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You’re going to like the way this reads.

I Guarantee It

The Untold Story Behind the Founder of Men’s Wearhouse

George Zimmer






PRAISE FOR GEORGE ZIMMER


“Over the decades, I’ve had to deal with George Zimmer on his sartorial expertise. I’ve always been a fan of his, and this book explains why.”

—Willie Brown, former mayor of San Francisco

“George Zimmer is one of the finest political historians that I know. He is a courageous stalwart of progressive ideals and democracy. This book is a great read.”

—Jim Gonzalez, former San Francisco supervisor

“Since my first encounter with George Zimmer in a private, closed-door meeting with Mikhail Gorbachev at the State of the World Forum back in 1999, I have valued George as a special counsel and my personal ethical guide for all my work in the disparate fields. He is a genuine American treasure and a revolutionary visionary, with a famous voice that can now be turned to saving us from ourselves—if we are ready to listen again. I guarantee it!”

—Daniel Sheehan, general counsel to the United States Jesuit Order’s National Office of Social Ministry in Washington, DC, and founder of the Christic Institute and the Romero Institute

“From the moment I met George Zimmer I knew we were in the presence of a very great man. George came to speak to the children of Northern Light School as one of our Impossible Is Nothing speakers. He shared with them his secret to persevering throughout his many years of overcoming tremendous obstacles, making history, and leaving his profound mark on others and the business world as founder and head of one of the most prominent and successful companies throughout this country. As he spoke, I listened with great admiration to his profound words characterized by compassion, wisdom, dedication, commitment, and unconditional love.”

—Michelle Lewis, founder and executive director of Northern Light School

“I left a career at the Men’s Wearhouse to go back to work for George Zimmer. He is a great boss—and his book is pretty good too.”

—Jason Jackson, president of Generation Tux

“I Guarantee It shows the rewards of determination, hard work, believe in yourself, and vision.”

—Joel Parrot, president and CEO of the Oakland Zoo

“George Zimmer is one of my dearest friends who long ago made a commitment to support the things that mattered most to the city of Oakland. His incredible commitment to the Oakland Zoo, and to the children of Northern Light School, has given me such hope for the future of this beautiful city.”

—Cornell C. Maier, World War II veteran, retired chairman and CEO of Kaiser Aluminum

“George Zimmer has always been the first to step up to the plate. He has always been my ace, my number one closer for getting the job done. George is my number one MVP in my Hall of Fame. I guarantee that!”

—Vida Blue, retired Major League Baseball player and recipient of the Cy Young Award, 1971

“An unconventional, charismatic, enormously successful business leader, George Zimmer shows how to help people become better than they ever thought they could and how business can transform society for good.”

—Jeffrey Pfeffer, professor of organizational behavior at Stanford’s Graduate School of Business and author of The Human Equation
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Introduction

In the days and months after I got fired from the company that I started, all I could think and feel was… why?

Emotionally, spiritually, and psychologically, I’d been shattered.

I’d been married and divorced twice. I had four kids, including one who died. I’d had an abdominal aortic aneurysm, known as a “Triple A,” and, more recently, emergency open heart surgery. What was I doing wrong? Turns out, not all that much.

Forty years earlier, I had launched the Men’s Wearhouse with the faith of an idealist who believed that if you treated everybody with fairness, dignity, trust, and respect, then everybody would prosper. From the very beginning in our fun, frantic early years when it wasn’t at all certain that we would survive, I held firmly to the belief that our future depended on the relationships we built with our employees, customers, suppliers, and neighbors. I held to that belief to the very end—a belief that allowed me to see what would become our success.

With a little help from my family and a beloved frat brother from college, I built the Men’s Wearhouse from the ground up. We began our operation in a single store in a far-flung Houston strip mall, where we kept our receipts in a cigar box and didn’t take checks or credit cards. By the time my hand-chosen chief executive officer and board of directors stabbed me in the back in the middle of 2013, the Men’s Wearhouse had grown from that single location to more than 1,100 stores in the United States and Canada. We were doing $2.5 billion a year in sales. We were worth a conservative $1.4 billion.

Seven years later, the new company created by the people who threw me out had gone bankrupt, and the multibillion empire of the Men’s Wearhouse had turned into dust.

This is a story of its rise and fall, from the heart of its creator, who saw the opportunity for success and had achieved it with his own hard work, the love and financial support of his family, and the help of a lifetime of friends he met along the way.

Millions of people knew us—knew me—by our slogan: “You’re going to like the way you look. I guarantee it.”

I grew up in the rich and leafy New York City suburb of Scarsdale, a son of privilege, although my father and mother both had to overcome major challenges: he was a World War II navigator who survived a Nazi prisoner-of-war camp after Hitler’s artillery shot down his B-24 bomber over Austria during World War II, and she was an adopted orphan whose biological mother fled the Stalinist pogroms of the early Soviet era.

