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			praise for
Can’t Do It Yourself

			I had the profound privilege of working closely with Mike Leven for several years and have benefitted greatly from the depth of his wisdom. Now, in his eagerly anticipated book, Can’t Do It Yourself, a good deal of that wisdom is available to everyone, which is a rare gift. 

			No matter one’s title, profession, or level of success, there is only upside to reading Mike’s book. It oozes authenticity and humility, just like Mike, and he shares valuable lessons learned throughout his career that all of us can apply. There is a reason Mike has received pretty much every lifetime achievement award given in the hospitality industry and why whenever anyone who knows him comes to town, they make it a point to stop by. Treasure this book—Mike is truly one of a kind and has my highest respect.

			—Kenneth R. Greger, partner, August Leadership, LLC

			What I like about Can’t Do It Yourself is that it provides seventy to eighty pithy life lessons. These lessons come from life experiences that shaped Mike’s compassionate-based values and at the same time made him a fierce competitor. From front to back of CDIY are examples of Mike courageously taking bold risks by bringing together buddies, family, and/or teams to battle together overwhelming forces, prejudice, and misconceptions.

			—Philip C. Lee, founder, Leaders Edge & Lead Together Mastery

			I had the privilege of working for Mike. I claim him as my surrogate father in business. As he shares in his book, Mike leads through life lessons. Always wanting to be a teacher, he engages the people around him with humility, a caring and close relationship, and quickly giving the credit to others. He made complex strategies simple and always focused on taking care of the employees and customer. In these troubling times, Mike’s approach to leadership and to life is refreshing, authentic,
and rewarding.

			—S. Kirk Kinsell, former CEO, IHG Americas

			Talking the talk is easy. Mike Leven has spent his entire life walking the walk. The foundation of Mike’s career, spanning over sixty years of extraordinary impact as a leader in business and philanthropy, is a personal, ethical, and moral compass that never wavers from true north. Mike Leven has inspired me for decades, and the life lessons he shares in Can’t Do It Yourself will be a beacon for anyone who reads this engrossing story of a life well lived.

			—James S. Grien, president & CEO, TM Capital

			I have been associated with Mike Leven for over thirty-five years and have found him to be a great individual, probably the best in his field of hospitality. Mike has a keen mind and opinions that are studied and well thought out. Mike is a strategically forward thinker and his thoughts about our present situations and what the future looks like are serious and you should consider them to be prescient. He looks to the past to understand today and our future. This is true as a leader in the hospitality industry and the larger world around us. I trust Mike’s judgement and I have followed his advice for years. This book is a must-read.

			—Bernie Marcus, former CEO & cofounder, The Home Depot

			Business bookshelves creak from the weight of immodest CEO hagiographies with soon-to-be-forgotten truisms. However, Mike Leven’s reflections in Can’t Do It Yourself tower over the genre with his candid life and leadership retrospection. Leven is unusually humble and yet proud with durable messages for the ages. Leven’s leadership model is different from the boastful titans of technology and other freewheeling individualists, which underplay the dependency upon others for a leader’s success. In Can’t Do It Yourself, Leven uniquely explains the way leaders must skillfully and responsibly leverage relationships across technologies, sectors, continents, communities, ages, gender, and races in vivid examples that bypass business clichés and Sunday School sermonizing. Leven’s anchoring in principles is not PR-packaged image management clean-up after success but a self-aware way of life core to his success. A committed capitalist, Leven shows the path for doing good while doing well.

			—Jeffrey A. Sonnenfeld, Senior Associate Dean for Leadership Studies, Lester Crown Professor of Leadership Practice, Yale School of Management

			Can’t Do It Yourself represents living principles and values Mike believed and applied in his personal and professional life. The title of the book itself shows his broadness of mind, compassion, and humility of his heart.

			This book is a true inspiration, full of real-life lessons Mike has recorded for those who want to use it as a guide and resource to navigate their own life as “compassionate leaders” for the betterment of humanity.

			—H. P. Rama, chairman of the board, Auro Hotels

			There is a problem with Can’t Do It Yourself. Once you start reading it, all other plans for the day are deferred. That is
how compelling this book is.

			In addition to being relentlessly interesting, the book is relentlessly wise. That is because Mike Leven wrote it. And wisdom is the key to everything good in life—to happiness,
to success, to making a good world.

			Since very few schools—from elementary school to graduate school—teach wisdom, Mike Leven and his book are indispensable. If you are starting or developing a business, a high school or college student who wants to succeed in life, or just a human being wanting to understand life better—and be entertained by an amazing life story along the way—I cannot recommend Can’t Do It Yourself highly enough. It is a great book by a great man. Both are very rare.

