finished a half-credit course in Carnival Techniques and had distinguished himself in fire-eating and cinder-block smashing. Because he was so eager to demonstrate his prowess, I volunteered to be the smashee. I wrapped myself up in a sheet, swami-style, mumbled some metabolic mantras, and ventured out on campus where Jerry and his sledgehammer calmly waited. I lay down; he placed the cinder block on my bare belly and then, in one smash, pulverized it to smithereens. Thus was born Habeeni Ben Coheeni, Indian mystic madman, willing and able to withstand the merciless sledgehammer.


After a while, I decided to go back to college and enrolled in Skidmore College, where I studied such unorthodox subjects as pottery and organic gardening. Eventually, I dropped out for good and took up a series of odd jobs ranging from night mopper at Friendly’s, taxi driver in Manhattan, kitchen assistant at Mrs. London’s Bake Shop (I separated the eggs), and Pinkerton night guard at the Saratoga Race Track (I stood by a shack in the middle of the track guarding an empty canoe with a covered holster, but no gun). None of these jobs ever lasted more than a few months. Finally, I ended up in a small town in upstate New York called Paradox, working with emotionally disturbed children.


Meanwhile, Jerry had graduated but didn’t get into medical school. He took a job as a lab technician in North Carolina and reapplied, only to be turned down again. By this time, we had both realized we really weren’t getting where we wanted to go. So we decided to change our courses and head there together. We weren’t interested in making a lot of money; we just wanted to do something that would be fun. Our business goals were modest, but specific: We wanted to be our own bosses and work exactly when, where, and how we wanted.


Starting Up


At that time, my two favorite foods were bagels and ice cream, so I thought it would be great to open a little restaurant that would sell either one. We considered starting a delivery service called U.B.S., short for United Bagel Service, and looked into buying a bagel machine. After one telephone call to price the equipment, we decided we were in the ice cream business.


We soon understood that in order to do this right, we needed to know how to make ice cream. We also needed to find a nice small town that lacked a homemade ice cream parlor. So the research began.


We wanted to settle in a rural college town, preferably one that was warm, so everyone would want to eat a lot of ice cream all year round. We decided to choose our location based on three key factors: a healthy student population, a good-size town population, and a moderate climate.


Coheeni’s First Law


We considered a few towns in Massachusetts but decided they were too seasonal for our needs. At a friend’s suggestion, we took a look at Burlington, Vermont. It had the right number of students, and its population was growing at a good rate. It didn’t already have an ice cream parlor. What it did have was an average of 161 days a year when the temperature plunged below freezing and a total winter snow accumulation of five feet (not counting a spring accumulation of 13 inches). That bothered us until I came up with the Internal-External Temperature Differential and Equalization Theory (later to become Coheeni’s First Law of Ice-Cream-Eating Dynamics). Herein I explained that the apparent cold that the body feels in cold climates is based on the difference between the internal body temperature and the external temperature. By lowering the internal temperature (through eating cold things in the winter), the internal temperature drops and the body feels comparative warmth. We discovered that a healthy, daily intake of cold ice cream not only helped to reduce that difference, but it also helped to make the frigid winter months much more bearable, if not downright pleasant.


So Burlington it was. We moved there in the early fall, which is never a bad time in New England, with its incredible colors, partially sunny skies, and crisp, clean (did I say cold?) air. We found an old abandoned gasoline station that was literally falling apart. You could see daylight through the roof; there were six inches of ice on the floor, hardly any walls, no ceiling, and whatever was left standing was badly water damaged. But it was a great location. We saw its potential and signed a lease for the first home of Ben & Jerry’s. We agreed that it sounded better than Jerry & Ben’s. Since my name came first, Jerry became president and I became vice president.




P*O*P*C*D*B*Z*W*E


Pronounce it the way it’s spelled. It stands for “Penny Off Per Celsius Degree Below Zero Winter Extravaganza.” We offer this special incentive on those cold winter Vermont days when people need to be convinced of the wisdom of Coheeni’s First Law of Ice-Cream-Eating Dynamics. Basically, the Indian mystic tells us that when you lower your internal body temperature by eating cold things you will feel warmer because there is less difference between your internal temperature and the external temperature.





Learning the Food Business


It was several months before we could take occupancy and begin our renovation. So in the interim, we decided to learn more about the food business by setting up a hot drink stand for the Christmas shopping season in the basement of Bennington Potters North, a ceramic and gift shop in downtown Burlington. There, side by side with chipped and slightly irregular pottery seconds, we served hot cider, freshly brewed coffee, herbal tea, and homemade eggnog and entertained our customers with a variety of jigsaw puzzles and games like “Shoot the Moon.” Every night, I prepared batches of oatmeal cookie batter, and, during the day, we baked them in the toaster oven installed on one of the basement tables.


People started coming from nearby shops just to get the hot fresh cookies. But by that time, we were giving most of them away to anyone who could put together three jigsaw puzzle pieces or tell us a funny joke. Much later, more sophisticated people told us that giving away cookies was a great “consumer incentive,” but for us, it was just a way to make new friends. It was also the birth of one of our longest lasting and most popular traditions—giving things away.