I jumped into the sixties with my eyes wide open when I went away to college. At Washington University in St. Louis, where I resisted the Vietnam War and took up a lifetime appreciation of smoking marijuana, I got my degree in economics and set off on a road of self-discovery, toward becoming a man.

My father, who worked in the apparel industry, introduced me to the business and put me to work as a traveling salesman. When I got cheated by an unscrupulous department store buyer, I decided to start my own men’s clothing company to show the world how to do it right. We named it the Men’s Wearhouse, and we built it into a strong local chain in southeast Texas before we found out that an honest merchant with strong television advertising could make the company a national brand. We competed hard and swamped our rivals, both large and small, and we went public, and became a darling of Wall Street.

If I’d learned anything over the decades, with the success and growth of the Men’s Wearhouse, it was that most men quiver at the thought of having to buy their own clothes. I’d seen thousands of them walk into our stores in a nervous sweat. And I’d seen just as many walk out relieved and happy, with tailored, brand-name wardrobes that they could afford, that felt right, that would be appreciated by the people in their lives, and didn’t take too long to buy.

Make no mistake: in serving our customers, nobody got more joy out of the experience than I did. I traveled the world, and I got to know our country—store by store and city by city. I had the honor of meeting two presidents, Bill Clinton and Barack Obama. I got high with Baba Ram Dass. I bought a house in Hawaii and got to know and become friends with rock stars, athletes, and some of the most dynamic innovators in a generation of American business, like John Mackey of Whole Earth Foods and Marc Benioff of Salesforce.

From the beginning of our experiment with the Men’s Wearhouse, my partners and I sought to create a company known for its culture of heart as well as its smarts. We invested millions of dollars in our people, in training, in pay, in benefits—and in partying. We valued our employees’ personal happiness, knowing that it translated into greater productivity and a higher level of service to the customer. We hired people who brought joy to their work and who lived their lives with a sense of fun, and oh, how we sought to stoke it. Maybe that’s why Fortune magazine listed us among the top 100 companies in the country to work for, year after year after year.

The whole time I led the Men’s Wearhouse, I’d never even heard the term “stakeholder capitalism.” All we did was practice it, off a mission statement that aimed to nurture the creativity of our workforce and “strive toward becoming self-actualized people”—a tip of my philosophical hat to the top of the pyramid of humanist psychologist Abraham Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs.” Roughly defined, stakeholder capitalism means that all business decisions should take into account the interests of all stakeholder groups—workers, suppliers, the wider community, the environment—as well as the people who invest in the company. Stakeholder capitalism has become an international force in the last decade, with some of the biggest companies in the world now claiming to adhere to its principles. It represents a paradigm shift from an old model of capitalism, where the only thing a business needed to worry about was maximizing the wealth of its shareholders.

On top of all this, I nurtured some hobbies—ones that fed right back into the values of the Men’s Wearhouse. I deepened my understanding of the need for progressive capitalism through the World Business Academy, a Santa Barbara think tank. I supported scientific breakthroughs with an infusion of mysticism as a board member of the Institute of Noetic Sciences in Petaluma, California. I became a major funder of the successful medicinal marijuana campaign in California that has since changed the perception of pot—and made it legal to obtain marijuana in one fashion or another in forty-nine states.

And then, everything changed.

Like any rational man in his mid-sixties who built a successful business and who wanted to ratchet down his managerial duties, I had game-planned my retreat from the Men’s Wearhouse: an exit on my own terms. As far back as 2001, I knew I had to start thinking about picking a new CEO to replace me. My timetable toward transition gained urgency in 2002 when I learned that I had an abdominal aortic aneurysm that required surgery. A surgical rush job extracted me from immediate danger, but mortality can get your attention.

Knowing I wouldn’t be in charge forever, I looked around to find the company’s future leaders. I picked a former tie buyer who ably worked his way up in the company to replace me as chief executive officer, while I stayed on as executive chairman of the board. From the time the Men’s Wearhouse went public in 1992, I hand-picked a team of talented businessmen and creative thinkers to serve as directors. Many of you have probably heard of one of them—Deepak Chopra, the writer who mines the meeting ground between science and spirit. I met and liked Deepak and asked him to join our board, along with several other similarly thoughtful people whom I had met during my explorations over the decades into my assorted spiritual, philosophical, and financial curiosities.

In the end, they all wanted me gone. The guy who had the vision for the company was taken out by a collection of executives and board members that he had put in place in the company to begin with, people with whom he shared deep philosophical and spiritual beliefs. How did this happen?

There were some issues between me and the executives, for example my resistance to the amount of money some of them wanted to pay themselves. There were a couple of significant but not deal-breaking business disagreements. And there was one very significant departure of thinking in which I wanted to take the company private and they didn’t.

I think that all of those reasons paled, however, compared to our different levels of commitment to our founding ideals. I think my push to keep the Men’s Wearhouse true to its mission ran headlong into their greed, which led to their betrayal not so much of me, but of the progressive nature of a company that used to be a model of stakeholder capitalism.

