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Praise for The Billionaire Who Wasn’t






 


“Chuck Feeney is a remarkable role model, and the ultimate example of giving while living.”


—Bill Gates


“Chuck Feeney’s success in business, coupled with his commitment to philanthropy, stands as living proof that it is possible to do well and do good at the same time.”


—Bill Clinton


“Feeney’s beneficence already ranks among the grandest of any living American and may someday make him the most generous American philanthropist of all time.”


—Time magazine


“You may never read a book as uplifting as Conor O’Clery’s The Billionaire Who Wasn’t: How Chuck Feeney Secretly Made and Gave Away a Fortune. In vivid, unvarnished prose, The Billionaire Who Wasn’t recounts Feeney’s meteoric rise from blue-collar beginnings in Elizabeth, N.J., to a perch as one of America’s titans of commerce, head of Duty Free Shoppers, the largest liquor retailer in the world.”


—Washington Post’s Express


“A rollicking story of how, by stealth, an Irish American obsessed by secrecy built a business empire and revolutionised philanthropy.”


—The Economist, best books of 2007


“The riveting story of a billionaire who gave it all away disturbs deeply rooted assumptions about wealth and power. . . . What makes him so fascinating, and gives such richness to O’Clery’s brilliantly engrossing account, is that Feeney both embodies and rebukes the American Dream. O’Clery turns his prodigious research and mastery of sometimes intricate detail into a tight, pacey, crystal-clear narrative. . . . An epic tale.”


—Irish Times


“An engrossing look at an unusual, influential philanthropist. . . . A superbly written, detailed look at Chuck Feeney, who gave away billions. Reads like fiction.”


—BusinessWeek, top ten business books, 2007


“An interesting and well-written book defining a man whom most of us have never heard of.”


—Library Journal


“If [Conor O’Clery’s] compelling narrative becomes a blue-print for future efforts to record the life stories of philanthropists, then the reading public might become far more aware of the major donors who have existed in their midst. O’Clery’s account of how Charles ‘Chuck’ Feeney rose from a blue-collar New Jersey neighbourhood to immense riches as founder of global retail enterprise Duty Free Shoppers, and then gave almost every cent away, reads like a cross between a whodunnit and an airport business guru book.”


—Philanthropy UK


“Dublin-based journalist O’Clery presents an archetypal American success story, a rags-to-riches account with a twist. . . . A smart business book detailing some vicissitudes of retailing, wrapped in a vivid biography of an engaging tycoon.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“For America’s new generation of Internet and private equity billionaires, this is an exemplary tale.”


—FT.com


“A gripping read.”


—Sunday Business Post
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This, then, is held to be the duty of the man of wealth: first, to set an example of modest, unostentatious living, shunning display or extravagance; to provide moderately for the legitimate wants of those dependent upon him; and after doing so to consider all surplus revenues which come to him simply as trust funds which he is called upon to administer . . . to produce the most beneficial results for the community.
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ANDREW CARNEGIE


(1835–1919)




AUTHOR’S NOTE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


I first encountered Chuck Feeney at a White House party on March 17, 1994. I had been invited as a Washington-based journalist. Feeney was a guest because of his work to bring peace to Ireland. All I knew about him was that he was listed in Forbes magazine as a billionaire, and that he was wearing a cheap watch. But I didn’t know, nor did anyone else in the East Room with Bill and Hillary Clinton that evening, that Chuck Feeney was the world’s biggest secret philanthropist. Nor did anyone there have any idea that far from being a billionaire, he did not even own a house or a car.


I got to know Chuck Feeney in 2002 when I was assigned by my newspaper to Wall Street and we were introduced by a mutual friend. After several lunch meetings, mostly in his favorite saloon, P. J. Clarke’s on Third Avenue, he agreed to cooperate on a book about his life to promote giving while living. He undertook to release family, friends, associates, and beneficiaries from long-standing vows of secrecy, and to allow me access to his archives. He did not seek any control over the final product. Nor did he or his philanthropy finance the biography in any way.


I subsequently received unstinting access. I traveled with him around the world on his never-ending quest to put his foundation’s wealth to good use. I enjoyed lunches and dinners with him and his friends in locations as far apart as Honolulu and Ho Chi Minh City. Almost everyone who knew Feeney in his business and philanthropic life was enthusiastic about helping to tell his story, even those with whom he fell out during his business career. I traveled across the mainland United States and to Hawaii, the U.K., Ireland, France, Switzerland, Vietnam, Australia, Thailand, Hong Kong, and Bermuda to conduct interviews with scores of people from different phases of his life.


I am particularly grateful to Chuck Feeney for the patience and good humor with which he endured long interview sessions, and to Chuck and Helga for allowing me to visit them in San Francisco, Brisbane, and Dublin. Members of the Feeney family went out of their way to be helpful: Caroleen Feeney, Danielle Feeney, Diane Feeney, Leslie Feeney Baily, Juliette Feeney Timsit, Patrick Feeney, Jim and Arlene Fitzpatrick, and Ursula Healy. Their insight was invaluable.


The book would not have been possible without the enthusiastic cooperation of Professor Harvey Dale of New York University, founding president of the Atlantic Philanthropies, and John R. Healy, the chief executive from 2001 to 2007.


I am especially grateful to Chuck Feeney’s business partners in Duty Free Shoppers—Bob Miller, Alan Parker, and Tony Pilaro—who graciously invited me into their homes in Geneva, Yorkshire, and Gstaad, respectively, to talk about their sometimes fractious relationship with the man who led them to unimaginable riches.


Thanks also to the following who gave interviews for the book: Gerry Adams, Harry Adler, Fred Antil, Adrian Bellamy, Padraig Berry, Gail Vincenzi Bianchi, Christine Bundeson, Jack Clark, Peter Coaldrake, Ron Clarke, Bob Cogan, Frank Connolly, Mark Conroy, Eamonn Cregan, Roger Downer, Francis “Skip” Downey, Jim Downey, Tass Dueland, Jim Dwyer, Joel Fleishman, Ken Fletcher, Phil Fong, John Ford, Howard Gardner, Jean Gentzbourger, John Green, Ray Handlan, Paul Hannon, Mark Hennessy, Ted Howell, Farid Khan, Hugh Lunn, Aine McCarthy, Vincent McGee, Jeff Mahlstedt, Colin McCrea, Michael McDowell, Michael Mann, Bob Matousek, Thomas Mitchell, John Monteiro, James Morrissey, Gerry Mullins, Frank Mutch, Niall O’Dowd, Chris Oechsli, Danny O’Hare, Pat Olyer, Le Nhan Phuong, Bernard Ploeger, Frank Rhodes, Chuck Rolles, David Rumsey, Dave Smith, Jim Soorley, Sam Smyth, Lee Sterling, Ernie Stern, Bonnie Suchet, Don Thornhill, Tom Tierney, Jiri Vidim, Ed Walsh, Sue Wesselkamper, Mike Windsor, and Cummings Zuill. Others who contributed to the project were Jonathan Anderson, Jane Berman, Loretta Brennan Glucksman, Mark Patrick Hederman, Chris Hewitt, Desmond Kinney and Esmeralda, Sylvia Severi, Paddy Smyth, and Walter Williams. Patrick O’Clery read the manuscript and made most helpful suggestions. Declan Kelly helped get the book under way. I am especially grateful for the encouragement of Esther Newberg, my agent, and the invaluable advice of Clive Priddle, editorial director of PublicAffairs. And finally, my sharp-eyed and imaginative wife, Zhanna, put so much time and editing talent into shaping this book that it became in the end something of a joint effort. For both of us it was a labor of love. I of course am solely responsible for any shortcomings or errors.


All sources are identified in the text except in rare instances where someone requested anonymity or nonattribution.


I am grateful to all those who gave me interviews for the updated edition, in particular Bill Gates, Gara LaMarche, David Skorton, and Richard Kirsch, and to several senior figures in Atlantic Philanthropies and family members, friends, and associates of Chuck Feeney who gave generously of their time but would prefer not to be acknowledged because of the sensitivity of events in the Foundation in 2009-2012.




PROLOGUE


It was sunny and already hot at Nassau International Airport early on Friday, November 23, 1984, as passengers disembarked after the three-hour flight from New York. Most were American vacationers intent on partying in the Bahamas over Thanksgiving weekend. One rather deferential middle-aged man in blazer and open-neck shirt, unremarkable but for his penetrating blue eyes, emerged from economy class. He and his wife took a taxi to an office building on Cable Beach, a string of hotels and apartment blocks by the pale aquamarine ocean waters of the Atlantic, halfway between the airport and the city of Nassau. He was in familiar territory, as he had often used the subtropical island for the business dealings that made him one of the world’s wealthiest men. This time, however, he had come to the Bahamas to conclude a deal unlike any he had made before, one that would change his life irrevocably.


Two attorneys were also bound for the Bahamas that morning to meet him. Frank Mutch flew into Nassau airport from Bermuda to act as a legal witness to the deal. Harvey Dale was expected to arrive simultaneously from Florida, where he was spending Thanksgiving with his parents. He was bringing all the necessary documentation. Dale had choreographed the event with meticulous attention to detail. The culmination of two years of planning, the transaction was taking place in the Bahamas to avoid the huge financial penalties that it would incur elsewhere. The Harvard-trained lawyer had secured a conference room from a trust company at Cable Beach where the papers would be signed, a complex process that would take up to three hours but would still allow time for everyone to catch evening flights back to their points of departure.


But when the time came for the signing session, Harvey Dale was nowhere to be seen. The one thing he could not control was the weather. That morning all planes were grounded at Palm Beach airport because of a persistent thunderstorm overhead. His frustration grew as the hours passed and his flight was not called. In the Bahamas the others waited, going out for a fish and chips lunch before returning to the office and sitting around the conference table, making desultory conversation.


