
On April 8, Free Cone Day, Jerry schlepped 
from his hometown in Vermont to little ol’ 
Portland to serve free ice cream. He visited 
all five shops here. These were the fortunate 
circumstances that led me to speak with Jer-
ry via phone before his April visit.
Janna (JL): I can’t believe you are coming to 
Portland for Free Cone Day! I will be in line, for 
sure.

Jerry (JG): A technique on Free Cone Day is to 
get your cone, then go to the back of the line, and by 
the time you’re done with your cone, you’re at the 
front of the line again!

(JL): I never would have thought of that. 

(JG): That’s why you’ve got me on the phone, Janna. 
So I can give you these tips, from 35 years of Free 
Cone Days.

(JL): I think it’s so cool that you’re coming here 
and I’m sure it’s going to be successful. Portland 
is very thoughtful in its social consciousness. I 
think it is a place that aligns with the three pri-
mary aspects of your business — the product 
mission, economic mission and social mission. 

(JG): It’s true, and for Free Cone Day, many scoop 
shops around the country partner with a nonprofit. 
All of the shops in Portland are partnering with non-
profits. This makes it a lot more meaningful for me, 
and it’s not just about giving out ice cream. As you 
said, it’s about connecting with the community.

(JL): Do you ever look back and think, “Wow, 
what a long, strange trip it’s been”? 

(JG): It is a shock (laughs). First of all, if anyone had 
told Ben and me that at some point we’d have a suc-
cessful business, we would have been stunned. And 
actually, anybody who knew us then would’ve been 
startled, as well. We’re not two guys you would’ve 
picked for this. But combining a really high-quality 
product with unusual flavors and big chunks of cook-
ies and candies, and then blending those things with 
a very community-oriented mission, has led to the 
success of the company. 
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has had the opportunity to interview 
and showcase some very dynamic people over the years. It’s safe to 

say, however, that one of the most illustrious to date is Jerry Greenfield,  
of Ben & Jerry’s Ice Cream. Yep, THE Jerry. As many are already aware, both Ben 
Cohen and Jerry Greenfield are organically minded, eco-conscious, socially sus-
tainable political activists and proponents for global positive change. 

Their individual passions and efforts 
have driven the fundamental mission 
of their company since its humble be-
ginnings in the late 1970s. It takes major 
chutzpah to start a company, watch it 

grow — and grow and grow — 
until it’s worth multi-millions of 
dollars, and still stick by your social 

sustainable vision and ice cream–
pint guns.  

It’s no secret that in today’s corporate 
America, capitalism and the mighty dol-
lar are the rule. But both Ben and Jerry 
had different ideas, even before Cher-
ry Garcia (which came on the scene 
in 1987 and was their first ice cream 
named for a rock legend), and before 
Ben & Jerry’s became a household 
name and pop cultural lexicon. They 
knew that people came before profits, 
quality trumped compromise and hu-
manity overruled greed.  

What I appreciate about them most is 
that they are seemingly still the peo-
ple they were then … perhaps as 
they’ve always been: radical, vocal, kind, 
thoughtful and funny fellas. What leads 
me to this impression? 

First, talking to Jerry is exactly like talking 
to my cousin Barry. Aside from East 
Coast accents, it appears that they both 
have that easygoing, sly humor, along 
with an accepting and wise way about 
them. While we spoke on the phone,  
I kept wanting to call Jerry “Barry.” 

Then there are, of course, the hundreds 
of articles that have been written about 
the journey from ice cream correspon-
dence school to moo-moo moguls, 
which has been documented since they 
first opened in 1978, at their first shop 
in a renovated gas station in Burlington, 
Vermont. They also have stuck to their 
do-good, sustainable, give-back advoca-
cy, both in their media personas and in 
real life. 
Lastly, one particular thing that all these 
stories show, is that both Ben and Jerry 
walk the walk. They give back in count-
less ways, contributing their time, their 
money and their passion. One highly 
popular piece of proof: Free Cone Day 
(to celebrate their opening anniversa-
ry and say thank you to their patrons), 
which has been going on since their first 
year of business. 
With stores all over the world, Jer-
ry’s inbox of requests for Free Cone 
Day appearances is probably as full as 
someone who’s just eaten several pints  
of Chunky Monkey. But a Portland non-
profit, New Avenues For Youth, which 
supports homeless youth, asked Jerry 
if he would come here for Free Cone 
Day and visit the nonprofit’s scoop 
shop. Part of Ben & Jerry’s mission is  
to partner with local nonprofits 
through their scoop shops to help 
with job training and public awareness  
about local causes.  And Jerry said yes 
to visiting Portland.