Really, what choice did our executive team and our board of directors have? They had to fire me. I’d gone rogue, an unconscious but lifetime devotee of the way of doing business that takes everybody into consideration, not just the investor class.

So they fired me. And it made me angry. It made me bitter. It made me look for revenge, before I came to the realization that I could not continue in this world with a heart filled with hate and a soul that required retribution. I realized that if I was to achieve my own self-actualization, I would somehow have to reject my own animosity, my own growing sickness of soul, as well as my ego.

Over the years, I did manage to put the anger to rest, and as I did, I came into a new feeling. I returned to the essence of myself, who and what I am—a businessman. An entrepreneur.

I’m a competitor who wants to build the best business possible and take it to the top of his market.

I’m a hippie—still. Even in the business world, I compete with that spirit, infusing love into everything I do.

I’m a progressive, a liberal, a capitalist of the stakeholder variety.

I’m a CEO, a business leader who always has his eye on the future, for new ways of doing things.

I’m a reader, a sports fan, a thinker, and a connoisseur of marijuana, which I smoke regularly, and which helps shape a world perspective that I formulate daily while sitting at the end of my couch in the hills of Oakland, California, between puffs, between cable-television news shows, between innings of A’s games, between newspaper and magazine articles and the books on history, politics, and economics that line my shelves.

When I’m sitting around with no particular place to go, I run numbers through my head. I scratch out ideas on notebook paper. I see problems and my mind bounces toward business solutions. I’m enthralled by markets. I try to account for their shortcomings. I try to envision manners in which businesses can provide for society as a whole.

In my search for ways to create sustainable long-term value and be true to my merchant nature, I recently started up a new business. I call it Generation Tux, and my formal-wear rental business has since taken off. You may have seen—I’m back on TV, selling it.

My life that had become derailed in self-pity and self-regard has been placed back on track, with revitalized purpose of building this company on the vision of a sustainable stakeholder capitalism.

A shattered spirit had been restored.
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I’m a guy who once rode the prairies of Oklahoma and North Texas in a green Buick and who slept in cheap motels and sold canary-yellow sport coats to store owners who sometimes stiffed me on the bill. I’m also a guy who built a $2.5 billion company, and who, on the day of our transfer to the New York Stock Exchange, got to ring the closing bell.

Some days were good, some were better than others, and they all came with a lesson. But the day that really stands out in my memory—the one that’s got to be as good as any of them ever got—found me sitting in a golf cart on a perfect 85-degree day on the Big Island of Hawaii, smoking a joint with Neil Young.

Forgive me for the name-drop, but there is a point to the recollection of the moment in the cart, on the green-carpeted fairway, where I looked into a breathtaking expanse of blue sky and water and played a relaxed round of golf with one of the idols of my rock ’n’ roll youth. It’s more than just another peak experience from my past. It’s when I was truly hit by the revelation of my life’s most basic truth:

I am a fortunate son.



My father and mother were both born in New York City, one a bookkeeper’s son from Morningside Heights and the other the daughter of a prominent lawyer who was raised in a luxury Fifth Avenue apartment overlooking Central Park. I was born in New York City too: my folks had met, married, and moved to Stuyvesant Town a year before I was born in Doctors Hospital in 1948, but I can’t remember a thing from my life in the high-rise apartments built on the Lower East Side for rising post-war middle-class urbanites. My folks moved out of the towers when I was four, with my younger brother Jimmy already on board and my sister Laurie in the planning stages. My maternal grandfather put up the $5,000 down payment, and we moved into a $29,000 house in the suburb of Scarsdale. The same house is now worth $1.1 million. That was just the beginning of things that went right for me.

Robert Elkin Zimmer Jr., my father, was my number-one hero in life, and I’m proud to think that I was one of his, too. I broke into tears when he concluded the toast at my second wedding by turning to me and saying, “George, you’re the best damn businessman I ever met.”

Whatever success I’ve had in life pales in comparison to my father’s foundational accomplishment: managing to stay alive during World War II. Drafted into the Army, he made first lieutenant and was assigned as a navigator on a B-24 bomber to the Fifteenth Air Wing that had about a 100 percent casualty rate. This was a kid who didn’t even know how to drive a car.

My father probably didn’t spend ten minutes talking to his children about his World War II experiences. We’ve only been able to assess them in yearbooks that my grandmother kept. They include letters my father wrote home, from his training days in Texas to his account of the European theater from his base in Foggia on the east coast of Italy, to his description of life in a Nazi prisoner-of-war camp.