Dale was able to board the Nassau-bound flight at West Palm Beach in the early afternoon. The commuter jet flew straight into the still-rumbling storm cloud and took a heavy buffeting but quickly got clear and arrived in the Bahamas an hour later. He burst into the conference room, out of breath, sometime around 4:00 PM. There was only an hour before they had to vacate the building and return to the airport. He opened his briefcase and spread out agreements, power of attorney, corporate resolutions, and other legal documents on the table. “No time to talk, you sign here, you sign there,” he said. Then he gathered up the papers, and they all hurried off to catch evening flights out of the island.


On the drive back to Nassau airport, the man in the blazer, Charles F. Feeney, felt a profound sense of relief. He had flown into the Bahamas that morning an extremely rich man; now he was flying out with little more to his name than when he had started out on his various business ventures three decades earlier. While millions of Americans gave thanks that Thanksgiving weekend for the material things with which they were blessed, he celebrated having divested himself personally of the vast wealth with which fate and his genius for making money had burdened him.


It was all done with the utmost secrecy. Few outside of the small group that gathered that day in the Bahamas would know what had taken place for a long time to come. As much as four years later, Forbes magazine listed Feeney as the twenty-third richest American alive, declaring him to be a billionaire worth $1.3 billion. But Forbes had got it wrong, and would continue to repeat the mistake for many years afterward. Chuck Feeney had gotten rid of it all. He was the billionaire who wasn’t.
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IT
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CHAPTER


The Umbrella Boy


In the spring of 1931, the Empire State Building was opened in New York as one of the last great triumphs of the economic boom of the Roaring Twenties. At the same time, a number of shocks began hitting the U.S. economy. The Great Depression settled over the United States, banks collapsed, and unemployment soared. It was precisely at this juncture of American history that Chuck Feeney was born, on April 23, 1931, into a struggling Irish American family in the blue-collar neighborhood of Elmora, New Jersey.


His parents, Leo and Madaline Feeney, had come to New Jersey from Philadelphia a few years earlier. The newly married couple had high hopes of a new life in the prosperous environs of New York City, only a few miles away on the other side of the Hudson River. Both their fathers worked on the railroad in Philadelphia and gave them wedding presents of railroad passes for the Pennsylvania–New Jersey line so they could keep in touch.


The pair set up home in Newark’s Vailsburg section and later moved on to Elmora, a neighborhood that stretches over both Elizabeth and Union townships. Leo got a job as an insurance underwriter, and Madaline worked as a nurse. They had three children, all born in Orange Memorial Hospital in Elizabeth, New Jersey: two girls, Arlene and Ursula, and in between, their only son, Charles Francis Feeney.


The Feeneys survived the Depression better than many of their neighbors. Both were hardworking. Young Charles saw his mother take on double shifts at the Orange Memorial Hospital and his father setting off at dawn in suit and tie to commute to his job with Royal Globe Insurance Company in New York City. They lived first in rented houses, but when a grandfather died and the family inherited $2,000, they were able to put a down payment on a small, two-story red-brick house on Palisade Road, Elizabeth, in a neighborhood of Catholic Irish and Italian families. The house still stands, shaded by a spruce tree, in a quiet avenue of single-family homes amid a network of busy highways: the Garden State Parkway, Interstate 78, US Route 22, and State Route 82.


Money was tight in the Feeney household. Anyone who lived in working-class New Jersey in the 1930s knew the value of a dollar. Even with two jobs, they had little disposable income and struggled to pay their $32-per-month mortgage and maintain the family car, a green Hudson with worn floorboards and a horn that went off when rounding corners. Their old jalopy sometimes broke down on trips to Philadelphia—the railroad passes did not last for long—or the retread tires would get punctures. They would sometimes visit Madaline’s relatives in Pottsville, who were considered rich because they owned a “pretzel factory,” which in reality was no more than a large oven in the kitchen, and who reputedly hid their money around the house, though no one admitted to finding any after they died.


People looked after each other in those tough times. Madaline Feeney was a discreet Samaritan, doing favors without anyone knowing. When she noticed that Bill Fallon, a neighbor who had Lou Gehrig’s disease, walked to the bus stop to go into New York every day, she would pick him up in the car as he passed the house on the way to the bus stop, pretending that she too was on her way somewhere. “He never knew that she wasn’t going anywhere,” recalled Ursula. During World War II, Madaline Feeney went off at night in a blue uniform to work as a volunteer Red Cross nurse. She could never understand how other Red Cross workers could take money for their “voluntary” service, which became something of a scandal when disclosed in the newspapers.


Leo Feeney was a daily Mass-goer and also spent much of his time helping others. He joined the Knights of Columbus, a Catholic men’s fraternal society that rendered financial aid to members and their families. He was always conscious of getting value for money. When the children were big enough, he walked them to the library on Elmore Avenue. “We pay taxes,” he would tell them, “so we must make use of it.”


The young Feeney was a lively boy, and a bit mischievous, according to his sister Arlene. “He got thrown out of kindergarten in Bradley Beach for being cheeky. Not that he got into a lot of trouble or anything, but he was always funny. The highlight of my day was to sit with him and laugh. He was a clown. He had a quick wit. He was my mother’s favorite. She would say, ‘My Charles, my Charles. . . .’”


As early as ten years old, Feeney was displaying a talent for making money. “We didn’t have anything,” recalled his friend, Francis “Skip” Downey. “A dime was a dime in those days.” His first entrepreneurial venture was selling Christmas cards door-to-door, provided by his pal Jack Blewitt’s father. Blewitt had the local streets booked for himself, so Feeney went to another neighborhood. He earned a few dimes more helping the mailman post letters coming up to Christmas, and when it snowed he and a friend, Moose Foley, offered to clear people’s driveways. “I would call and collect the 25 cents and Moose would dig the snow, and we would split the money,” he said. Here he learned his first lesson in overextending a business. “If I got too far ahead collecting money, I had to help out with the shoveling!”


He was always thinking up new money-making schemes, however unrealistic. One summer afternoon, when he was eleven and hanging out at Skip Downey’s house, he got a black crayon and wrote the words “Downey’s Beer and Pretzels” on the porch, on the off chance that someone might come by and pay them to fetch an order. Skip’s mother saw it and told the young Feeney, “Charles, if that is not gone by sundown, you will not see the sun come up.” But she adored Chuck, said Skip, now a retired Exxon executive. “He was such a happy-go-lucky guy. She called him ‘the mayor’ because he knew everyone.”


Charles Feeney went to St. Genevieve’s Grammar School on Princeton Road, Elizabeth, and in eighth grade he became the only boy to win a scholarship to Regis High School on East Eighty-fourth Street in Manhattan. This was a Jesuit college for “Roman Catholic young men from New York metropolitan area who demonstrate superior intellectual and leadership potential” and who could not otherwise afford a Catholic education. He hated it. He had to get up every morning and walk forty minutes to the station to catch the 7:45 train to the boat pier and get a ferry across the Hudson River, then a subway to Eighty-sixth street. He often didn’t get back until 7:00 PM, and then he had homework assignments to do. He couldn’t make new friends in Manhattan when he had to commute so far, and all his boyhood pals had gone to St. Mary’s of the Assumption High School in Elizabeth, at the top of a hill just at the end of the main street. After a year and a half of misery, and watching his parents scrimp and save to pay his fares, he got himself expelled from Regis High. “I got caught cribbing in a religion exam, but it was part of my plot. If you get caught cribbing in a religious exam they asked you to leave.”


At St. Mary’s, Feeney was much happier. Practically all the kids were Irish like himself. He was at the center of everything going on. He played Wayne in the school presentation of the comedy The Divine Flora, and wore the No. 38 jersey for the high school football squad. He was voted the “wittiest” in his class by the seniors in 1947. His peers voted him the class “cutup” because, said his friend Bob Cogan, “he was always fooling around and he made fun out of everything.” He and his best friend, John “Jack” Costello, put on a comedy show. The school magazine for 1948 carried an advertisement: “For an Evening of Pleasant Entertainment Visit The Club Carefree Featuring America’s New Comedy Sensation, CHARLIE FEENEY and JOHN COSTELLO.” For teenage boys, St. Mary’s was like heaven: There were 100 girls to only thirty-five boys in Feeney’s year, and there was an all-girls’ school across the road. Charlie Feeney had developed into a lean, good-looking youth and “they screamed at us like we were the Beatles,” said Cogan.


Always on the make, Feeney made pocket money on weekends caddying at a golf course near Port Elizabeth. “It was nine holes for $1.00 with a tip of 25 cents, or eighteen holes for $1.75 and a tip of 25 cents,” he recalled. “I would always look for two nine-hole players.” During the summer holidays, when his mother took leave from nursing to rent a rooming house at Point Pleasant on the New Jersey shore and take in paying guests, he got jobs on the boardwalk renting beach towels and umbrellas, and allowing himself to be “dunked” in a tub by contestants throwing balls at him for a few cents. He got so good at winning cuddly toy prizes on the Skee-ball machines that he had to go to another district. In the end, the owner of the machines gave him a job giving out change.


In those days the beach was run by the junior branch of the New Jersey mafia. They had the concessions, including a 25-cent admission fee to parts of the sands. “If you came for a day’s stay on the beach, they sold you a colored ribbon that you wore with a safety pin,” said Feeney. “They had a bunch of guys who would say, ‘Let me see your entrance ribbon, kid.’” His mother provided ribbons to her lodgers. A school friend figured out how to make an extra few cents by reusing ribbons or cutting them in two. “The mob was not pleased and let them know and they stopped,” said Arlene.


