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This must be the time to celebrate popular entrepreneurs of the Lehigh Valley.  The Morning Call pages have been full of General Harry Trexler and the legacy he has left for the community.  The headline Friday about the sale of Holiday Industries to a national conglomerate tells another Trexler-level story to me.

When the Holiday Hair sale officially closes Sunday, Ray Holland is free to head for his retirement residence in Florida.  What are we going to do without him?  Here is a community leader with the lowest profile you have ever seen.  He knows how to keep his name off the media radar screens.

Let me share a few stories that will indicate what we are losing when Ray Holland leaves town.  This very month, America on Wheels moved into the old A&B building at Front and Hamilton Streets in Allentown.  How many people know that Ray Holland GAVE the city that building to get the Lehigh Landing project started?

When Ray created an exclusive multi-million dollar automotive arts collection in an old Victorian mansion on North 4th Street in Allentown, he shared it with community groups.  Just for the asking, any charity could hold a fundraiser there.  Ray provided the atmosphere and the refreshments, so the event was all-profit for the charity.  His later Lehigh Valley Artists collection was viewed by the public through this same generous arrangement.

When his interests shifted to Bethlehem, he bought a Victorian home in center city, then bought the house next door to house his blooming presidential collection.

Recently I saw a license plate on a motor home on the highway.  It read “I got this the old fashioned way – I worked for it.” That reminds me of how Ray Holland became a successful entrepreneur – he worked for it!  When Ray and Thelma Holland moved to Allentown from humble beginnings in North Carolina, Ray took up hairdressing, and went to school to learn the trade.  He joined his wife Thelma, and brother Ralph opening a hair salon on North 19th Street.  The three of them worked morning ‘til night to repay the commercial business loan advanced by Merchants Bank to get things started.  The hard work and industrious culture of the Holland team resulted in the growth of a chain of salons covering many states.

Ray’s Victorian mansions and Lehigh Parkway property make it hard to remember that Ray and Thelma lived in a little house trailer on Susquehanna Street upon arriving in the valley a half century ago.  I mean little – the whole house was about as big as my kitchen!

One day quite some years ago I asked Ray about something he had that I coveted – he gave it to me, explaining, “I can never give anything away.”  He added, “Whatever I give to someone else comes back to me hundreds of times over.”

This attitude explains Ray’s generosity, and he has been giving away ever since.  Community organizations that have benefited from Ray’s giving would cover the rest of this page, starting with Muhlenberg College, the Lehigh Valley Hospital, Good Shepherd Home, and many others.

Not too many people know that Ray Holland is considered by many to be the valley’s foremost historian. His collection of memorabilia is housed in two buildings in the West End of Allentown and is an enormous resource for researchers digging into the past of the community.

Of personal pride to me is that I am lucky to be one of Ray’s Saturday morning buddies.  Our group of old timers – the Geezers, as Ray calls us -- gathers every Saturday at Metzgar’s Restaurant in Allentown sharing stories and our personal adventures.  The group began this weekly sojourn when Ray owned the popular Hamilton Plaza Hotel in Allentown. 

If Ray Holland treats his new friends and neighbors in West Palm Beach, Florida like he treated all of us in the Lehigh Valley, that community is in for a welcome surprise!