“The bombing runs are very long, and we heavy bombers do not use any form of evasive action,” he wrote his family after his flight team’s tenth run, in plain, matter-of-fact language that betrays none of the terror that had to be coursing through him while he navigated through anti-aircraft fire and attacks from German fighter planes. “You’ve got to maintain formation, to pattern-bomb effectively. Thus, all we do is fly right through the flak come hell or high water. Over Vienna, the flak was so thick, it seemed like one huge black cloud. You see it burst, you can hear it hit the plane. And when you figure that just one of the bursts can rip you apart, you begin to think—and pray. You wait in agony for the bomb to drop because only then can you rally away from the flak… Sometimes a ship is hit so badly you have to crash land or bail out, sometimes they blow up in front of your eyes… You might eat breakfast with a guy and then see him spinning over the target.”

On my dad’s thirteenth mission, Nazi ground fire turned his plane into the horror show he described in his letter. Shot out of the sky over the oil fields outside of Vienna that fueled Hitler’s war machine, my dad had the presence of mind while floating earthward in his parachute to rip off and throw away the dog tags that would have identified him as a Jew. Captured on the outskirts of Vienna, he was sent to a prisoner-of-war camp in Bavaria where he spent six months in captivity.

My father wrote in a neat, cursive script in his letters from Italy. Once he was shot down and captured, he switched to printing, an unspoken change that makes you think he suffered more than he spoke when he wrote to his mother and father, “Everything is moving along nicely in prison camp despite the inconveniences.” He said he’d been reading, playing basketball, and attending “camp activities.” Food, he wrote, “is an important item over here,” and he asked his folks to send him coffee, sugar, and dehydrated soup.

“Remember Mom, Dad—I’m in the best of health and I’m happy. Rooming with a great bunch of boys helps a lot.”

A little more than a month after that Nov. 16, 1944, letter, General George S. Patton’s Third Army ended the Nazi siege at Bastogne and slogged onward into Germany, liberating my father’s prisoner-of-war camp before pressing toward Berlin to end the war. My dad’s letters told of hearing Patton’s artillery thunder in the distance and mistaking the explosions for the sounds of our bombers, before they saw the American tanks crash through the fence line that surrounded the POW camp.

Back home in New York City, where he had grown up in an apartment on Riverside Drive at 110th Street, my father went to a 1946–47 New Year’s Eve party where he met a Macy’s sales clerk and University of Pennsylvania dropout. A year later, he married Marian Trosk in a ceremony at the Plaza Hotel.

How my mother gained entry into the world of Plaza Hotel weddings has remained a great family mystery, and the uncertainty of her origin has always fascinated and inspired me, while at the same time it has been a constant question mark in my life. The only thing we know for sure is that she was adopted as a baby out of a New York City orphanage. She never knew her biological mother, but according to family lore, a Ukrainian woman of Jewish origin fled her native country during the early years of the Soviet Union, in which tens of thousands of her people were slaughtered in the Stalinist pogroms. Somewhere between her overland flight from the steppe that stretched across the middle of the Eurasian land mass to the ship that took her across the sea to New York City, the woman, whose name we never knew, became pregnant. In America, she gave birth to a baby girl. Placed in the orphanage, my mother was adopted by one of the most prominent attorneys in Manhattan. His name was George Trosk, and he literally wrote the book on brief writing and appeals. The work is entitled Brief Writing and Appeals. You can buy it on Amazon for $851.

Governor Thomas Dewey once appointed my grandfather to head up a commission to investigate organized crime infiltration of pari-mutuel gambling in the state’s harness racing tracks. “Papa George,” as we called him, also represented the famed conductor Leopold Stokowski, best known for his collaboration with Walt Disney on Fantasia, in his high-society 1937 divorce from Johnson & Johnson heiress Evangeline Love Brewster Johnson. My grandfather was so good he was able to turn down a federal judgeship offered to him by Basil O’Connor, the former law partner and legal advisor to President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Papa George said he couldn’t afford the pay cut.

Emotionally speaking, my mother and father were two completely different people—fire and ice. Who knows what they saw in each other, back at that New Year’s party. My mother is the one who ran hot. She drank too much and could get extremely emotional. Call her unsettled, for lack of a better term. You could also call her smart, eccentric, witty, and adventurous. My theory is her restlessness stemmed from the mystery of her origin. She only had a vague idea about her birth mother and knew absolutely nothing about her biological father. Her family, wherever they were—were they all crazy? Were they geniuses? Gamblers or whores, or scientists or authors? I know the unknowns troubled her, from the conversations we had about it as I was growing up.

It’s not that my father didn’t express any emotion. But if his deadpan letters from the warfront are any indication, he just kept it sealed tight in the refrigerator of his inner being. He stayed inside himself, as you might expect from a man who had seen too much—growing up in the Depression, getting shot out of an airplane, and spending time in a prisoner-of-war camp. Back in our heyday, the Men’s Wearhouse made a bio film on me where they interviewed my father. You can see there how he blankets his emotions. The interviewer asks him what he thinks about his kid, and whether he’s proud of him, and my dad answers, “I’m surprised he became so successful.” He was just reticent when it came to talking about how he felt. He never learned how to think with his heart.