As a teenager, Charlie Feeney would invite his friends to come for the weekend to the rooming house and bunk down with him in the attic. In the morning he took them for breakfast to a store where donuts were left in a box outside before it opened, allowing hungry boys to help themselves. In the evenings they roamed the boardwalk or went to the cinema. Skip Downey recalled driving Feeney, when they were sixteen, to the Paramount Theatre in Asbury Park, the place on the New Jersey shore to take a girlfriend on a date. The guy at the back door recognized Feeney and let them in free. They climbed a ladder behind the screen, crossed a catwalk and went down a ladder at the other side to get to the seats.


His friend Joe Cash years later remembered Feeney as “the type of guy who made you feel he was your best friend and whenever you talked to him he always seemed to be going down the road; he was always thinking ahead.” Jack Costello would recall his friend as a hustler who sold umbrellas on the Point Pleasant boardwalk and who “was always working and always making money.”


Four months after he graduated in June 1948, and still only seventeen, Feeney went with Costello to the recruiting office in Newark and signed up for the U.S. Air Force. “He volunteered,” said his sister Ursula. “He didn’t have to. He tried to go even earlier than that with Frankie Corrigan. One night they tried to sneak away from the house. They couldn’t go anywhere. The car wouldn’t start! They were going to join up and lie about their age, and they wanted me to come down and sign some papers that their mother had given them permission.” At the time, three years after the end of World War II, there was still conscription and Feeney knew that he would be drafted anyway within a couple of years. “So I felt, well, I’ll just be scratching my ass, I may as well get it over with, so I signed up for three years.”


Joining the military opened up new horizons for the New Jersey teenager. After training as a radio operator at Lackland Air Base in Texas, he was sent to serve with the American occupying force in Japan. It was his first time out of the United States. He now had a new life and a new first name—in the Air Force everyone started calling him Chuck. As an exceptionally bright recruit, he was assigned to the U.S. Fifth Air Force Radio Squadron’s Mobile Detachment 12 at Ashiya Air Base, on the southern tip of Japan. This was the nearest air base to the Korean Peninsula. His squadron was part of Signals Intelligence (SIGINT)—an arm of the National Security Agency that had broken the Japanese military code near the end of the war.


Japan was in ruins after the war, but life was not hard for a young serviceman. “Duty there was considered a sweet tour by American soldiers,” wrote David Halberstam.* “American dollars went far, the Japanese women were friendly and ordinary enlisted men lived like aristocrats.” Staff Sergeant Feeney, however, spent a lot of spare time learning Japanese to improve his intelligence skills. He took lessons at the U.S. military language school and read Japanese comic books, much to the amusement of Japanese children.


When the Korean War broke out on June 25, 1950, Ashiya Air Base became a staging post for F-80 fighter jets and C-119 planes that dropped supplies to U.S. soldiers on the front line. Feeney’s tour was extended from three to four years. He wasn’t sent to the fighting, but his desk job turned more serious. His squadron’s task was to intercept radio communications used by the Russians flying sorties over the Sea of Japan. Soviet pilots would pick up the frequency of aircraft the United States sent up from Ashiya. The Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union would become a local hot war if a line in the sky was crossed, and the American planes could only go so far before entering hostile air space. One new pilot, just out of his teens, flew across the line for five minutes, enough time for the Russians to scramble. His plane was shot down and he was killed, along with two Russian language specialists on the flight who had been on the shift with Feeney two nights before. He heard their screams in his earphones. When he returned to the United States, Feeney visited the family of one of his fallen comrades in the Bronx district of New York. He didn’t know what to say. “They were dead because this guy didn’t follow orders which were very clear—don’t go over the line.”


Throughout his four years of service in Japan, Feeney did not return home once. He was on the other side of the world, and there was a war on. “When he called at Christmas, we’d all sit in the kitchen and wait for the phone call,” his sister Arlene remembered. They would accept charges. “We didn’t have the money, so it was always—‘Don’t talk too long!’” His family never saw him in person wearing a uniform. However, the Elizabeth Daily Journal published a photograph of Sergeant Feeney and Corporal Costello, both in U.S. Air Force uniform, hair parted and Bryl-Creamed, enjoying a three-day furlough together in Tokyo. Costello was less fortunate than Feeney. He was sent into combat in Korea as a ground radio operator, though he survived the war and fathered a large family. The caption quoted Feeney saying, “It takes more than a war to keep Jack and me from getting together.”


In his letters home, Feeney wrote that he was not allowed to disclose what he was doing. “Maybe that’s where he got some of the secrecy from,” said Arlene. “When he got out and came home he’d be sitting there doing that”—she rapidly tapped the kitchen table—“tap, tap, tap: then he’d say, ‘I’m sorry, Morse code, used it in the service.’ I don’t know whether he ‘thought’ in it, but he kept on doing it every once in a while, going like this, tap, tap, tap.”






 


*David Halberstam, The Fifties (Villard Books, 1993).
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CHAPTER


The Sandwich Man


While still in Japan in the spring of 1952, Chuck Feeney began to think of how he might take advantage of the GI scholarship he was entitled to after his discharge. Under President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 1944 GI Bill of Rights, money was made available to returning World War II veterans to go on to higher education, and the scheme was renewed for Korean War veterans. It changed the lives of many Americans who served in the armed forces, such as Donald R. Keough, who went on to run Coca-Cola, and Bob Dole, who became a U.S. senator. Skip Downey suspected that his old school friend had his eye on a GI scholarship all along. The family didn’t have the money to send him to college, but “in his mind he knew he was going to college and he went to the Air Force to be eligible for the GI Bill.”


Feeney went to the base library and began to read up on universities. He found an article in the Readers’ Digest, entitled “A School for Cooks,” which featured Cornell University’s School of Hotel Management. “I sort of thought, I could do that, I could look after people.” The course offered an outlet for his entrepreneurial bent. Cornell, located in the town of Ithaca in the Finger Lakes region of upstate New York, was the first university in the world to establish a bachelor’s degree in hotel management. Feeney had never set foot inside the two grand hotels in Elizabeth, the Winfield Scott and the Elizabeth Carteret, since defunct, but he liked the idea of “travel, elegant surroundings, people serving you.” He applied for admission and was called for an interview in Tokyo with a Cornell recruiter. The woman who ran his Japanese language school knew the interviewer, and “she looked over the guy’s shoulder to see he wrote only nice things about me!”


He was discharged from the U.S. Air Force on July 1, 1952, with $634.33 back pay and made his way home to New Jersey to await the result of his application to Cornell. He got a rapturous reception after such a long absence, but his parents weren’t happy about his choice of university. In those days, Catholic boys from St. Mary’s didn’t go to Ivy League universities. His father’s best friend, a Catholic high school principal, John Dwyer, suggested instead that they drive up one day and take a look at Seton Hall, a private Catholic university closer to home, where Dwyer had some connections. He was nervous that the young Feeney might be aspiring too high in seeking admission to a major Brahmin establishment. The next day, however, the acceptance letter to Cornell Hotel School came in the mail. Feeney was invited to enroll in September. From his class at St. Mary’s, only two boys went to university. The other got a scholarship to Rutgers, the state university of New Jersey.


The letter of acceptance was a major event for the Feeneys. No one in the family had ever been to a university. But Feeney was already showing a trait that would assert itself throughout his life: thinking big and aiming to achieve the best result, even if it seemed unattainable. “He did not believe he was ever going to get admitted to Cornell,” said John J. (Jack) Clark Jr., a past dean of the Hotel School from Boston, Massachusetts, who also had an Irish Catholic background and understood how big a thing it was for the young Feeney to cross the line. “Most of Chuck’s generation and mine were the first generation that started going to college. There weren’t a lot of Catholics at Cornell in the fifties or in the Ivy League.”


Of all the colleges and schools at Cornell, the Hotel School accepted the lowest SAT (Scholastic Aptitude Test) scores, the standard used to judge a student’s potential, but consistently produced the most successful entrepreneurs, such as James W. McLamore and David R. Edgerton, cofounders of Burger King, and Michael Egan, who built up the Alamo car rental business. “The rest of the university kind of looked down on us,” said Clark. “One did not need to know the entire history of Greek culture to get accepted into the Hotel School, but it looked for a good combination of brains and physical energy.”


At first Feeney felt he had strayed out of his social depth, his sisters believed. Everyone else seemed to come from prep schools and had cars. But he quickly adjusted to life in Ithaca. He found himself in the company of a lot of guys of like mind—budding entrepreneurs, eager to get an education, explore the world, and make their fortunes. “Once they let me in I was certainly capable of competing with the people who were in there,” he recalled. “I had to get there to figure that out.”


He soon showed just how talented an entrepreneur he was. He spotted a niche market right away. There was no Wendy’s or McDonald’s in Ithaca then. The students got hungry at night, and most were privileged, with cash in their pockets. Feeney began to make and sell sandwiches around the fraternities and sororities. He soon became known on the campus as the “Sandwich Man.” He needed the extra income to survive at Cornell, as his GI scholarship provided only $110 a month during each term to cover tuition, leaving him with little disposable income. At the start, he paid for the ingredients at the store late on Friday so that his checks would not be cashed until Monday. “It was my first experience of deficit financing,” he recalled. Feeney took the sandwiches to his customers in a basket, wearing an old army field jacket with big pockets for the change and blowing a whistle outside the fraternities to announce his presence. A contemporary in the Hotel School, Fred Antil, remembered Feeney coming around to his fraternity, and the running joke he had with him about how thin the sandwiches were.


Good-looking, crew-cut, and gregarious, Feeney made friends easily and was able to persuade helpers to come to his apartment to make and cut the sandwiches. “He was a hustler, he always had a smile. I figured out I made 16,000 sandwiches for him, working in the early evenings,” said a former roommate, Tass Dueland. At his peak, he reckoned that he averaged 700 sandwich sales a week. Feeney had trouble getting dates because they had to be good sandwich makers, joked Chuck Rolles, a graduate of Binghamton Central High School in New York state who became Feeney’s lifelong friend and later founded the Chuck’s Steak House chain—another Cornell Hotel School success story. Retired and living in Aspen, Colorado, Rolles recalled that the Sandwich Man would tell his team to make sure there was only one slice of ham on the “baloney and cheese” sandwiches so as not to cut into his profits.


