
S CHAEFFER MANUFACTURING CO. has been in business 
for 172 years—since before homes had electric 
lights. Its family owners, having built a successful 
business that includes a particularly loyal sales 

team, have laid the foundation to keep it in family hands 
for the foreseeable future.

The company, begun as a soap- and candle-making 
business, today sells petroleum and synthetic lubricants 
and agricultural chemicals. “Our motto is, ‘Family-owned, 
American made, globally focused,’” says Jay Schaeffer 
Shields, 59, the company’s president.

The descendants of founder Nicholas Schaeffer restruc-
tured the company at several key points in its history. One 
of these points occurred in the 1980s, when the family 
decided to plan for a leadership transi-
tion rather than sell the business. The 
company’s leaders made another criti-
cal move in the late 1990s, when they 
set their sights on growth. 

During the recent economic chal-
lenges, their ambitious plans went 
only slightly off track. The downturn 
was just another hurdle for a company 
that has survived the Great Depression 
and both world wars.

From candles to oil
Nicholas Schaeffer was born in 1814 
in a village in what is today Alsace 
Lorraine, France. When he was 17, he 
made the six-week voyage to America 
with his mother and three brothers. 

Schaeffer spent two years in Balti-
more before heading west to St. Louis. 
While saving the money to start his 
own company, he worked at menial jobs for six years. (At 
one of those jobs, in a tannery, he earned 75 cents per 
week.) In 1839, Schaeffer moved to St. Louis and started 
a soap and candle business near the spot where the city’s 

famous arch now stands.
The company faced some trials in its early years. In 

1849, a huge fire destroyed much of downtown St. Louis, 
including Schaeffer’s office and plant. The soap business 
languished as men named Procter and Gamble figured out 
that customers preferred soap wrapped in paper to soap 
sold plain out of a barrel. The advent of electric lights in 
the 1880s depressed the demand for candles. And in the 
1920s and ’30s, the company suffered along with the rest 
of the country in the Great Depression. 

But Schaeffer rebuilt the company after the fire, and its 
products evolved with the market. Its first lubricant, Red 
Engine Oil, was a byproduct of making soap and candles 
and was used by steamboats on the Mississippi. The com-

pany’s Black Beauty axle grease oiled 
the wheels of wagons that took settlers 
west from St. Louis. 

 “Later on we adjusted: We replaced 
animal fats with petroleum products,” 
says John Schaeffer Shields, 85, the 
company’s chairman. 

Nicholas Schaeffer’s son Jacob ran 
the company from 1880 until his death 
in 1917. Then William Shields, Jacob’s 
son-in-law, took over until 1946, when 
Tom Schaeffer Shields, William’s son, 
took the reins. 

Turning points
In 1981, the company faced a pivotal 
point in its ownership. Tom Shields 
was diagnosed with Lou Gehrig’s dis-
ease; his brother Gwynne, who had 
been a vice president, had died a year 
earlier. Tom Shields needed to make 

plans for the company after his death. He had two siblings 
who would survive him: his brother John and his sister 
Jacqueline Schaeffer Herrmann (known as Jackie). 

Each of the three siblings owned one-third of the com-

At Schaeffer Manufacturing Co. of St. Louis, rooted in the founding family’s 
Christian values, an irrevocable trust has been established to ensure the business 
stays in family hands. The owners say this strategy—which can be risky— 
helps their company stand out from the competition.  BY MARGARET STEEN
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pany, though Tom had been running it. “Tom originally 
wanted to sell the business, but John and Jacqueline 
wanted to keep the business in the family,” says company 
president Jay Shields. “They said, ‘We want to preserve the 
future of the company for family members as well as for 
our hundreds of sales associates.’”

“That was pretty gutsy of them,” says Tom Herrmann, 
68, Jackie’s son and the current CEO. “The business had 
offers—they all could have cashed out,” says Herrmann, 
who has held the reins since 2006.

When Tom died in 1982, John Schaeffer Shields became 
chairman and CEO. His sister Jackie Herrmann was board 
secretary. The company’s current leadership started taking 
shape in 1986, when Tom Herrmann became president 
after a few years in which a non-family member, Charles 
Pollnow, held the position. In 2006, Herrmann became 
CEO and John Shields’ son Jay Schaeffer Shields became 
president; they continue in these roles today.

The company’s products cost more than some, but they 
help make equipment last longer. “We’re providing our 
customers with the lowest total cost of ownership of their 
equipment,” Shields says. 

Schaeffer has 71 employees at its St. Louis office and 
140,000-square-foot factory. It is adding a second, 60,000-
square-foot plant. 

Although there were periods early in the company’s his-
tory when it didn’t grow quickly, in recent years the focus 
has been on growth. In 1994, the company generated about 
$24 million in annual sales. It set a goal to reach $50 million 
by 2000. When it reached $53 million in 2003, company 
executives took the entire sales force on a trip to Florida.