My take on their marriage was, they wanted a family, and once they had one, they did the best they could to make their relationship work for the sake of their children. I think I’d have to conclude that they did not love each other, at least in the years that I can remember, and to that extent, their relationship was dysfunctional. They almost never fought with each other, at least not in front of me. It seemed to me that they did their best to make their marriage work—for us. They loved their children. They did the best they could for all three of us, and once we grew up and were out of the house, they got divorced.



My Scarsdale memories took shape beneath a canopy of green. Most people know Scarsdale Village for being a perennial top five in the listing of the wealthiest communities in America, or for its famous Scarsdale diet, or for the gunshot murder of its author, the cardiologist Dr. Herman Tarnower, who came up with the difficult-to-adhere-to, but effective, 1,000-calories-per-day eating plan. Perhaps just as famous as the diet itself is the love-triangle story that eventually led Dr. Tarnower’s wife, Jean Harris, to do him in, an incident that dominated tabloid headlines for years.

But for me, the ingrained mental image of Scarsdale will always be its urban forest. Heritage beech and chestnut. Black cherry and walnut. Sycamore, swamp white oak, and shagbark hickory. Everywhere you rode on your bicycle, everywhere you walked, everywhere you played—you did it in the shade, in the green, at least during my favorite time of year, which was summer. In fall, the colors matched anything you’ll ever see in New England. In winter, with the trees shorn of their cover, haunting images of branch and twig outlined against the gray sky could also take your breath away, before they blossomed fresh again in spring.

I played thousands of innings of Wiffle ball under those trees on the side of our second house, on Bethel Road. One of the massive trunks acted as both home plate and backstop. Any pitch that hit that tree was a strike, and anything you could launch into the trees on the other side of the yard went into the books as a home run.

I liked school and did pretty well in it, at least according to the notes scribbled on my report cards (every one of which my mother saved). “George has exhibited increasing self-confidence in his own ability, and his qualities of leadership are more and more apparent in various class discussions and group activities,” my fifth-grade teacher at Greenacres Elementary School wrote. He saw something in me that I didn’t quite see until many years later, when I got it into my head to start the Men’s Wearhouse. Mr. (Hal) Baron also lauded me for “excellent work in the areas of Social Studies and Language Arts,” a precursor of my lifetime concern about what’s going on in America and the world. When it came to academics, I showed “consistent improvement” and demonstrated “considerably more concentration” as the academic years wore on. Reading through these comments today, in my seventies, I’m impressed by how closely these phrases echo the Japanese concept of kaizen, which loosely translates to “continuous improvement,” and became the word I used for my business philosophy as soon as I learned the term.

Even in my tender years, the record shows I developed an aptitude for business. I worked my way up from my paper route for the White Plains Reporter-Dispatch to become the regional circulation manager by the time I hit high school. I rode the circuit by car to oversee the collections brought in by about sixty newsboys from all over Scarsdale. Mr. Baron also noted on one of my report cards that “George has done a fine job as one of the two managers of our School Store.” I think this makes him the first to see that I had a future in retail.



I was hugely into sports as a kid. I wasn’t especially talented at anything, but I played everything and loved it all: pick-up baseball, football, basketball, as well as a little tennis. Golf came later.

As much as anything, sports helped me bond with my dad. My father took us everywhere, to Yankee Stadium (my favorite), the Polo Grounds (not a big Giants fan), Ebbets Field (loved Dem Bums, until they moved west), and Shea Stadium (I was so-so on the Mets). At the old Madison Square Garden, we rooted for the Knicks and the Rangers, and I once saw Lew Alcindor play a high school game for Power Memorial before he became Kareem Abdul-Jabbar.

My favorite kid sports memories go back to the Columbia football games, even though the Lions usually finished toward the bottom of the Ivy League standings. Saturdays in the fall, you could always find us at the Columbia games—my father’s alma mater, where he earned a business degree on the GI Bill. We’d sit in the stands at the old Baker Field on the banks of the Harlem River and sing “Roar, Lion, Roar,” while Columbia usually lost. Except for 1961, when the blue-shirted Lions shocked the world when they won the Ivy title under Coach Aldo Donelli, with the Zimmer zealots in the stands. They haven’t won one since.

Although I never had the physical tools to be a great athlete, there was something about the spirit of athletic competition that has always burned inside of me. Just about my whole life I brought it to every venue I entered, especially in business, and especially as CEO of the Men’s Wearhouse, where I played hard and tough, and where I played to win, not just for myself, but for everybody on my team.

My father, though—he was a pretty good athlete himself. He’d take us to watch him play softball on Sundays in a men’s league at the neighborhood schoolyard. He roamed center field and batted third, although not everybody took the games as seriously as he did—I remember guys smoking cigars while they played first base.

My mother also had her hobbies. She liked to drive fast cars and fly airplanes. Like I said earlier, she also liked to drink. Sometimes, she liked to fly and drink. Usually, she’d take a bottle of scotch along as her copilot. Not surprisingly, she mostly flew alone, sometimes just for the experience, sometimes to family events like college graduations. The rest of us drove.