Feeney was in on every move. When Chuck Rolles got the concession to sell programs in the football stadium because of his sporting prowess—despite his small stature he had set a national school record in basketball in 1952—Feeney became one of his salesmen at the football stadium. “He always had a great wit,” said Rolles. “I remember a guy from Princeton who we were playing that day came up to Chuck and joked, ‘I don’t need a program, I can’t read,’ and Chuck said, ‘Oh you must be from Princeton!’”


As a sideline, Feeney sold Christmas cards on campus, and during vacation worked as a trainee at Industrial Food Crafts in Elizabeth, managed the Summer Club on Fire Island, New York, and acted as a taster and tester for Duncan Hines, the bread and cake maker.


On their last summer vacation in 1955, Chuck Feeney and Chuck Rolles took a working holiday together in Hawaii, so that Rolles could spend time with his classmate girlfriend, Jean Kelley, whose father, Roy C. Kelley, owned a chain of hotels there. “We got off the airplane and went to the hotel and checked in, and all of a sudden Chuck started speaking Japanese to the waitresses,” said Rolles. “I didn’t know he could speak Japanese.” They lived in a rented cottage for the summer, and Feeney worked as a night clerk in the Edgeware Reef Hotel in Honolulu, where one of his jobs was security duty—letting guests back into their rooms who had locked themselves out. Then twenty-four years old, Feeney was getting his first experience of the hotel business outside the United States—Hawaii had not yet become a state—and he loved the exotic location. He had gotten the travel bug. And though he could not know it at the time, destiny would beckon him back to Hawaii.


Feeney graduated from Cornell in 1956 with a bachelor’s degree in hotel administration. He had a number of job offers from hotel chains, but he didn’t like the idea of working his way up inside a Marriott or a Statler. His mother wondered how he could turn down such fine offers, but he told her he was waiting for the right opportunity. He was impatient to see the world and make his own way as an entrepreneur. He and Chuck Rolles decided to drive across the United States from New Jersey to see what California offered.


Before they left, Rolles came to Elizabeth and Feeney introduced him to some of his old pals in a New Jersey tavern. One was a U.S. Navy veteran who boasted that he had a system to beat the roulette wheel in a casino. All they needed was to make sure the wheel had only one zero. They couldn’t lose, he said. The two Cornell graduates decided to try out the system on their road journey. They headed for Reno, Nevada, where they discovered there was a single zero on the roulette wheels. Reno at the time was a fast-growing gambling town with several casinos, including Harold’s Club and Harrah’s. They rented a room in a boardinghouse for construction workers and started hanging around the gaming rooms to see how things worked. “We’d sit there having a beer or something, taking down the numbers for an hour or so as they came up on the roulette wheel,” said Rolles. Back in the rooming house, they studied the numbers.


After a couple of days they were ready. They figured they would need a stake of $500. Rolles had enough cash to put up half, but Feeney had to hock his portable typewriter and camera in a Reno pawn shop. Rolles took a picture of him going into the pawn shop dressed in shorts and an aloha shirt that he had picked up in Hawaii.


“We went to the casino and we started playing at 11 o’clock at night and we’d play all night, and, geez, the system worked,” said Rolles. “We’d put ten cents on a group of six numbers. And if one of those six hit, we’d get 50 cents back. We covered all thirty-six numbers. The only thing that would hurt us was a zero. Otherwise we were making money on every roll.”


Things went the way they were supposed to go, and they just kept making money. They would play for six hours, have breakfast with the construction workers, sleep a bit, play some basketball, then return at night and play six more hours. “We walked back to our apartment in the middle of the street afraid somebody would know how much money we had on us,” said Rolles. “We’d have two or three hundred bucks in winnings. We thought we were wealthy.”


In their enthusiasm, the two Cornellians fantasized about playing for a couple of years and retiring rich. “So we decided not to quit,” said Rolles. “We kept playing. Then all of a sudden one morning, about 5:30, things started going not right. We got into our trouble zone, and covered our twelve numbers and put all the money on. We went twenty, twenty-five spins of the wheel without hitting one group of twelve numbers, and we thought that could never happen. Well, it happened. We put our last bets out and the twenty-fifth spin came and they didn’t hit, and so I wanted to bet everything on the next one—I was ready to bet my life almost.”


But Feeney wouldn’t let him. “No,” he said. “We’re through.” They cashed in their chips and left. They still ended up well ahead, by $1,600 apiece. Feeney got his typewriter and camera out of the pawn shop, and the pair drove on to California, where with two other friends they rented a cottage for the summer in Santa Monica, on the outskirts of Los Angeles. They spent some idle days playing volleyball on the sands. Rolles remembered Chuck slipping off in the mornings to take a course at UCLA. “Three of us would kind of sleep in, but Chuck would go off to summer school in the morning to take lessons in Russian.” At Cornell, Feeney had taken extra credit hours in French and Russian. At the time, he had half a notion that he might end up in intelligence. The National Security Agency had tried to recruit him at a debriefing on his discharge. An official told him, “People like you can continue to serve your country. Just sign here.” He thought about it for a few seconds, then said, “No, thanks.”


After a month, Chuck Rolles, who hadn’t done his military service, got his draft notice to report to Pensacola, Florida, and the pair set off on the long car journey back to the East Coast. They drove through Nevada again and stopped at a little casino by a remote gas station. It was now Feeney who wanted to test the system a bit further. Rolles told him that he had had it, and he would wait in the car. He settled down to sleep as Feeney disappeared into the casino. He came back after thirty minutes and said, “Let’s get the hell out of here.” “He never told me how much he lost,” said Rolles.


Feeney never played games of chance again. “I have always been down on gambling since then,” he said. “We had the good fortune to make $3,200 divided by two before our system went belly-up, and to stop playing before we lost all of that.”


The word went back to the tavern in New Jersey that Feeney and Rolles had made big money on the roulette wheel and that the system worked. The guys there put their money together and sent two representatives out to Nevada to cash in. They lost everything.
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CHAPTER


Banging the Ring


By midsummer of 1956, Chuck Feeney still had no idea what to do with his diploma. But after Cornell he felt confident he could go anywhere in the world. He had a bankroll of $2,000 based on his casino winnings, and he still had four months left of the thirty-six months of government money from his GI scholarship. To claim the remainder, however, he had to enroll in a course, either in the United States or abroad. Many hours spent in the Hotel School library reading books on tourism and travel had stimulated his urge to see the world. He had always wanted to go to Europe, and the bankroll was burning a hole in his pocket. He went to the French consulate on Fifth Avenue and Seventy-fourth Street in Manhattan to inquire about tuition fees in French colleges. To his surprise, he learned that university education in France was free. That was even better. He bought a cheap ticket for a Cunard liner and within a few weeks he was in Paris. After signing up for a month’s intensive course in French at the Sorbonne, he wrote off to colleges in Grenoble and Strasbourg asking for admission.


In early September 1956, the secretary in the admissions office of Grenoble University in southeast France looked up to find the twenty-five-year-old crew-cut American in her office. “Here I am, I want to register for the school, for the political science department,” said Feeney in heavily accented French. “The dean sees no one,” she replied stiffly. “Well, I’m here,” he said.


“I kept sitting there reading my magazine and this guy kept shuffling in and out of the room,” recalled Feeney. Finally, in some exasperation, the secretary said, “The dean will see you.” “Naturellement,” replied Feeney. In his office the dean said, “Monsieur Feeney, you are an interesting candidate.” “Yes, I appreciate that!” “You see, you are the first person to request admission to the political science school of Strasbourg and send the letter to Grenoble!” Feeney had put his application letters in the wrong envelopes. He shot back. “Yes, but it’s evident I’m here and it’s here I want to be. If I wanted to go to Strasbourg I would not be in Grenoble.” The dean threw up his hands. “Why not!” he said. He admitted Feeney for a master’s course in political science at the fourteenth-century university. The Cornell graduate was the only American in the department, something of which he was always proud.


Life was cheap in Grenoble, spectacularly sited in a broad valley surrounded by the snow-capped French Alps. Feeney’s basic living costs came to about $15 a month. His French, tennis, and skiing improved considerably. The U.S. government inexplicably sent him $110 scholarship checks for six months rather than four. Someone up there likes me, thought Feeney.


At the end of his eight-month course, Feeney hitchhiked south with his kit and tennis racquet, looking for money-making opportunities. Getting rides was difficult as there were so many people on the roads holding up handwritten signs to show their destination. Outside Antibes, he displayed a notice in large letters on his tennis racket saying, “English conversations offered.” He had no trouble getting a lift after that. On the Mediterranean Coast, Feeney met an American who was teaching children of naval officers from the U.S. fleet based at Villefranche-sur-Mer, a picturesque port of eighteenth-century houses and steep cobblestone alleyways. Villefranche was the home port of the USS Salem, a heavy cruiser serving as the flagship of the U.S. Sixth Fleet with a complement of nearly 2,000 officers and enlisted personnel. “I started to realize there were these naval dependents around,” said Feeney. “I asked him [the American teacher] what they did in summertime and he said they were at a loose end, so I decided to start up a program like a summer camp for the navy kids.” Feeney had seen a business opening, and a way of being helpful. He rented a room in a pension in Villefranche and organized a summer camp on the beach. Almost seventy American kids were delivered into his care by grateful navy parents, and Feeney had to hire four other Americans as staff.