Getting Serious
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After Christmas, when it really got cold, Jerry and I holed up in the house we were renting on an island in Lake Champlain. We bought an old player piano in pieces and began to reassemble it. We also bought a big, blue college-level textbook called Ice Cream by Wendell S. Arbuckle, the father of modern American ice cream, and a used old-fashioned White Mountain ice cream maker (which was described as obsolete and unreliable in our textbook). We began experimenting. Sometimes the ice cream was rich and creamy, sometimes it bounced and stretched. In the end, it really didn’t matter, because except for one particularly weird batch of rum raisin, we always ate it all.


Then we really decided to get serious. We each chipped in $2.50 for an ice-cream-making correspondence course from Pennsylvania State University. We bought fresh cream, milk, and eggs, and bags of rock salt for the ice cream maker. We chopped the ice right out of the lake. Every day, we studied our lessons and tried to apply them to our own ice cream making. I didn’t understand the technical part too well, but with Jerry’s background in chemistry, it was a cinch for him. Things were looking good. We got 100 percent on all our tests (cheating wasn’t possible since they were all open-book exams), and, at the end of fourteen weeks, we were officially qualified to make ice cream.


In early March, we pooled our slim resources—$4,000 from Jerry’s savings, $2,000 from my savings, an additional $2,000 from my father, and $4,000 from our local banker—and began renovating the gas station. With more than a little help from our friends Daryl, Mumpo, and Vinnie, we patched the roof, put up new walls and a ceiling, installed new electrical wiring and did some of the plumbing work. Then we had a painting party and transformed the place into a vision in orange and white. Then we had another painting party because we didn’t like the orange. (I guess we didn’t do everything right the first time.)


Jerry and I began reading the newspaper for announcements of restaurant auctions where we hoped to pick up some good, used equipment at fairly reasonable prices. Our first time out, we drove four hours to a small, remote town in New Hampshire and bought everything we needed dirt cheap. We also bought a bunch of unmatched chairs, a few big tables (that we later sawed up into many little tables), and various irresistible odd lots, like one memorable antique hospital bed that’s still in my house.


We opened our doors on May 5,1978. Ben & Jerry’s was a decidedly funky and original place. We brought in the player piano, and Don Rose, a friend of ours, would come by and play his honky-tonk music to please the crowd and pace our scoopers. His Ice Cream Blues (”I like homemade ice cream but I don’t like standing in line. Down at Ben & Jerry’s, well, I’ll wait any old time. Diddy wah, diddy wah doooo. . .”) was a great hit. One day, Jerry went over to Don, put his arm around his shoulder, and announced that he had just become the first member of the Free Ice Cream For Life Club.


People didn’t mind standing on line for ice cream, especially when Don Rose was at the keyboard. For a long time, we couldn’t believe how well everything was going. At first, Jerry was worried that our customers were just humoring us because they didn’t want to hurt our feelings. The service ranged from poor to inconsistent, at its very best. Jerry wondered whether our popularity was due to the kindness of the Burlington populace.
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WEBSTER’S PRONUNCIATION GUIDE


Ben&Jerry’s-ben an(d) ‘jer-ēZ


Ben says:


People always ask me why our ice cream is so different from all those other brands out there. Easy, it’s the only superpremium ice cream you can pronounce.







The Art of Scooping


Aim for smooth, long lines when scooping and never use a wet scoop—the water freezes to a thin layer of ice and will ruin the texture of the ice cream you are serving.






More Chunks, Less Bunk


Jerry got to the point where the ice cream he was making was pretty good, but there just weren’t enough big chunks in it for my taste.


“You’ve got all these little flecks in there, Jerry,” I’d say to him. “It’s my feeling that if you get a chunk in your ice cream, it has to be a really big one.”


I always liked the contrast between smooth ice cream and a fairly frequent humongous chunk. But Jerry had a real feeling about consistency. He didn’t want any particular spoonful to be without several chunks, even if that meant they had to be small. He didn’t want to run the risk of a customer taking a spoonful of our ice cream and that spoonful not having any chunks at all. I was willing to take that risk because I knew that the very next spoonful would contain a really good, big one, the kind of huge chunk you could bust your spoon on.


After considerable discussion, we decided there was only one way to go. We’d make all our ice cream with big chunks and lots and lots of them. It was a compromise, but a pretty good one.


We started out making four-gallon batches that would serve up to 100 people, but, shortly after we opened, we were scooping 1,000 cones a day, and Jerry was working nonstop behind the dasher. One hot summer day, we ran out of ice cream long before closing time, and the International No Ice Cream sign (an ice cream cone with a slash through it) appeared over the door. Running out of ice cream meant that batches of even our weirdest and possibly least delicious flavor experiments (i.e., our mistakes), such as Lemon Peppermint Carob Chip, disappeared as soon as they were put out. Jerry was finally reassured. People liked our ice cream.
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