My mother’s drinking sometimes led to erratic behavior. As kids, we always had to think twice before we brought a friend over to the house. You never knew which mother you were going to get when you got home from school. Sometimes, you got normal mom, who was friendly and talkative. Sometimes, you got lunatic mom—eccentric and unpredictable. We used to tease her sometimes when she got sloshed, and you never knew how she’d react. One time she picked up a dish and threw it at me. She’d just bought a whole set and they were supposed to be unbreakable. Ha! The plate missed me and smashed into a thousand pieces when it hit the wall, which gave us all a pretty good laugh, although it makes me a little sad to remember it now. And there was nothing funny about the tension her inability to manage her booze created between her and my father.

Don’t get me wrong about my mom. Same as everybody, she was a complex human being who could be good, bad, or ugly. And same as it should be for everybody, nobody ever loved me more, or so unconditionally. Nobody ever provided me with more encouragement, or support. She instilled in me a belief that I could do anything I wanted in life, could accomplish anything I wanted to, be any person that I wanted to be. Nobody did more to boost my confidence. I was her firstborn, and I think I was her favorite among the three of us kids. At least I felt I was the favorite, as every child should, and that gave me a feeling that whatever I did was going to turn out all right, and I carried that belief within myself all my life.

I wouldn’t say that she was an optimistic person, but she sure made me one. She gave me a sense that if I gave anything my best, it would turn out all right, and that was a spirit that allowed me to take some of the chances that worked out pretty well for me later in life.

More than anyone else, despite the fact that my dad was the business guy, she gave me the faith in myself to launch my own company, to make it grow, to make it great.

The two of them, for whatever their imperfections, set me up for the long haul of life with love and support, a sense of the idyllic, and plenty of good fortune.



Some of my best memories growing up had my brother and me accompanying my father on his job. Decades before anybody ever heard of “take-your-kid-to-work day,” my dad packed the two of us up to accompany him when he made his rounds on weekends as a vice president for Robert Hall Clothes. This was the big men’s clothing chain that did pretty well around New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles during the fifties and sixties. He signed on with them right out of college as a $35-a-week stock boy. Sure as he made it out alive from a blown-up B-24 bomber, he was promoted through the Robert Hall hierarchy.

On non-football Saturdays, his job took him out on the road to personally check out stores in the tristate area. My brother and I had a blast playing hide-and-seek in the coat racks, on the car trips that took us from Stamford to Yonkers to Teaneck. The best part was once he finished his business, he took the three of us out to lunch, and usually in some fun place where they had those electronic bowling machines.

Somehow, the Robert Hall moments—the smell and feel of the clothes on the racks, the sight of tailors doing their work and satisfied customers walking away with a garment bag over their shoulders—must have sealed themselves into my unconscious, because they later emerged in the very layout of the Men’s Wearhouse. Our first Men’s Wearhouse store, and all our early stores when we became a small chain in Houston, we consciously laid out on the Robert Hall model. The idea: huge volume, low cost, and no frills, for men who just wanted to get in and get out as quickly as they could. Linoleum floors and metal pipe racks on wheels—step right up, buy the one suit you’re going to own for the next ten years, and be on your way.

If the Robert Hall model provided half of the idea for me to become a men’s apparel merchant, my father provided the other half when he quit the chain to go into business for himself, about the time I was a freshman in high school. He left Robert Hall to create his own raincoat manufacturing business for boys. He called it Royalad Apparel, later to be renamed Zimco Industries. I worked for him all through high school, driving a truck over the summers and picking up garments at his three factories in Connecticut and transporting them to his warehouse. Making the runs, I’d dig on the AM radio hits of the day like Sam the Sham and the Pharaohs’ “Wooly Bully” and the Lovin’ Spoonful’s “Summer in the City,” a couple of my favorites.

I remember one day in November 1963, when my dad damn near jumped out of his chair at the sight of something on TV. The occasion was John F. Kennedy’s funeral. Perhaps the most searing visual of the day occurred when the camera turned to the assassinated president’s three-year-old son and the little boy snapped off a salute to the carriage that contained the casket of his slain father. While my father wept with America, he also exclaimed about John-John’s attire, “My God—he’s wearing our coat!” The most royal lad in the country was wearing my father’s clothes.



My mother taught me that with wealth came obligation. She was president of a service organization called Vacation Camp for the Blind. They’d run people to dances and such at neighborhood American Legion halls and up to the Catskills for two-week breaks from summer in the city. When I got old enough to drive, she signed me up to chauffer blind people to summer camp.

She gave me the keys to her car and addresses and directions to the homes of Westchester County’s poor, mostly in apartment buildings, where I would knock on the clients’ doors and drive them to wherever we were going.