In Villefranche, Feeney made a deal with the tennis club manager to sweep the courts in return for playing for free. On the courts he met André Morali-Daninos, a French Algerian psychiatrist on vacation who was intrigued by the young, educated American doing a job young French students would disdain. Morali-Daninos was a highly decorated war veteran who had joined the French Resistance during World War II and had brought his family to Paris in 1945. They came to Villefranche for their summer holidays, and in those days before mass tourism, the family usually had the beach to themselves. Morali-Daninos’s twenty-three-year-old daughter, Danielle, a student at the Sorbonne in Paris, was somewhat disconcerted therefore at the invasion of the beach by dozens of screaming and whistling children with their American counselors. She was particularly struck, however, by the kindness and firmness with which the good-looking group leader treated the children. The vivacious French Algerian and the twenty-six-year-old Irish American got to talking, and a romance started up.


In Villefranche, Feeney came into contact with people making a living from the U.S. Sixth Fleet. Groups of pretty women and salesmen waylaid the sailors and hustled for orders to supply the ship’s exchange store. He got to know a money changer named Sy Podolin who had bought up a row of old lockers and rented them to naval personnel so they could dump their uniforms and change into civvies when on shore leave. For a couple of weeks in August, Feeney made some extra money by managing the “navy locker club” for Pudlin in the evenings, opening up the lockers for sailors coming and going to the bars.


As the summer ended, Feeney planned to head north again. He loved the student life and “had enough money squirreled away that I could have gone to a German university.” However, one night in a Villefranche bar he met an Englishman, Bob Edmonds, who was trying to start a business selling duty-free liquor to American sailors at ports around the Mediterranean. He asked Feeney to help him.


The U.S. Navy did not allow the consumption of alcohol on board, but Edmonds had established that sailors could buy up to five bottles of spirits duty free and have them shipped as unaccompanied baggage to their home port. It could be a big market: There were fifty ships in the U.S. Sixth Fleet in the Mediterranean and the crews were rotated three times a year. The savings for the military personnel were huge, and almost every seaman on board could afford to buy a five-pack for collection back in the United States. A five-pack bought duty free in Europe cost $10, including delivery, while the same five bottles in the United States would cost over $30. Edmonds had failed to convince a British military supplier, Saccone & Speed, to work with him and had gone out on his own. He desperately needed an American to help him.


“There’s a big fleet movement, forty ships are coming in,” he told Feeney. “I can only see twenty. I’m looking for a guy that can see the other twenty.” “What do you mean?” asked Feeney. “Go and talk to them about buying booze.”


Feeney and Edmonds started going on board ships to take orders from the crew members, mainly for Canadian Club whiskey and Seagram’s VO. They then arranged for the liquor to be shipped to U.S. ports from warehouses in Antwerp and Rotterdam. There was no need for capital, as they did not have to pay for the merchandise in advance. For a period they had the market to themselves, but competitors were quick to arrive. Edmonds went to check out new opportunities in the Caribbean while Feeney went to Edmonds’s home in Hythe in the south of England to process orders. Feeney returned to Villefranche in October and was told the U.S. Sixth Fleet was heading for Barcelona. He took the train to the Spanish port, only to discover that the ships had been delayed.


Feeney had read in a Cornell alumni bulletin that Robert Warren Miller, another graduate of the Hotel School, had started work at the Ritz Hotel in Barcelona. With time to kill, he made his way to the Ritz on the tree-lined Gran Via de les Cortes Catalanes. Entering the lobby, he saw the familiar figure of Miller, with a shock of brown hair and cheeky grin, behind the reception desk. They hadn’t been friends at Cornell—Miller was a year ahead of Feeney—but Miller recognized the wiry blue-eyed American immediately. “Feeney,” he said. “What are you doing here?” Replied Chuck, “What are you doing here?”


That casual exchange marked the start of one of the most profitable partnerships in international business history.


Miller’s journey to Europe had been as haphazard as Feeney’s. He was brought up in Quincy, south of Boston, where his father was a salesman for an industrial oil company. Miller got a draft deferment and went to Cornell from high school on a scholarship. Money was tight in his family, too, and he had to work part-time as a waiter and short order cook. A couple of months after graduating in 1956, when he was working as a line cook in Newport Beach, California, he got a message from his father in Quincy that his call-up papers had arrived. Miller drove to Santa Ana, signed up for the U.S. Marine Corps, and was sent to San Diego boot camp. However, a medical examination revealed a scar on his head from a childhood accident, and a marine captain asked him to sign a waiver releasing the U.S. Marine Corps from liability should he injure his head in combat, adding that if he didn’t sign he would be honorably discharged. Miller took the honorable discharge. He was given $78 and put on a bus to San Diego.


Like Feeney, Bob Miller did not want a white-collar job. Having read a lot of Hemingway, the twenty-two-year-old Cornellian had romantic ideas of becoming a writer or a soldier of fortune. He signed on for a three-month trip on an ocean-going tuna boat and while waiting to sail, crossed the Mexican border into Tijuana for a weekend spree. There he got involved in a brawl and was badly beaten and thrown into jail. By the time he was released, with torn shirt and only one shoe, the tuna boat had sailed. It was the low point of his life, and he decided to sort himself out. Miller went back to hotel work in the United States, saved $3,000, and headed for Spain on a Greek ocean liner, the Queen Fredericka. He made his way to Madrid, and from there to Barcelona and the job at the Ritz reception desk.


When Miller finished his shift that day, he and Feeney went out for dinner. Miller still had his $3,000 bankroll and was already bored working “in a monkey suit” in the hotel. They decided to throw in their lot together and try to make money from doing business with the U.S. fleet. Miller told the Belgian hotel manager, Juan Vinke, what he was planning and handed in his notice. Vinke laughed and said, “There’s no future in that. Stay with us at the Ritz. You could be a great hotel man one day.”


While Miller was working out his notice, Feeney enrolled for Spanish lessons. “He was a hyperkinetic person always charging around, so he figured while he was there he might as well learn to speak Spanish,” recalled Miller.


Miller had already gotten a glimpse of the duty-free rackets that were common in postwar Europe. He told Feeney about a Hong Kong priest in Barcelona who changed U.S. dollars at black-market rates. The priest had shown Miller a small assortment of watches, film, cameras, and cigarettes for sale in his back office that he had smuggled under his soutane from Andorra, a tiny tax haven in the Pyrenees. “Don’t worry, all of the profits that I make go to the church,” he said cheerfully, adding that Miller should go to Hong Kong, where almost everything was duty free.


Feeney and Miller made Villefranche their base and started taking orders for liquor from U.S. naval personnel. They needed cars, so Feeney got a little Renault Dauphine and Miller a Simca, and they started driving or taking trains to ports all along the Mediterranean where the fleet docked: Marseilles, Cannes, Barcelona, Valencia, Gibraltar, Genoa, and Naples. They would not see each other for weeks, then would meet back at Villefranche, agree on what to do next, and go off in different directions. Chuck designed a business envelope to give to people on the naval ships with a price list of whiskies. They found “bird dogs” on board, to whom they promised commission for getting sailors to sign up for the five-packs that they could pick up at their home ports. Receipts for duty-free liquor became so commonplace on board ships they were accepted as stakes in poker games.


The booze business in early 1958 had become very competitive, and the two Cornellians looked for other things to sell. In April, they went to the World’s Fair in Brussels and got ideas for expanding their inventory, adding such items as perfumes, cameras, toy trains, transistor radios—the latest thing in technology—and German beer mugs, which they had inscribed with insignia such as the marine emblem, Semper Fideles.


The key to success was getting on board the U.S. ships, which were generally off limits to civilians. Feeney and Miller had to compete with salesmen from France, England, Holland, and Belgium, trying to flog everything from perfume to suits. Approaching a ship “cold” was difficult. But by dressing as respectable Americans and speaking “American,” they could usually talk their way past the shore patrol to get on board and meet the supply officer, whose permission was necessary to sell items openly to the sailors. They sometimes “banged” the ring—the distinctive gold Cornell ring with azure stone engraved with the letter C—to make friends with Cornellians among the ships’ officers, who would then invite them on board for lunch. They tried to find out from contacts in the United States if there were any Cornellians on board ships about to sail for the Mediterranean, especially supply officers who had trained at the Hotel School. In Naples, Feeney once got around a strict embargo on civilians boarding naval ships by climbing up the gangway with the garbage collector and telling the supply officer, “I’m here about the trash.” “There were stories that Chuck would be on the beach and somehow he would be in a little boat and next thing in a bigger boat and next thing in the officers’ quarters on a carrier selling to guys,” recalled Chuck Rolles, who served in the navy. “He wasn’t supposed to be there but nobody knew how he got there or how he got back.” Cornell contemporary and ex-marine Fred Antil remembered hearing stories about Feeney turning up on the gangplank of an aircraft carrier and the admiral asking, “How the hell do you always know where we are?” and Chuck replying, “Admiral, who do you think sends you?”


Finding out where the ships were going was often the biggest problem. As a security measure, the U.S. Navy would schedule visits to Naples or Barcelona, then change the destination at the last minute. Often the best sources of information were the hookers in the ports. Miller courted a young woman in the U.S. consulate in Nice who tipped him off about movements of the Sixth Fleet. She told him once that an aircraft carrier and a destroyer were due to dock in Rhodes, Greece. Miller took the train to Naples, another train to Brindisi, then an Olympic Airways DC-3 to Corfu, Athens, and on to Rhodes. On the last leg, he found that he wasn’t the only trader who possessed classified information about U.S. fleet movements. There was a “skinny Chinese guy” from Hong Kong named Smiley Chow, who sold bespoke (custom-tailored) suits to the navy. When they arrived in Rhodes, the two had to share a hotel bedroom. Miller saw that the tailor had a huge bundle of U.S. dollar bills sewn into his shorts. He also had an army knife, and said, “So don’t get any ideas!” Smiley Chow told Miller he would make more money selling suits than liquor, and that there was a better place to make money. Like the priest in Barcelona, he told Miller, “You should go to Hong Kong.”