(JL): 
It’s so surreal, I 
imagine, to think of 
your own names and 
products evolving into social 
icons. Even Carrie Bradshaw 
mentioned Ben & Jerry’s in “Sex 
and the City” a few times. 
(JG): Yes, it’s crazy. Sometimes I have to pinch my-
self, although not too hard …

(JL): Along with the excitement is probably the 
pride that goes with having such an amazing so-
cial platform to further causes you believe in, 
such as Farm Aid, getting young people to vote, 
sustainable practices …
(JG): One of the interesting things is to take im-
portant, sometimes serious issues, and mix those 
with ice cream — a fun, lighthearted, whimsi-
cal product. It allows you to talk about important 
things, but in a more upbeat way. People respond 
to that.

(JL): How do you decide on company-wide, 
social-agenda platforms?
(JG): I’m happy to say Ben and I have nothing to 
do with that (laughs). We both work in the compa-
ny but have nothing to do with the management.* 
Things like initiatives the company undertakes are 
handled by a social mission department that has 
people who interface with the marketing staff. An 
example is a program related to campaign finance 
reform; its theme was “Get the Dough Out,” and 
they used one of the flavors, Steven Colbert Amer-
icone Dream. That’s the work of the social mission 
folks at Ben & Jerry’s. 

(JL): In the earlier days, before your compa-
ny was sold, were you involved with deciding 
which platforms to pursue?
(JG): Yes. To a large degree that was Ben. Ben was 
always the creative force at the company, both for 
ice cream and flavors, but also for the social mission. 

M A Y  2 0 1 4   |   1 91 8   |   P O R T L A N D F A M I L Y . C O M



Ben is just one of those unusual people who is really 
an innovator. When you think of Ben & Jerry’s using 
its voice and power to address issues that aren’t in its 
own financial self-interest, that really came from Ben. 

The thing he’s most passionate about is redirecting 
federal budget priorities to get more money for basic 
human needs instead of militarization and weapons. 
What many of us came to realize is the foundation of 
that is campaign finance reform; how the money in 
politics drives the decisions of our elected officials. 
“Getting the Dough Out” is related to this, and Ben and  
I are both personally involved in trying to bring about 
change in how public campaigns are financed. 

(JL): The amount of money spent on election 
campaigns is out of control. The dollar totals are 
mind-boggling. I always imagine how that money 
could have been spent to help society. 

(JG): It’s staggering. There’s such a need for peo-
ple running for election to raise money, and when 
they get millions of dollars from rich individuals and  
corporations, they naturally listen to those donors,  
and do their bidding, as opposed to what is in the  
common interest.

(JL): With so many big issues to be addressed and 
staying active in the company, how do you protect 
your own emotional time? How do you take care 
of yourself so you don’t spread yourself thin? 

(JG): Well, I have a wonderful family! I have a dear, 
dear, wife, and we have a 25-year-old son. And like many 
people, they are the things that keep me grounded.

(JL): Did you ever involve them in your business, 
or did you keep your business and home lives sep-
arate?

(JG): They were separate and it’s not a decision  
I made, it was more that they weren’t interested. My 
wife isn’t even a big ice cream eater! I’ve got a freezer 
full of ice cream in my house. She barely eats it, and my 
son is only an occasional ice cream eater. I don’t know 
what happened along the way (laughs).

(JL): So truthfully, how often do you eat ice cream? 

(JG): I eat ice cream all the time! There’s a saying, 
“Never trust a skinny ice cream person.” I’m in no 
danger of being taken for a skinny ice cream guy, and 
Ben & Jerry’s came out with new Greek frozen yogurt, 
which I really like, so ... I’m eating more of that. 

(JL): I’ll have to try it. I would be remiss if I didn’t 
ask the quintessential question: What’s your favor-
ite flavor?

