Bill Shields’ Retirement

I’d like to just share some very simple memories of Bill and how they relate to the unique personality he brought to everyday work at Janis over the years. Mostly just some of the things he’d say and how he said them just to give others, one perspective of everyday work life with Bill, which some people may consider to be “unique” or maybe a little “perplexing”!  

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Thinking about working with Bill for 22 years and trying to put together a few words to say about him sent me first scurrying to the dictionary for help. I needed help to make sure I was appropriately using the word I kept thinking about to describe Bill’s work personality - “dichotomy” which the dictionary defines as: division into two usually opposed parts. When I reflect on Bill as an owner, manager and simply as another employee of the company, I think of this dichotomy in his work personality as he always seemed to show us what appeared to be two opposed character traits – one that appeared very military in nature and one that, I’ll call, very colorful in nature. In fact, even his own self-stated key to health – take enormous amounts of vitamin C but also drink plenty of beer (“It’s good for the bones” he always says) also seems to reflect this “dichotomy”. 

On the military side of these two usually opposed personality parts, the obvious point that sticks out the most is that Bill was simply “always there” at work. And I do mean always! He consistently possessed a military-like work routine – in the office very early each morning, late to leave for the day, and for most of his years, he also worked Saturday mornings. In fact, over the last 22 years, I do not recall him taking a single day of vacation and I don’t recall him missing more than a couple of hours of work due to illness (that is, before his double-knee replacement surgery last year). Just an amazing track record – which is certainly not for everyone, certainly no one I know, but still absolutely amazing and unparalleled. Maybe there is something to be said about the vitamin C and beer mix! 

Of course, I can only vouch for the last 22 years, he may have been a real slacker his first 27 years with Janis. . . .but I doubt it. And during all of those days at work, he always seemed to be “charging forward” not simply sitting around but fully and emotionally engaged in the activities of the business. He was “leading the charge” – and who could forget the occasionally red-faced look he got when he was really excited about a business issue. Almost nothing seemed to slow him down. In fact, the only time I saw him in a mode that I would call “quiet and reserved” was when his daughter Christina was in a serious car accident many, many years ago. Thankfully Christina turned out fine and Bill was back to being Bill. Sort of like “Manny being Manny”. 

Bill also demonstrated his “military approach” to business life in the vehicles he drove to work – nothing elaborate, nothing fancy, no frills, no Cadillacs, no Lincolns, certainly no BMW’s – just the latest model of Ford Escort or Ford Focus. Always an American built car – something that simply got the job done - of transporting himself to work – kind of a military mentality.

Over the years, Bill carried out his daily tasks also in a military, routine-like, fashion and, once he assumed a task, whether it was downloading the e-mails in the morning or driving to Donohoe’s to pick up the coffee supplies, you could count on Bill getting a job done without any change in routine for awhile, in fact usually for the next 10, 20 or 30 years.

Consistent with this military mentality, quiet and soft-spoken would probably not be two of the terms most employees would use to describe Bill. He tended to be on the louder side, actually much louder side, in a “colorful” way. Several examples come to mind that I’m sure most Janis employees could relate to. Such as going on the company intercom and announcing a phone call in a slow, nearly screaming decibel level such as “call for Lewis Bobb on * 8 0” and then he would  repeat the same announcement in drill sergeant fashion – “call for Lewis Bobb on * 8 0”. Now I would guess most employees probably looked at this “colorful” gesture as Bill simply “doing the announcement his way” and not worrying about employees having their eardrums popped and their work interrupted. [Of course, I’ll bet this display of loudness probably related to his own personal hearing problems which he finally admitted to a couple of years ago.] Or maybe yelling at the employees through the intercom was just his way of trying to get across the important military point that he didn’t want any confused subordinates - as to who the boss was. 

And speaking of his loud public proclamations, who could forget Bill’s colorful habit of directing anyone that was looking for him to answer a phone call received at Janis while he was indisposed. He would simply yell from his seat of honor “take a message” which could be heard throughout the entire front office, because he apparently did not feel comfortable letting an employee spend unnecessary time to look for him and someone on the phone to be held waiting. 

He also occasionally bellowed, or sang out load, in a rather impromptu manner when the mood hit him. For example, usually around Christmas, he would bang out his rendition of “Hark! The hairy angels sing” which is not to be confused with Hark! The Herald Angels Sing. And if there was ever any one “victim” of his impromptu outbursts, I would say, without question, it was his next door office neighbor, Lew Bobb. Not only would Lew hear all of the verbal outbursts but a certain amount of the outbursts were directed at Lew – such as every time the truckers doorbell can be heard in the front office, Bill would bellow “Lew, get the door” even though Lew had absolutely nothing to do with getting the door. Or he would simply bellow out “Lewwwwwwwwwwww” - even if Lew was out that day on vacation. Or he would sing simple rhythms about Lew, the drafting department or the “Bobbsie twins” as he referred to Lew and Ed Bobb. So we all just grew accustomed to “Bill verbally being Bill” although I don’t have any idea what effect Bill’s retirement will have on Lew: maybe relief or maybe he’ll really miss the constant calling of his name – but I’ll let Lew speak for himself on that matter.

Employees also found out that Bill is not a guy you want to deal with if you have a personal identity crisis or you take the proper use of your name as a serious matter. Rarely does he call you by your real name – if he does, it’s probably because he’s not particularly pleased with you. If you are a male, most of the time he will call you Bruce, Orson, Calhoun, Darryl or a number of other names. For the ladies, it was much simpler; everyone went by the same name – “Darling”. And certainly no one could ever accuse Bill of discriminating against the company’s female employees. He was always a gentleman and all of the female employees always seemed to receive his most preferential treatment.