The orders, and the money, piled up. Feeney boasted to Miller that they were on their way to making a million dollars. They called themselves the Young Turks. Out on the road the two American salesmen stuffed cash and U.S. Treasury checks into their pockets, and when they got a chance, lodged them in an account at Lloyds Bank in Geneva, Switzerland, where, said Miller, operating a U.S. dollar account was “less complicated” than in France. It also had tax advantages. Making money while paying minimal or no tax was part of winning in the game in which they were engaged. When Miller brought his parents to Villefranche, his father saw a pile of U.S. Treasury checks on a desk in the little garden house Miller had rented. “Heavens, how much money is in that pile of checks there? Must be thirty or forty thousand dollars,” his father said. “He couldn’t imagine it,” said Miller. “I got quite a kick out of that.”
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CHAPTER


Cockamamy Flyers


With World War II becoming a distant memory at the end of the 1950s, American tourists began turning up in Europe in large numbers. For the first time since before the Great Depression, members of America’s growing middle class had disposable income and did not have to confine their purchases to necessities. The cocktail was their social lubricant and television advertising was pushing up the demand for liquor. Chuck Feeney discovered one day that these vacationers with their cameras and gaudy jackets could buy duty-free booze abroad and bring it home, as long as they resided in one of fifteen American states. They were permitted by U.S. Customs to import a five-pack of liquor—five one-fifth bottles amounting to one gallon—once every thirty-one days, without paying duty. “I all of a sudden realized, shit, you can sell this to anybody, anywhere,” said Feeney. “It didn’t matter where you bought it or where you shipped it from, as long as you declared it when you got back into the States.”


The problem for Feeney was figuring out how to persuade the American tourists to buy five-packs of liquor from him and Miller, and then how to get it delivered to their homes. It had been relatively simple to ship liquor for the navy customers from bonded warehouses to American ports, where it was picked up by the incoming sailors. This was a bigger challenge. He took a flight to New York to figure out what to do.


He found the answer in the Railway Express Agency, the national small-parcel delivery service, since defunct, whose green trucks were a familiar sight on U.S. roads. Railway Express was obliged by law to accept all shipments destined for anywhere in the United States. Feeney printed up tens of thousands of brochures to tell American tourists traveling in Europe the good news, that they could buy duty-free liquor from Tourists International—as he and Miller called their venture—and have it shipped to their doorstep, as long as they lived in one of the fifteen states: New York, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, Washington, D.C., Ohio, Arizona, Idaho, Illinois, Missouri, West Virginia and North Dakota. He organized for a ship chandler in Antwerp to take the orders and transport the duty-free liquor in cardboard valises packed into containers to the U.S. ports, where Railway Express picked them up. Tourists who bought and paid for their liquor declared that they had unaccompanied baggage when passing through U.S. Customs, and when they sent the receipt back to Feeney’s office in Europe, the liquor was dispatched. Those travelers who were prepared to cope with the form-filling and the wait got good value. A five-pack of Seagram’s VO costing $47.75 in New York could be bought for $22.50 from Tourists International and delivered to their door. There were similar savings on Jack Daniels, Tullamore Dew, Jameson, Johnny Walker, Haig, and Bells.


The constant traveling did not leave Chuck Feeney much time for his personal life, but he and Danielle Morali-Daninos met up again, a year after their first encounter on the beach at Villefranche. Danielle came to New York for a vacation while Chuck was setting up his five-pack postal scheme. They later managed to spend some time together in England, and when Chuck came to Paris in May 1959, they decided to get married.


Danielle’s family was Jewish and she would have been expected to marry a respectable Jewish Parisian working with her father. But like Chuck, she had an adventurous spirit, and Feeney had opened up a whole new world for her. Young, educated, and stylish, she brought to the relationship the sophistication of France. She had a vivaciousness that matched Feeney’s restless energy. She and her family were in turn enchanted with the young American, who by then spoke fluent French and always seemed keen to help. They were married in Paris in October 1959, first in a civil ceremony at the town hall of the Sixteenth Arrondissement Prefecture of the Seine, and the next day in church, with Chuck Rolles as best man.


After their wedding, Chuck and Danielle drove to Switzerland in his turquoise Renault Dauphine to establish a permanent European residence there. He had to have what he described as a “perch” someplace in Europe. They found an unfurnished apartment in Ebikon, just north of the medieval town of Lucerne, took a yearlong lease, and put in a bed and a sofa. But they did not spend more than half a dozen nights there. They drove on to Liechtenstein, Feeney’s real destination. The principality, barely as big as Washington, D.C., and landlocked between Switzerland and Austria, had strict residency laws that prevented them having an official perch there. “But it was a tax haven,” said Feeney, “and people like us went there to do business.” Banking and tax regulations were almost nonexistent. Chuck and Danielle checked into the four-story Waldhotel in Vaduz, the thirteenth-century capital on the banks of the Rhine dominated by a castle on a rocky outcrop. However, they found they had to pack their bags and check out again once every seven days, when the police called to ensure that people posing as tourists were not overstaying.


Feeney set up the first world headquarters of Tourists International in two small rooms in the hotel, which was located among fir trees overlooking the Rhine Valley, and hired two young resident Englishwomen to come every day to do the typing and paperwork. They got a brass plate made saying “Tourists International” and displayed it among dozens of shadowy “offshore” companies registered at Obera House, Altenbachstrasse 534, so they could have an official business address.


A year later, a letter arrived for Feeney at the Waldhotel from Leon P. Sterling, a fellow Cornellian from New York state who had been doing his military service in Germany as manager of officers’ clubs in the Stuttgart area. Like Chuck, Lee Sterling had fallen in love with Europe and was looking for a job to keep him there after his discharge. He had seen from the Cornell Hotel School alumni newsletter that the Sandwich Man was in Liechtenstein. He inquired whether there were any good hotel jobs in Vaduz. Feeney invited him to join the company instead. Sterling arrived in Liechtenstein by train on October 24, 1960. Shortly afterward, Feeney asked him to take over the Vaduz office. “He said, ‘This is what we are doing,’ and then he left,” said Sterling. “That was something I learned about Chuck. He was the kind of fellow that would give you responsibility and then let you do it. He didn’t hover, he wasn’t around; he was out making more deals.”


Feeney was heading for Geneva to try to make a deal with an upstart American company that threatened his business. One of his salesmen had come across a full-color glossy catalog issued by a firm called Duty Free Shoppers with an office on Rue de Rhône in Geneva and trading under the name of Transocean. The twenty-eight-page brochure offered American tourists “fabulous values” for items such as Le Galion and Molyneux perfumes, cashmere, watches, and other luxury goods, many at half the U.S. retail price.


Feeney believed this company was way ahead of the game. But he thought they might agree to insert his liquor brochures into their next catalog if they weren’t selling booze themselves. On December 19, 1960, he arrived in Geneva, booked into a modest hotel in Longemalle by the lake shore, then phoned Transocean and asked for the manager. He was surprised when the manager answered the telephone himself and invited him to come over right away. Feeney made his way through the Christmas shoppers to the address on Rue de Rhône.


Duty Free Shoppers was the brainchild of Stewart Damon, a U.S. Navy exchange officer who had been based in Naples. Its goal was to sell duty-free goods to American tourists abroad. He and another entrepreneurial American, Harry Adler, had persuaded seventeen investors in New York to put up $95,000 worth of shares, and they arranged for manufacturers to package and ship their products. They printed half a million catalogs and opened the office in Geneva to process what they expected would be an avalanche of orders. Only a trickle came in.


Damon had returned to the United States that September to restructure the company, but he failed and then resigned, leaving Harry Adler in Geneva with debts of $3,700 and assets of $1,700 in perfume stocks. On the day Feeney turned up, Adler was paying some overdue bills and clearing out his desk. He and his wife and two small children were getting ready to fly back to New York on money borrowed from relatives. It was his last day of business.


Then this “blond, blue-eyed youngster appearing no more than twentyish” walked into the office and introduced himself as Chuck Feeney, recalled Adler. Not knowing the dire straits the company was in, Feeney, who was in fact almost thirty years old at the time, told him that he thought that his idea was tremendous and was surely very successful, and proposed to Adler that if they inserted his liquor brochures in their next catalog, he would give them a commission on all liquor orders that resulted.


“The irony of it all!” wrote Adler later in a personal memoir. “Here was another fellow who thought that the idea could not fail and was coming to us to help him distribute his cockamamy flyers. I really had no choice but to be honest. ‘Dear friend,’ I said, ‘Our distribution was a huge one-time gamble and is, at this time, a dismal failure.’”


Feeney was visibly shocked but not at a loss for words, said Adler. “He spoke very fast with a high-pitched voice, asking what is to become of this company, these offices, and what of the orders that were still in the pipeline?” The “engaging young fellow” then pulled out a Parker pen and started making copious notes in his back-slanted handwriting. Feeney said he would call his associate Bob Miller and would come back the next day to talk business.


Feeney was convinced that the principle was sound, and that the company could still survive and thrive with proper marketing. It was the logical extension of his own ventures into the world of duty free. The next day he proposed a deal to Adler. He and Adler would travel to the United States early in the new year, where Feeney would make an offer of up to $10,000 for the company stock. Tourists International would in the meantime hire Adler at $1,000 a month, with three months’ salary in advance, to work for them. Adler could hardly believe what he was hearing.


That evening, Chuck took Adler and his wife, Ella, a survivor of the Holocaust, for what he remembered as a “rather extravagant” meal. “I impressed him by picking up the tab,” recalled Feeney. He impressed Adler even more by sending him a contract from Vaduz two days before Christmas, accompanied by a check for $3,000 for three months’ salary in advance, and a round-trip ticket to New York. “In a matter of four days my world had changed from abject failure to a person of worth with an exciting future ahead of me,” recalled Adler.