Jamie Duke, vice president of corporate and interna-
tional sales, joined the company in 1992. At that time, he 
says, it was “a 150-year-old startup.” 

“Schaeffer was at a stage where it was ready to make the 
leap to the next level,” says Duke, 60, who is married to 
Jay Shields’ sister. 

The next big goal was $100 million in sales by 2010, 
though in light of the recent financial crisis, “we’re going 
to be a year or two late on that,” Jay Shields says. None-
theless, the company weathered the financial storm fairly 
well, he says. It currently generates about $90 million in 
annual revenues and, since mid-2010, has been seeing rec-
ord sales. 

Shields credits the company’s sales force and its cus-
tomers with getting Schaeffer Manufacturing through the 
downturn. Because the company sells higher-end products, 
its customers were more financially stable than some. And 
because the sales staff works on commission only, they had 
extra incentive to make up for any decrease in sales. 

Family employees (from left) Rich Niedbalski, Will Gregerson, William Schaeffer Herrmann, Tom Schaeffer Herrmann, Jill 
Niedbalski, John Schaeffer Shields and Jay Schaeffer Shields. A job in the company is ‘not just given to you—you do have 
to earn it,’ CEO Tom Herrmann says.
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Keeping it in the family
When Tom Shields died, his two sur-
viving siblings decided to ensure that 
the company would remain in the fam-
ily. They created an irrevocable trust 
that would prevent the company from 
being sold for about 100 years. 

If there comes a time when no 
Schaeffer relatives are able to man-
age the company’s operations, John 
Shields explains, the family will hire an 
outsider to run the company. The trust 
will end 21 years after the death of the 
last family member named in it. 

Family business advisers say an ir-
revocable trust can be a risky strat-
egy. “It can be very inflexible,” says 
Stephen G. Salley, a senior partner 
with the family business center and 
fiduciary services group at GenSpring, 
a multi-family office. If no family member is able to act 
as trustee, a commercial trustee may be appointed; that 
commercial trustee may not have the same philosophy as 
family members, Salley explains. 

“The drafting of the trust is crucial,” especially for long-
term trusts, Salley says. “You’ve got to think about things 
that the family doesn’t think are likely: a family member in 
prison, alcoholic or drug addicted. There are just a million 
variables.” Under some circumstances, courts will agree to 
revoke a trust.

“The irrevocable trust works well for us,” Jay Shields 
says. “We have over 600 people who have cast their lot 
with Schaeffer. Knowing the company has put a significant 
portion of its stock in irrevocable trust so the company 
cannot be sold out from underneath them is a big selling 
point for our associates, especially when recruiting straight 
commission sales reps.”

This commitment to keep the business in the family 
also helps distinguish the company from its competitors, 
Schaeffer stakeholders say. “The concept of being a fam-
ily-owned company appeals to certain people,” and helps 

attract employees who value family and stability, says Jay 
Ballinger, Schaeffer’s northwest regional sales manager. 

Although there are provisions for hiring outside man-
agers, the family has so far led the company itself since 
Tom Herrmann took over as president in 1986. Herrmann 
started working for the company when he was 13. “I real-
ly did start at the very bottom: I started in the basement 
emptying water from the elevator shaft,” he says. He began 
working full-time for the company in 1968, after college 
and a stint in the Marine Corps. He spent most of this ca-
reer working with the sales department. 

Herrmann says he knew from a young age that a high-
level management position with the company was a pos-
sibility. His grandfather told him when he was a teenager 
that he could be president of the company someday. Still, 
Herrmann was not promised a job, just as family members 
today are not promised particular positions—or indeed, any 
job at all—with the company. 

“Nothing’s guaranteed in life,” Herrmann says. “It’s not 
just given to you—you do have to earn it.”

Will Gregerson, 44, a nephew of Tom Herrmann’s 
who is the company’s controller and 
treasurer, worked in the company’s 
grease room before going to college. 
“It was steaming hot in the middle 
of a St. Louis summer, and I just re-
member sitting there thinking, ‘There 
is no way I’m making my living like 
this,’” he says. He went to college and 
worked outside the company in a se-
ries of jobs, including a position as a 
materials manager. 

When he wanted to return, the avail-
able opening was in accounting, so he 
got certified as a CPA. “It wasn’t just a 
foregone conclusion that there would 
be a job for me,” says Gregerson, who 
is also a board member. 

The company’s sales staff in 1951. Tom Schaeffer Shields, who headed the com-
pany from 1946 until his death in 1982, is in the center of the front row.

Nicholas Schaeffer’s son Jacob (left) ran the company from 1880 until his death in 
1917. His daughter Marie (center) married William Shields (right), who succeeded 
Jacob Schaeffer and led the firm until 1946, when his son Tom took over.