Most of the people I picked up were African American. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t scary to go into some of those buildings in some of the tougher corners of Westchester County, of which there were a few. Race riots had already begun to break out and the tension between white and Black in New York City and across America had grown pretty thick. But the people were extremely appreciative of what we were doing, and it didn’t take long for their neighbors to approve of the white boy from Scarsdale, too.

These visions of poverty exposed me for the first time in my life to the reality of income and wealth inequality, and how it disproportionately affected Black people, at least in the corner of the world I grew up in. I mean, you didn’t need to be a sociologist to see the 1964 disparity between Scarsdale and some of the poorer neighborhoods of Yonkers. Most of the people I drove around were on Social Security, and most of the people I encountered in their neighborhoods lived on less than that. Poverty up close hit me right in the mouth. I didn’t yet know what to make of what I was seeing and learning.

Neither my mother nor my father was particularly political. But if anything from my youth shaped the progressive politics that I would embrace as an adult, I’d sure have to say that this exposure to inequality pried my eyes wide open. It was one thing to read about the issues in the New York Times or the White Plains Reporter-Dispatch. It was a whole other thing to see it up close, even in Westchester County, and I have my mother’s social sense to thank.

I would have so much more to thank her for in the future, including her generosity that saved me and the Men’s Wearhouse from financial ruin.



All four of my grandparents played large roles in raising and shaping me. In effect, I had six parents, another part of my life’s good fortune. We visited one set of grandparents or the other pretty much every weekend, at my father’s folks’ middle-class apartment on Riverside Drive at 110th Street or my mother’s parents’ place with the multimillion-dollar view of Central Park.

Papa Al—my dad’s dad—lost a business during the Depression and never seemed to get over it. He counted other people’s money as a bookkeeper for thirty years before he retired and then died with a chip on his shoulder when I was in high school. Maybe he never reached his potential as a businessman, but he sure did know his numbers. I think my own proficiency at arithmetic came from being around him, some of it in the form of playing gin. His wife, my grandmother, Nana Jessie, was an incredibly sweet lady. Her warmth made up for Papa Al’s gruff demeanor. Anytime I’d go into a funk, she knew how to retrieve me from the brink, with a bowl of the chocolate ice cream she always kept in the freezer. “George,” she used to tell me when I’d ask her if too much chocolate ice cream was bad for you, “chocolate ice cream is never bad for you.”

Nana Jessie also had her own theatrical costume business. I remember her lugging boxes of ensembles on city buses. She got to know producers, theater managers—everybody, and she parlayed those contacts into the best seats in the house on Broadway. And I do mean the best: four, in the fourth-row center. The theaters kept them in reserve in the event that President Eisenhower, Kennedy, or Johnson, or any one of their friends or relatives, ever wanted to catch a show. When they didn’t, Nana Jessie somehow worked her way onto the list to fill them. I don’t remember missing anything I really wanted to see. My loving Nana and these trips to Broadway gave me my sense of fun. I’d like to think I picked up some schtick from all those Broadway plays when it came time to go on TV for the Men’s Wearhouse, and of course the transformative role of costume, in theater and the real world, was not lost on someone who came to be a big player in the garment industry.

On my mother’s side, things were more formal. Papa George and Nana Gertie had maids and servants. Dinner at their house came out in courses, right down to the creamed herring and chopped chicken liver (which I loved). Nana Gertie died fairly young. Papa George, in her absence, wore a black tie every day for the rest of his life. Our weekends with him shifted to our house. He’d take the train up to Scarsdale and hang with the kids pretty much every weekend. He had his own bedroom in our house.

On Saturday nights, my mother and father usually went out to dinner or some other event with their friends. My brother and sister and I would then eat dinner with Papa George, a meal that he always capped with a shot of bourbon. Jimmy and Laurie would then take off to go hang out with their friends, and I would stay home and listen to Papa George’s stories about the law. He had a million of ’em. If you don’t believe me, Google him.

Papa George was a fairly conservative guy. As liberal as I am, my memories of my grandfather have always underlined the need for counterbalance. I’ve always believed that compassion and empathy must stand side by side with accountability and hard work. Papa George gave me the accountability and hard work part. He also passionately believed that the rule of law stood above all else in a civilized society. I would later ask, whose law, and for whom, but I understood that Papa George was talking about standards and rules that everybody had to live by, without favor or preference. Even though he was conservative, he showed me what he meant when he told me, years later, that he voted for Jimmy Carter against Gerald Ford in the 1976 presidential election, solely on the basis of Ford pardoning Richard Nixon, who my grandfather thought was, in fact, a crook.

My grandfather preached integrity above all else. No matter who you were or what you did, if you were honest and upright, you would always have your sense of self-respect, which would keep you fighting into the next round. It was something, in his view, that you always had to hold, even when nobody was looking and the stakes were small—like me, driving him somewhere and going fifty miles per hour when the speed limit said forty-five. He’d call me on it. And, when my dad had his own business, Papa George used to protest when my dad paid for dinner on his company credit card. My dad would laugh it off, as if it all came out in the wash. Papa George thought the tax implications of a business versus a personal expense mattered, right down to the penny.