Meanwhile, the operation in Vaduz was running into trouble. The Liechtenstein authorities decided that they had tolerated Feeney’s presence long enough. In March 1961, the owner of the hotel came to him in some agitation. “You’ve got to go. I can’t hold off the police anymore,” he pleaded. Feeney decided they would have to find another business-friendly location in Europe. The nearest was Monaco, the world’s second-smallest independent country, situated on the Mediterranean just east of Villefranche. Tourists International in Vaduz had by then accumulated voluminous files and company records, as well as typewriters and cabinets. They could not simply hop into a car and drive across the border. “We had to cross several frontiers, the first into Switzerland,” said Feeney. “We had no authorization to be there. Officials would ask, ‘What’s all that shit there, what are you guys doing with all these papers?’ Everybody knows how the Swiss work those things out. If you have no authorization they fine you.”


They decided to do a midnight flit. Lee Sterling first drove to the U.S. Army base in Ludwigsburg, Germany, where he temporarily swapped his smart little Sunbeam Alpine for the roomier station wagon of an old friend, Lieutenant Colonel Sean O’Mahony, the commanding officer of the military hospital. In Vaduz, they loaded filing cabinets and office equipment onto the U.S. Army vehicle and covered them with laundry. Feeney put files and other papers in the back of his Renault Dauphine, throwing linen and dirty shirts over them. They left Vaduz late at night on March 16, 1961, and headed south on the N-13, driving through Switzerland and arriving at the Italian border at 3:00 AM. Sterling showed his U.S. Army lieutenant ID to the border guard and explained that he had just finished his military service. The immigration official had also just been demobilized. “What can you do for an old soldier?” he asked. They tipped him and he waved them through. They reached the French border and drove on to Monaco without further incident. Though no longer physically based in Vaduz, Feeney had no intention of giving up Liechtenstein as a tax haven. He hired a permanent Liechtenstein resident named Arno Scalet to act in future as secretary and front man for Tourists International headquarters in the principality. The nameplate on Vaduz’s Altenbachstrasse stayed in place.


The Mediterranean city-state of Monaco had a tolerant attitude toward foreign businesspeople. Feeney established Tourists International’s new office on Rue Suffren Reymond, a quiet street of old residential houses with red-tiled roofs, and put Lee Sterling in charge. As in Liechtenstein, they had no work permits. To avoid bringing attention to themselves, they needed a local fixer, someone who could work the system, get them out of trouble when necessary, and identify French suppliers.


They found one by accident. “One day I hear someone yelling, and I come out and there is this young, fairly big guy,” said Sterling. “It turns out we were blocking his truck. Several days later the same happens. He speaks English and seems sharp so I say, ‘Why don’t you come and work for us?’” The truck driver, Jean Gentzbourger, a French veteran of the Algerian War, was delivering wood to building sites for 600 francs a month. Sterling offered him 800 to work for Tourists International. Gentzbourger went to his boss and said he was leaving. “I’ll give you 200 francs more,” his boss said. Gentzbourger replied, “Too late.”


The Frenchman quickly established that the American salesmen coming in and out of the Tourists International office were all illegal. “You’ve got to get permission to work here or you will all be in trouble,” the Frenchman told Sterling. “You are the only legal person so you will be our representative,” Sterling told him. Gentzbourger became the gérant—the legal responsible person—for the office. Part of his job was to get the sales guys out of trouble if they came to the attention of the Monaco police. Once, a salesman arrived on his moped from Genoa covered with mud, and the police picked him up. Gentzbourger went to vouch for him. His military connections got the man released. “That was the way the business was run in those days,” he recalled in the villa overlooking Cannes, where he now lives.


Feeney occasionally came and went, always walking fast, even when lugging heavy suitcases filled with brochures for the fleet. He was forever thinking up new ideas. His next venture was to open a shop in Paris at 12 Rue de la Paix with a novel approach: American tourists, many of whom were doing four countries in four days, could do one-stop shopping at the store and order such items as a cashmere sweater from Scotland, a beaded bag from Austria, Waterford crystal from Ireland, and a leather wallet from Italy and have them all shipped from the country of origin to the customer’s American home as an unaccompanied gift item. There was no need for an inventory, just samples of the merchandise. The shop employed glamorous sales girls to take orders in the lobbies of five big tourist hotels around Paris. Feeney sent Gentzbourger to run the Paris shop. The French fixer said he felt like a pimp when the young women arrived every evening with purses full of cash from the orders. Feeney would drop by when in town. “He would come for a couple of days, and have lunch at La Quesh,” he recalled. “We would sit at the bar. He used to order the plat du jour and when it arrived, it was hoofed down, and we would go. I learned to eat fast. He was always talking, talking, his mind was like Speedy Gonzales, always racing.”


Their antipathy for bureaucracy sometimes caught up with them. “Chuck or Lee Sterling would arrive in the Paris shop with a new model of watch and simply change it for the old model,” lamented Gentzbourger. “One day a customs official came into the shop in Paris to check the merchandise. None of the numbers on the watches fitted the invoices.” The shop was fined 20,000 francs. Gentzbourger, the good gérant, got it reduced to 1,000.
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CHAPTER


Riding the Tiger


When Feeney and Miller were collecting orders onboard navy ships, they found themselves being asked if they were the guys who sold cars. They weren’t, but they soon were. They discovered that American service personnel abroad had the right to buy cars duty free and have them shipped to their home port, and some rival salesmen had already got in on the act. Miller and Feeney picked up brochures from car showrooms and brought them on board the ships. They found that selling cars was just like selling booze. They took a deposit, paid an advance to the car dealer, and ordered the car shipped to the customer’s home port.


Once they did become known as the guys who sold cars, they were overwhelmed with orders. The car-manufacturing business had picked up in Europe, and European cars were popular in America. They began hiring salesmen to tour the Mediterranean ports and military bases. They employed ex-GIs like Joe Lyons and Bob Matousek, who had served in the army in West Germany, to work the German bases, where a total of 300,000 American troops were stationed. They called this venture Cars International. The business quickly expanded. Feeney crisscrossed Western Europe to set up a network of agents selling cars, booze, and cigarettes to the U.S. military. He designed flyers and put advertisements in such military publications as the Stars and Stripes. As with the fleet, the salesmen’s success depended on getting access to the NCO and officers’ clubs and military housing at army bases. Being ex-military, they knew the ins and outs, said Matousek, a former army captain.


It was a good time to be an American on the make in Western Europe. Many older Europeans saw the Americans as liberators, and the U.S. troops as protectors against Soviet communism. American movies and consumer products were popular with the postwar generation of young Europeans. The economic miracle known as the Wirtschaftswunder had brought a new era of political stability to Western Germany, and France and Italy were entering a time of unprecedented prosperity. The American ex-GIs who signed on with Feeney were themselves newly liberated, finished with their military obligations and unfettered by the straitlaced conventions of 1950s America. They were free to spend their money as fast as they made it and have a good time. Chuck Feeney and his team were aggressive, self-confident, and borderline legal. They enjoyed a great sense of camaraderie. The new age of affluence in the United States meant that their American customers had disposable cash, and the money rolled in. They were in the right place at the right time.


Feeney and Miller established eight car-sales offices in West Germany. They took over a Volvo showroom in Frankfurt in the heart of the U.S. military zone and got demonstration cars from other dealers to show the customers. They rented space in an old munitions factory next to a bar. They printed lavish brochures that they mailed to servicemen who could not get to their showrooms. These listed every foreign make in vogue at the time: Sunbeam Tiger, Austin Healy, Porsche 911, Renault R-8 sedan, MG sports, Spitfire, Volvo, and Volkswagen Beetle. The Volkswagen, the tough, reliable creation of the German car designer Ferdinand Porsche, was in demand in the United States as a runaround and was the most popular buy: A soldier could save $500 on a Volkswagen 113 sedan costing $1,700 in the United States. The buyer gave Cars International 10 percent of the cost, and the company booked the order for 5 percent. “The customers were funding us, and the suppliers were also giving us credit in a funny way,” said Feeney, who arranged for Geico to provide financing when the soldiers or sailors needed it.


The key to their success was, as always, that they did not have to maintain inventories. They sold liquor and cars, neither of which required a dollar of up-front money. And the business was “offshore,” which meant they did not have to pay U.S. taxes. It seemed the perfect business model. A customer could pick up his automobile in France or Germany, or wait until he was back in the United States. If he drove it around for a while in Europe, it was considered a used car and subject to less road tax back home. Matousek once sold two automobiles to a two-star general who had an aversion to paying the tax. “He just drove them around the block, and then we put them on a boat and shipped them to the U.S. as cars that he had already driven in Germany.”


Like car salesmen everywhere, the former GIs talked up the qualities of the automobiles with the best commission for themselves. Their main problem, however, was getting their orders filled by the European car manufacturers, as the supply of automobiles in France, Germany, and Italy could not keep up with burgeoning domestic demand. In France, car ownership tripled in the 1950s to 6 million. Cars International sometimes had to make it worthwhile for contacts in the automobile factories to “gray-market” cars, that is, deliver cars to them that were meant to go elsewhere. Bob Miller recruited Hans Schaefer, head of Export Department 6C at Daimler Benz in Stuttgart that handled the Korean quota, to provide him with gray-market cars. On paper they were shipped to Korea, but in reality they went to the United States. The scheme was discovered when a lieutenant commander turned up at the Daimler Benz factory to inspect a car he had ordered for delivery to Jacksonville, Florida. He was told, “Ah, yes, commander. It will be delivered to Seoul, Korea, in about eight weeks.” The game was up. Hans Schaefer was fired but instantly reemployed, along with his German secretary, Helga Flaiz, by Cars International in Frankfurt.


At its height, Cars International bought a full-page advertisement in Time magazine’s overseas military edition. It boasted that “Cars International’s unique Stateside Delivery Program enables GIs to choose from a wide variety of 492 American and European cars at low export prices.” The sales order slip printed in the advertisement carried an “exclusive guarantee from Sales Director Charles Feeney” that any customers not satisfied after forty-five days would get their money back.