Another memory that comes to mind when I think of the colorful Bill is the number of little strange toys or noise devices that he has possessed over the years. Nothing struck me as being so “colorful”, about these devices, as when he planted his remote control “fart” device in Gerry O’Neil’s coat pocket in the Winchester Country Club. Gerry is Janis’ former Chairman of the Board of Directors, and when he went to get his coat, Bill activated the large flatulence sound. I still remember the look on Gerry’s face when he heard the sound. He knew immediately who to look at, he knew he wasn’t guilty but that he was going to take the public blame for something anyways. The “Colorful” Bill was at work. 

Saying a few words about Bill also got me thinking about the titles of a couple of Frank Sinatra songs – “I Did It My Way” and “New York, New York” and I’m sure the main theme of these songs can be found somewhere intermingled amongst the words spoken by anyone who talks about working with Bill. Some of the things that make me think of the “I Did It My “Colorful” Way” theme included:

· Bill disbanding the outside board of directors after a few years of quarterly meetings with them. Bill seemed to have come to the realization that all of the board’s sage wisdom being communicated to him was interesting and well thought out but not what he felt he should do to operate Janis the way it should be operated. He decided he would continue to move in all of his own business directions. OK, leaders are supposed to be like eagles. That is, not travel in groups and Bill was just being an independent, wise eagle.

· But Bill has always kept a few signs, from the early 1960’s, hanging in the manufacturing area, which are “Goldwater for President” signs and which are still hanging there today. Why – I have no idea! Of course, Goldwater was a former Major General when he ran for office (that military theme again) and he was, of course, the only kind of politician Bill likes – a Republican.

· But strangest of all, Bill also kept a Santa Claus-like doll in the men’s room, and in other rooms, and referred to it as the “lounge trophy” which he symbolically “awarded” to certain individuals after they simply “did their duty” in the men’s room. Just “Doing It His Colorful Way”, I guess.

The couple of things that reflect the “New York, New York” theme in Bill revolved around sports and Bill’s total disdain for the Boston sports teams and his love for the New York teams especially the New York Yankees. Bill had a great time in the late 90’s really rubbing it in to the Janis employees - nearly all of who supported the Boston sports teams – at least those employees who had any interest in sports at all. Bill really enjoyed being loud in support of the Yankees and he played the role of the completely obnoxious New York sports fan to a tee (. . . .apparently for his own enjoyment) and all was fine for Bill until things turned around in 2004 when the Red Sox won the World Series. One particular memory stands out which really summarizes the “New York, New York” theme and that occurred right after the Red Sox performed a miraculous, never before accomplished, baseball feat by winning four straight games against the Yankees after trailing the Yankees in a best-of-seven game series three games to zero. Bill wore a Yankees cap to work the morning after the amazing feat was accomplished in complete defiance of the extreme joy felt by the rest of the Janis employee population and in complete support of his “loser” New York Yankees. Very interesting, because that was the one and only time, I’ve ever seen him wear a baseball cap. 

And who can forget Bill’s colorful way of responding to the simplest question of “how are you doing”? Instead of just responding “fine” or “good” or “I’m OK”, he’d generally respond with one of two answers: “Still struggling” or “Still sitting up and taking nourishment”.

Bill can be colorful but also somewhat routine in his business responses – at least when I talk to him about how the business is operating at Janis. When discussing business matters he quite frequently turns to his favorite business word - bullshit. He colorfully uses the word in a few different common business responses – from “It’s the same old bullshit” to “That’s bullshit” and then the most commonly used – just plain “bullshit”. At other times, when he is told something that he may not agree with, he tends to respond simply with either “What can I say?” or “Oooooooh”.  

Another interesting, unique thing about Bill is that he is extremely well informed about almost any topic you could think of. He always spent an enormous amount of time reading – from industry journals, to newspapers and magazines, and just about any other literature he could get his hands on. I guess that’s what happened while the rest of us were working or maybe he was using all of his accrued vacation and sick time when he was reading. 

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Anyways, between all of the colorful and military-like behavior, and all kidding aside, I believe that Bill’s legacy will be shaped heavily by his believing in the ESOP business concept and selling his shares, in the company, back to the employees who will financially benefit from this great retirement plan when they no longer work at Janis. His true legacy can be summarized in his nearly 50 years of untiring work which resulted in the company he started, being able to offer over 60 individuals a full-time employment opportunity in 2009. 

I personally greatly appreciate the fact that Bill always operated the company in the most straight-forward financial manner possible – there was never any “fudging of numbers” or one dollar of “cheating on taxes”. A special thanks goes out to Bill for never putting any employees in the position of having to respond to potentially problematic managerial demands - as we have seen occur in many other businesses in the US and around the world.  

In any event, I guess it’s now time for Bill to make up for all of those years worked without taking any vacation or sick days and it’s our sincere wish that retirement life will never become unbeerable for you Bill - especially with all of the local package stores in Maine and your enormous thirst! 

Bill, I have the highest confidence that you’ll really enjoy the years ahead - being that you are so blessed with such a great wife and family and I join every other past and present Janis employee in thanking you for all that you have done for us over the decades and in wishing you and Sandy the absolute best in your retirement years together!!!!