Success without a salary
Schaeffer sells its products all over the U.S. and in some 
45 other countries. The company doesn’t use distributors 
much; it primarily sells its products directly to end users, 
including farmers, truckers and construction companies.

The company’s 550 sales professionals work on straight 
commission, a system that is “naturally selective of the 
really good salesmen,” says Tom Cori, a member of the 
board of directors and former CEO of chemical company 
Sigma-Aldrich.

“These people are very well supported, just as if they’re 
salaried employees,” says regional sales manager Jay Ball-
inger. “However, we let them be 100% commission because 
that puts no cap on their income. The people we hire and 
who are successful are naturally very entrepreneurial.”

Ballinger and his father both work in sales for Schaeffer. 
They are one of several non-Schaeffer families with more 
than one relative working for the company.

Schaeffer provides its sales staff with training, technical 
support and dispute arbitration. Although the company 
does not establish rigid sales territories, individual accounts 
are protected once a sales team member has established 
a relationship. 

“Their expression is, ‘You’re in business for yourself, but 
not by yourself,’” Cori says. Getting started in a commis-
sion-only system can be difficult, Cori says, but “once you 
have a set of customers, away you go.” 

Schaeffer sales rep Bruce Sullivan says that although it 
was scary to get started, he has gotten used to working 
completely on commission. He was unemployed before 
he joined the company, he notes. “I wasn’t about to quit a 
salaried position for straight commission, but I didn’t have 
a salaried position anymore, so I had nothing to lose.” 

He adds, “I’ve changed over the past 15 years. If some-
thing ever happened to this company, I’d go looking for 
something just like it.” Sullivan, who home-schools his chil-
dren, says he enjoys the ability to set his own schedule. 
“I’m able to earn a very good income and yet have incred-
ible flexibility,” he says. 

Guiding principles
Schaeffer Manufacturing is guided by the family’s Christian 
values. The company’s mission statement refers to “the 
grace of God,” and, according to Jay Shields, board meet-
ings begin with a prayer. “It’s important to have guiding 
principles,” he says. 

These values and the commitment to family ownership 
create strong bonds, Duke says. “You feel like you’re part 
of a big family,” he says, “and there are people out there 
who have got your back.” 

Chairman John Shields helped set this tone during the 
company’s recent history, Sullivan says. He recalls that 
when he first interviewed at the company, Shields took 
him to Dairy Queen for a banana split. “I thought, ‘Even 
though this family is very successful and well off, they’re 
not pretentious at all,’” Sullivan says. Employees say John 
Shields goes out of his way to help workers resolve both 
personal and business problems. 

Eight members of the controlling family work at Schaef-
fer Manufacturing. Bill Schaeffer Herrmann, 58, the vice 
president of production, is Tom Herrmann’s brother. 

Family members say they all get along well. “We’re pretty 
good about working at work and not working when we’re 
not at work,” says Jill Niedbalski, 41, Tom Herrmann’s 
daughter and the company’s quality assurance manager. 

“There are no family members that work here that aren’t 
hard workers,” says Niedbalski, who has worked for the 
company for 18 years. 

While, as Niedbalski points out, “it’s a little early” to de-
cide who in the next generation will one day take over, it’s 
clear the company will continue to evolve. The next big 
goal for revenue is $150 million by 2015. Jay Shields says 
that target is based on “conservative, consistent growth.” 

“Ten years from now, six to eight of the key executives 
will not be available,” Gregerson says. “How do we keep the 
spirit of the current Schaeffer, which is very much family-
oriented, very much a Christian organization—how do we 
keep that same motif as we move to the next generation? 
How do we get bigger?”

Jay Shields says the company’s top executives recently 
started an annual succession planning process in which 
they identify key positions and who might be able to fill 
them in the future. The goal, he says, is “seamless and 
transferable leadership succession.”                                 ■FB

Margaret Steen is a freelance writer based in Los Altos, 
Calif. 

Tom Herrmann (left), Jackie Herrmann and John Shields 
 celebrate the firm’s 150th anniversary in 1989.

25 Schaeffer 3-15 bs.indd   57 3/16/11   2:30:58 PM

                                                                        Reprinted from Family Business Magazine Spring 2011        
© Family Business Publishing Company • 1845 Walnut Street, Suite 900 • Philadelphia, PA 19103-4710

(215) 567-3200 • www.familybusinessmagazine.com



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 80
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 80
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 80
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e5c4f5e55663e793a3001901a8fc775355b5090ae4ef653d190014ee553ca901a8fc756e072797f5153d15e03300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc87a25e55986f793a3001901a904e96fb5b5090f54ef650b390014ee553ca57287db2969b7db28def4e0a767c5e03300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020d654ba740020d45cc2dc002c0020c804c7900020ba54c77c002c0020c778d130b137c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor weergave op een beeldscherm, e-mail en internet. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for on-screen display, e-mail, and the Internet.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing false
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