Feeney also used advanced public relations gimmicks to promote sales. He donated a $2,650 MGB sports car for a charity raffle held among the crew of 5,000 on the aircraft carrier USS Forrestal, hailing it in brochures distributed to the sailors as a “woman weapon . . . if you do not have a wife, the MGB might be very useful in attracting one!” The winner of the raffle, machinist’s mate Wilson Hoy of Michigan, was quoted in the next brochure as saying, “Wife? Who needs one with a beauty like this little number.”


Feeney went looking further afield for business. Anywhere there was a military base, there were potential customers. He took off on trips around the world, looking for opportunities to set up sales offices, touching down in Saigon, where the American military presence was being built up, and flying via Havana to Guantanamo, the U.S. base in southern Cuba. Perhaps inevitably, the CIA saw Cars International as a good cover for its spy operations. Many former GIs were, like Chuck, approached to do intelligence work; one ex-Marine who worked for the company in Europe became a CIA operative in South America, according to former agent Philip Agee in his book Inside the Company: CIA Diary.


Meanwhile, another Cornellian came into the car business and would become instrumental in expanding it across the world. Jeffrey Cornish Mahlstedt, a graduate of the Cornell Hotel School from Old Greenwich, Connecticut, and a former customer of Chuck Feeney’s sandwich business, was serving in the Pacific as a lieutenant JG on the U.S. Seventh Fleet when he got a letter from Feeney saying, “You need to come to Europe after you leave the navy. It’s fun, and it is sunny, and there are pretty girls.” But Feeney wrote soon afterward with a different proposition: Mahlstedt should stay in the Pacific and try to sell automobiles there for Cars International. “I told him how we were going to get rich and how the whole Far East was open,” recalled Feeney. “I said we are going to make our first million, so Jeffrey said, ‘I’m game!’”


Cars International and Tourists International were facing ever more stiff competition in Europe. Salesmen flogging everything from cars to perfume and alcohol were elbowing each other out of the way to get onto the U.S. ships. Feeney believed that there could be more lucrative opportunities in the less-crowded Pacific. He sent Mahlstedt some literature about the business.


When due for “separation” from the navy in January 1960, Mahlstedt persuaded the captain to discharge him in Yokosuka, the big U.S. naval base at the mouth of Tokyo Bay that served as headquarters of Commander Naval Forces Far East. U.S. ships were constantly coming and going, but in postwar Japan there wasn’t much for the sailors to spend their money on, other than the leisure activities one found at every port in the world. Mahlstedt discovered that nobody was selling them duty-free items of any kind. There was no market for liquor because the fleet’s home ports were in California, which permitted only one bottle of duty-free liquor per sailor. He set out to sell cars.


“I moved to a little Japanese inn and got a Japanese girlfriend whom I used as my interpreter,” said Mahlstedt. “Each day I would go to the navy base, using my old active duty ID. And I would go on a ship and they would ask, ‘What’s your business?’ and I would say, ‘Just visiting friends,’ and go down to the ward room and start talking to people.” Perhaps because the sailors didn’t expect salesmen, there was a lot of suspicion about Mahlstedt’s pitch, and after three weeks he had not sold a single automobile. His first sale came when he took a weekend break in Tokyo and got talking with a U.S. Army captain on the train, who said he would like to buy a car and asked Mahlstedt what he would recommend. The quick-thinking salesman glanced down at a copy of Time magazine on his lap, saw an advertisement for Peugeot, and asked his companion, “Are you aware that Peugeot is the motorcar of the year?” Before he got off the train, the captain gave him $400 as advance payment on a Peugeot. “I think he told me how much cash he had in his pocket, and I manipulated the deposit,” recalled Mahlstedt.


Mahlstedt’s persistence in Yokosuka paid off, and in the following three weeks he took deposits for twenty cars. He punched out the orders sitting cross-legged on a futon in his Japanese inn and sent them to Feeney and Miller in Villefranche. He got cards made up that said he represented “Tourist Duty Free Sales Establishment, Vaduz, Liechtenstein.” It was such a mouthful, he said, “No one had any idea what I was saying.”


Mahlstedt believed that the real action in the Far East was not in Japan but in Hong Kong, where the U.S. Navy ships berthed on the way home, and where the sailors splurged out before returning to the United States. Early in 1960, he booked a passage to Hong Kong on a Japanese freighter. He made one last sale in Japan to a chaplain on an aircraft carrier, also Hong Kong bound, who gave him a deposit of $200, telling him that if there were any problems he could be contacted c/o American Express in Hong Kong. Mahlstedt’s boat was delayed, the chaplain arrived first and couldn’t find him and reported that he had been swindled. An admiral put out an all-fleet message warning sailors, “Beware of Jeff Mahlstedt, who represents himself as being from Vaduz, Liechtenstein.” Mahlstedt was apprehended at immigration in Hong Kong but explained what had happened, and the chaplain did eventually get his car.


Mahlstedt set up an office in Room 1404 in a Chinese hotel on Nathan Road in Kowloon. He pinned automobile posters around the walls and registered the enterprise on June 23, 1960, as Tourist Duty Free Sales Company (Hong Kong) Limited, with directors Chuck Feeney, Robert Miller, and Jeffrey Mahlstedt. His “office” was so cramped that a customer could not get out past the bed until the ex-navy lieutenant opened the door.


Business picked up as U.S. sailors in the Pacific got wind of the deals on offer. Feeney suggested to Bob Miller that he should go to Hong Kong to help Mahlstedt expand operations in the Far East while Feeney continued developing Europe. “We divided the world, so to speak,” said Miller, who arrived in Hong Kong in September 1960 to start working with the former navy lieutenant.


Two months later, dressed in dark suits and ties, Miller and Mahlstedt opened a car showroom in Rediffusion House in Wanchai. Champagne bottles popped and a long string of fire crackers was set off to dispel the bad spirits. “I know the date because we had the South China Morning Post open on the coffee table and it had ‘JFK Elected President of the United States,’ November 9th, 1960,” recalled Miller. The showroom was well located. The naval launches came to a jetty in front of the building. All around were topless bars and music parlors with accommodating hostesses and just along the street was the Luk Kwok Hotel, featured in The World of Suzie Wong, that year’s hit movie. Rediffusion House was conveniently topped with a three-pointed neon star that looked just like the Mercedes emblem, to which Mahlstedt would direct the sailors going on shore leave.


“We sold everything,” said Mahlstedt. “If you wanted a Mercedes or a Sunbeam Alpine you got it. It didn’t matter if we had it or not, we had it.” They also began selling liquor to the navy in the Far East when the prohibition on bringing five-packs of duty-free liquor to California was lifted. Bob Edmonds, working on his own, had gone to Sacramento and successfully lobbied the California legislature for a change in the regulations, arguing that it discriminated against military personnel.


Miller, meanwhile, had learned about a duty-free opportunity in Hawaii. On the way to Hong Kong, he had stopped off in Hawaii and stayed with his old friend Peter Fithian, a 1951 graduate of the Cornell Hotel School. The blond Bostonian had set up a company called Greeters of Hawaii and employed girls to dress up in hula-hula skirts and greet incoming airline passengers with a lei and a kiss. He was once featured in the then-popular CBS show What’s My Line?, in which contestants were interviewed by panelists who tried to guess their unusual occupation: his was kissing girls for a living. The airport terminal in Honolulu was a Quonset hut made of corrugated iron with a plywood floor. A new terminal was under construction to cope with a surge in tourism as Pan Am and American Airlines started replacing their eighty-seat Douglas DC-8 airliners with bigger Boeing 707s. Fithian introduced Miller to several of the concessionaires at the airport. “When they asked what I was doing, I told them I was in the duty-free business,” said Miller. “They said, ‘Oh, that’s interesting, because when the new terminal is finished, there will be a tender for a duty-free concession here.’”


Over a year later, when Miller was in Japan on a business trip, he got a call from Fithian to say the deadline for bidding on the duty-free concession at Honolulu airport expired that week. If he wanted to submit a tender, he would have to get to Hawaii right away and submit financial statements and a deposit. Miller called Feeney, who was in Geneva: “Chuck, I need a balance sheet in twenty-four hours. Can you send one out please?” Feeney got the accountant in the Geneva office to work up some figures and figured out how much they should bid, then telexed them to Miller, who flew to Hawaii. The bid, in the name of Tourists International Sales Ltd., guaranteed to pay Honolulu airport $78,000 for five years, starting on May 31, 1962, for the duty-free concession. It was a huge sum for a tiny retail space in the new terminal, but Feeney and Miller were gambling on the duty-free business picking up as tourism increased. Miller hardly slept the night before the opening of the bids. There were five contenders. They assembled at a government building to witness the director of transportation write the numbers on a large blackboard. Tourists International was successful. The second-highest bidder was a company called Mercury International, which was a money changer. When they realized they had lost, their manager offered Miller $100,000 to default on the bid. “No way!” he said.


A few months later, Miller and Feeney also secured the first duty-free concession at Kai Tak International Airport in Hong Kong. A new terminal building was also being constructed there to replace the British-built Nissan huts that had served passengers since World War II, and the runways were being extended to cater to the 707s. Dick Folta, a part-time car salesman, noticed in the weekly publication of airport tenders that the Hong Kong authorities also intended to introduce a duty-free concession for alcohol and tobacco in the new terminal, so he tipped off his bosses. Feeney and Miller bid for the concession under the name Tourists International (HK) Sales. Miller dropped off the tender in a box in the Hong Kong Civil Aviation building. To get the three-year contract, they guaranteed 28 percent of their gross sales, plus a nominal sum for the concession and all service charges. There was no public opening of bids in the British colony. Miller simply received a government letter one morning informing him that they had won.
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