Looking back, I can see how the six distinct personalities and characteristics of my mother, my father, and my four grandparents shaped me into the person I became. They were all honest, and they worked hard, and they were smart. They had high standards, and they exposed me to different values that made me think about the world outside of myself, made me think about others, and as an adult, made me aware that in business, there was a hell of a lot more to success than just making money.



Coming from a white, upper-middle-class, Jewish family sure had its advantages. One of the best was when I was thirteen and my folks sent me off on a train tour of North America, in the summer of ’62—my coming of age.

My parents sent me on the trip with my best friend, Charlie Bresler, another kid from Scarsdale who lived eight houses away from me. Some thirty years later, long after we fell out of contact, Charlie, who by then had become a big-shot psychologist, saw me in a TV ad and called me on the phone. I ended up hiring him into the Men’s Wearhouse, and he eventually became our president.

Charlie and I called the train trip the “Teen Tour.” Along the way, the two of us learned to play bridge, which gave me an outlet for my competitive spirit. I think it was by playing bridge that I first learned that I’m an alpha male. Some of the skills that go into being a good bridge player—being able to intuitively read your partner’s moves, and being able to see multiple developments taking place at the same time—would later serve me hugely in business. Charlie and I, we turned into a real good team. By the time we circled the country, nobody on the train could beat us. We maintained our partnership all the way through high school, a pair of nerdish teenagers who kicked ass in local tournaments.

First up on the Teen Tour was a ride across Canada on the Canadian Pacific Railway, from Winnipeg to Vancouver. Then, a border crossing to Seattle and down the West Coast, to San Francisco, and over to Yosemite National Park. The wonder of granite and falling water spoke for itself, but what really stuck in my mind and heart was meeting a girl on the valley floor. Under the expanse of the Milky Way and spread out over the hood of a car, I enjoyed the splendor of my first kiss.

Next stop, Los Angeles, and a couple of nights at the Ambassador Hotel, where Bobby Kennedy would be assassinated six years later. Our group scored some tickets to a happening in the Cocoanut Grove, the hotel’s famous nightclub, but Charlie and I had other plans. We wanted to go see a baseball game in the new stadium that opened that year in Chavez Ravine. No car, no problem—we were New Yorkers, and we knew how to take the bus. The chaperones gave us our ten bucks that was supposed to go toward the fancy night in the ballroom. We used the cash to pay for the bus fare and a pair of seventy-five-cent seats in the right-field bleachers, with plenty left over for hot dogs and Cokes.

Out of L.A., we rumbled across the desert tracks to the West Texas town of El Paso where we fell in love with Lawrence of Arabia, which we saw on the big screen in a downtown theater. Across the south, we reached destination Miami where we boarded a cruise ship for a three-day tour of the Bahamas. In port at Nassau, I experienced another first—my first drunk. They’d stocked our room on the cruise ship with a lineup of minis. I chose the Harveys Bristol Cream, my Nana Jessie’s favorite.

Booze would later become a problem for me, just like it was for my mother. I had no problem, however, giving it up when I knew it was time. I got off the sauce easy enough, with the help of a different type of medicine that I had come to try and would continue to enjoy over the years—marijuana.



I wish that everybody could be a fortunate son or daughter. I wish that everybody could be raised in the same kind of family cocoon that gave me the chance to create a successful business. I wish that everybody could see the Yankees, tour the country, and even get a sense of the wider world at the ripe old age of thirteen.

Of course, I worked hard—you can’t accomplish anything without sacrifice and effort. I also did come up with that catchy slogan that people still greet me with on the street or at sporting events where I now live in Oakland. Maybe I did have some innate talent and smarts, and maybe my competitive spirit drove me to succeed in ways that you couldn’t if you weren’t an alpha male (or female). I for sure am a guy who came up with good idea at a good time and a good place. I also like to think that I’m a decent human being, and that good karma matters.

Even if all of the above is true—and it is—the fact remains that there are billions of people in this world who assuredly are just as decent, who work just as hard, who are just as driven, and who are just as smart. Still, they were never able to create their own businesses. Their faces never invaded television sets from coast to coast and they weren’t fortunate enough to buy a second home in Hawaii.

What did I have that they lacked? The answer I always come back to is my good fortune.

By the accident of birth, I was delivered into a solid and supportive post–World War II nuclear family headed by greatest-generation parents who gave me confidence as well as opportunity at a time when my country was at the height of its international influence and economic greatness. I was fortunate that my parents had the resources to raise me in an idyllic social and physical environment. I was fortunate that they conditioned me to expect the best, from myself and from everybody I met.

Maybe I was most fortunate that they sent me off to one of the finest universities in the world, in the decade when people my age—in all our self-regard—considered ourselves the vanguard of enlightened societal transformation, to liberate the country out of war and racism and stagnant thinking.

We thought we could reshape the world.
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