(JG): Americone Dream. It’s vanilla and caramel 
swirl, with fudge-covered pieces of waffle cones. We 
jokingly say to not replace more than one meal a day 

To find out when and where a car seat check up 
event is happening in your community, please visit 
Doernbecher’s Tom Sargent Safety Center website 

at www.ohsu.edu/childsafety or call 503 494-3735.

Kohl’s Car Seat Outreach Project

Is your car seat  
installed correctly?

MAY E VENT:

Saturday, 
May 17 
at Wood 
Village Kohl’s

22557 NE Park Lane 
Wood Village 

9 to 11:30 a.m. 

Let’s make sure. Bring your car seats in your  
family vehicle to one of our free car seat check up events. 

503.626.9700
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with ice cream 
(laughs). But what 
we seriously recom-
mend is eating ice cream in moderation.

(JL): Right: eat well, exercise, call your doctor if 
there’s shortness of breath. If you’re eating ice 
cream for more than four hours, seek medical 
assistance … 

(JG): There you go. 

(JL): How do you decide when it’s time to  
develop a new flavor, and when it’s time to retire 
one ?

(JG): You always need to develop new flavors. Typi-
cally, grocery stores reset their ice cream cases every 
spring, so that’s usually when new ice cream flavors 
come out. As far as the flavor graveyard, the reason 
flavors get retired is that they’re not selling. It’s never 
that we have a personal problem with them. But if 
they don’t sell, they don’t stick around. 

(JL): You probably had to learn a lot in a short 
time when you first got started. You learned how 
to make ice cream but not necessarily about the 
ice cream business, which includes the retail as-
pect, distribution, product management, quality 
control, outsourcing and such.

(JG): Yes, and probably like you, Janna, we learned 
by doing. It may not be the easiest way, but eventually, 
the process sticks with you. Ben, whom I described a 
little earlier, is very entrepreneurial and loves trying 
new things. He doesn’t mind failing at all. He always 
says that you’re not supposed to know how to do 
things, you’re supposed to try them and learn, that’s 
how we learn. First we stumble, but it’s not falling.

(JL): I guess that process could be called “edu-
cational gravity.” 

(JG): There you go! Very, very good! 

(JL): It’s forward motion. You’re actually pro-
gressing, but it doesn’t feel that way.

(JG): Yup. 

(JL): Are you going to have time while you’re 
here to enjoy Portland?

(JG): For Free Cone Day, I’m going to five different 
stores and will see a bunch of people, so that’s always 
fun. Where I go, people are happy. I mean, 
what’s better than free ice cream? I’m a very 
lucky person. 

Janna Lopez is the mother of a 13-year-old daughter 
and a 10-year-old son.

PORTLAND YOUTH PHILHARMONIC 
SPRING CONCERT  |  MAY4, 2014
Arlene Schnitzer Concert Hall, 4:00 p.m.*
Highlights include: 
BRAHMS: Academic Festival Overture 
BARBER: Symphony No. 1 
Two Soloist Competition Winners! 

*Instrument Petting Zoo in lobby at 3PM! 
Sponsored by Kennedy Violins and Beacock Music.

CAMERATA PYP | MUSIC IN THE PEARL 
MAY 11, 2014 | 4:00PM**
Wieden+Kennedy, 224 NW 13th Ave., Portland
BEETHOVEN: Symphony No. 3 in E-Flat Major, “Eroica”
**Special Mother's Day o�er:  Celebrate your mom 
with 50% o� her ticket! Code MOMHERO.

PORTLAND YOUTH 
P H I L H A R M O N I C
 DAVID HATTNER, MUSICAL DIRECTOR 

AMERICA’S FIRST YOUTH ORCHESTRA

For tickets, call the PYP o�ce at 503.223.5939 or 
purchase at www.portlandyouthphil.org

DON'T MISS THE FINAL CONCERTS 
OF OUR 90TH ANNIVERSARY SEASON!
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* Though Ben and Jerry are still actively involved with the company, in 2000, Ben & Jerry’s was sold to Anglo-Dutch multinational food giant Unilever.
Photos of Ben and Jerry courtesy of Unilever,
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