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Business Portrait: Cosmic Aeroplane Begins to Soar 
The Cosmic Aeroplane nearly 

went down in names several times. 
It is soaring now. 

With $500 and help of three friends, 
University of Utah dropout Stephen 
Jones founded the Aeroplane as an 
"alternative store" in 1967. 

By 1970, in a small derelict 
building space across from the 
Union Pacific Depot, he sold used 
records, some books, a bit of jewelry 
and "head" equipment - pipes, 
water pipes, etc., etc., for whatever 
the buyer was smoking in those 
days. 

The Aeroplane also offered "draft 
counseling." And its racy, under
ground theater was the genesis of 
the Human Ensemble Theatre. 

$10,000 in Business 
In 1970, the Aeroplane did about 

$10,000 in business- and in succeed
ing years even less - says Mr. 
Jones, now 37. 

Last year was a different story. 
Beefed up three years earlier by the 
addition of two partners and located 
at 258 E. 100 South, it did $1.1 million 
in business. It will probably do $1.5 
million this year, says Mr. Jones. 

It has 30 full- and part-time 
employes. 

Profits - estimated at 7 to 8 
percent of the gross - for the most 
part have gone back into the busi
ness. 

Still 'Alternative Store' 
Though volume has increased 

more than 100 times in a decade, the 
Aeroplane is still an "alternative" 
store in a community which Mr. 
Jones, says had been 
"underbooked." 

The offerings still include records, 
books - "which you could have only 
gotten in New York or San Francisco 
before"- jewelry and "head equip
ment.'' 

The latter, which is legal, has long 
been identified with the smoking of 
marijuana, which is illegal, but 
widely practiced and tolerated these 
days. 

Mr. Jones' view: "What's most 
important is what goes into your 
head (books and music) and not what 
goes into your body (drugs whether 
by "head equipment" or any other 
means). 

Dlminlshing Percentage 
And, he adds, "head equipment" 

sales account for a diminishing 
percentage of sales. 

What is coming on strong are 
"new wave" records, he says. Sales 
are now averaging about $1,000 a 
day, or nearly a third of business. 

Mr. Jones was born in New York 
Jan. 1, 1943, a son of Robert and 
Eleanor Jones. (The parents have 

In 1970, Stephen Jones saw 
gross of only $10,000 for 

since retired to the island of Nan
tucket, childhood home of Mrs. 
Jones, a descendant of Yankee 
whalers.) 

He was raised in Hoboken, N.J. 
("It was Sinatra's hometown, but 
I'm not proud of that.") In 1956, the 
family moved to Salt Lake City 
where the father was superinten
deent of shops and utilities at the U. 

Bit of Cultural Shock 
For a 13-year-old kid from 

Hoboken, Salt Lake City was a bit of 
cultural shock. He endured junior 
and high school. He enolled in the U. 
tentatively considering a career in 
zoology. 

In 1963, he "dropped out" even 

Cosmic Aeroplane. He 
worked and slept at store. 

before dropping out became vog
uish. "I thought it was the sensible 
thing to do. I could learn more on the 
outside." 

The Vietnam War was in its 
beginnings. Mr. Jones, reflecting the 
national mood, stood willing to fight 
and die if need be. 

The draft turned him down! An 
asthmatic condition which still con
tinues to plague him. 

No matter, within two years, he 
had turned protester. 

He was a bit of a forlorn figure at 
the time -looking as if he had been 
kicked out of a home headed by 
Archie Bunker. 

tolerant, he says. "They gave me a 
lot of space." Seven years later, a 
brother, a Navy fighter pilot, turned 
in his wings rather than fight in 
Vietnam. 

Opens in June 1967 
He opened the Aeroplane in June 

1967, at 9th East and 9th South, 
having selected the name just a few 
minutes before he bought a business 
license. 

Reason for the choice: "It sug
gested adventures in the mind." 

When the Aeorplane was across 
from the Union Pacific Depot, offer
ings included draft counseling. 

It was not an "anti
establishment" act, however, he 
says. It was the provision of an 
"altern'ltive." 

He is persuaded that Army intel
ligence photo-monitored the store 
and its patrons, and that he would 
find a portfolio on himseU in FBI 
files if he exercised prerogatives 
under the Freedom of Information 
Act. 

Three Marines, just back from 
Vietnam, smashed one of his display 
cases in a fit of anger, later returned 
in a more friendly mood to repair the 
damage. 

For years he slept in the back of 
the Aeroplane as his own "security 
system." 

It was a trying period, he said, and 
took its toll on his health. "If I cut 
my hair today, I'd look like just any 
other burned out 37-year-old 
businessman." 

Halr's Somewhat Shorter 
The hair, indeed, is a bit shorter 

and the beard more formally trim
med than 10 years ago. 

Physically, he has changed little 
in the transition from under 30 to 
over 30. But his circumstances have 
changed enormously. 

The flowering of the Aeroplane 
began four years ago when a he took 
on two partners - Kenneth Sanders 
and Bruce Roberts - who infused 
solid bookstore experience and capi
tal into the enterprise. 

Mr. Jones retained a 40 percent 
interest, and Mr. Sanders and Mr. 
Roberts took 30 percent each. 

The Aeroplane moved into its 
present leased space - about 4,000 
square feet on two levels - by the 
Blue Mouse Theatre. 

Enlarges Its Patronage 
The Aeroplane enlarged its audi

ence and patronage by selling con
cert and Repertory Dance Theatre 
tickets. "A lot of people thought we 
were 'wicked,' but became patrons 
after they came for tickets." 

Mr. Jones still finds Salt Lake City Not true. His parents were very 
~----------------~-------

In 1980, Stephen Jones and 
partners expect $1,500,000 

to be a conservative community. 

But unlike other communities -
e.g., Orange County or Tulsa - it is 
not "reactionary." There is within 
an amazing amount of resiliency 
and tolerance for other lifestyles, he 
says. 

Even so, in the name of "political" 
accommodation, he keeps such as 
Alex Comfort's "Joy of Sex" -a 
graphically illustrated compendium 
of "recipes" for gourmet sex -
"behind the counter." 

He rarely has time for books and 
reading himself. Like many small 
businessmen, he finds himseU inun
dated by accounting, by correspon
dence with 200 or so publishing 

in sales for the relocated 
13-year-old Aeroplane. 

houses - each with their own style 
of business - and other such paper 
work. 

Sparian Lifestyle 
Though sales have soared, Mr. 

Jones continues to live the spartan 
lifestyle of the first decade. Basical
ly a night person, he rises about 2 
p.m. and retires at 4 a.m. "I can get 
a lot more work done when the phone 
is quiet." 

He is aware that the 13 years of 
grind have isolated him from many 
pleasures and adventures as well as 
growth in other areas of life. "It has 
been ' survival' for too many years,'' 
he says. 

His axiom for success: "Stick it 
out!" 