			—Dennis Prager, nationally syndicated radio talk show host,
president of the internet-based Prager University (PragerU), and New York Times bestselling author of ten books, including most recently volume two of The Rational Bible
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			This book is dedicated to my wife, Andrea. For sixty years she
has been my best friend, my adviser, my mentor, my psychiatrist, my teacher, my lover, and the mother and grandmother of my children and grandchildren. She is the one without whom the journey would never have been the same. I offer both my thanks and my apologies for the challenges she had to manage during our life together.
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INTRODUCTION

			“Why do you work so hard?” someone once asked me. The answer was twofold. First, I always felt a responsibility to do my job to the best of my ability, but also, I was sincerely interested in my work and in the people I encountered through my business endeavors. My understanding of business is not about numbers, hierarchies, and the bottom line; it is about the human side of business.

			I worked for fifty-three years in the hospitality industry. Tourism brings people together. The hotel industry is comprised of places where different people come together for unique reasons. What I learned from this industry is that the values so near and dear to me are the same as those that are near and dear to others. Beyond being profitable, the hospitality industry can lead by example, showing tolerance by treating the many communities that we serve and employ with understanding.

			My career was an education. I learned that at their cores, businesses are about people: the people whom they serve, the people whom they employ, and the people connected to the organizations with which the businesses collaborate. To be successful in business, you must understand the human side of decisions and interactions; you must form relationships and connect to people on a personal level.

			It’s been a long, hard, and wonderful road. I have learned so much. I am still learning. After fifty-three years, I can honestly say that I never compromised my ethics or values. I battled for the customers, for my employees, and for principled actions. What matters at the end of a long career is who you influenced and how you have influenced them. This is the story of what I learned during my career, how I came to learn those lessons, those who changed the course of my career and my life, and how my experience and knowledge helped me to influence others in positive ways.

		

	
		
			PART I

			
A Strong Foundation


		

	
		
			
Chapter 1

			
A Childhood in Boston, 1937–1955

			The Apartment in Mattapan

			Among the pictures in my condominium in Atlanta of my sons, my wife, my parents, the friends that I have made, and the places that I have been, there are two pictures of my maternal grandfather. One is a wedding photo taken in 1903 in which he and my grandmother stand stiffly in their wedding clothes, their tight expressions of concentration cast in fading sepia tones. He is so young that I often cannot really recognize him; he seems not to be another version of the man I knew but someone else entirely. Then sometimes I catch his image at the right angle, and I see the grandfather I knew in the near-smile on that young man’s face. I want to tell him about the life that he will go on to lead, and about my life. I want to tell him all the ways that the decisions he is making then, and has already made, will guide not only the rest of his years but also mine.

			The other photo that I have of my grandfather was taken in 1941 by an amateur photographer, my grandfather’s youngest son, Lou. I am present in that photo, sitting on my grandfather’s knee at four years old. I don’t actually remember the moment, but I have built a memory around that image after looking at it for so many years. I can smell the starch of my grandfather’s button-up shirt as well as the outdoors that soaked into his skin; I can feel the roughness and warmth of his hands around my arms. I know the sound of his laugh as it rose from his belly into his chest. Even then, I think he looked at me with great expectations.

			My grandfather and grandmother lived with my parents and me until I was sixteen years old and then they moved to an old neighborhood in Roxbury, and we moved from the triplex to a duplex. I was raised in that intergenerational household with what was akin to two sets of parents. I am an only child, born in 1937 between the miscarriages of my less fortunate siblings, doted upon by both my parents and my grandparents. My mother, Sari, was a secretary who left her job when she was pregnant so that, along with my grandmother, Ida, she could stay home with me; my father, David, was a traveling salesman who was often away for many days at a time; and my grandfather, Frank Goldberg, was a foreman at the dungaree factory. Together we lived in the first-floor apartment of a triplex that my grandparents rented in Mattapan at 624 Norfolk Street, on the corner of Blue Hill Avenue. The apartment had three bedrooms, a boiler that had to be lit to procure hot water, a coal bin in the basement, and an ice box on the back porch where ice was delivered (since we had no refrigerator). We also had no air-conditioning and no washer or dryer. Although I was happy then, I did not truly understand the riches of that upbringing until I was older.

			For the decades that my parents lived there, Mattapan was a unique community. Along with Dorchester and Roxbury, it comprised an area of Boston where over ninety thousand Jews lived in just three square miles. It was a safe and close-knit community filled with kosher butcher shops, delis (including the famous G&G Deli where presidential candidates frequently made stops to campaign), bakeries, eateries, cafés, movie theaters, synagogues, parks, the Young Men’s Hebrew Association, bookstores, and schools. People shopped, ate, worked, learned, and played within those connected neighborhoods. As a child, I grew up coming home from school for a home-cooked lunch at noon, walking from Charles Logue Grammar School, to Hebrew school at Temple Beth Hillel every afternoon, and venturing out on my own after dinner and on weekends to find pickup games in the Norfolk Street Playground, to Boston on the trolley with friends, or to dances and part-time jobs as a teenager. On summer days, I would go out in the morning and not return home until dark. My parents never worried about me. It was the kind of community where people knew and took care of their neighbors, where fathers congregated on stair stoops on Sunday mornings and mothers spoke to one another while out running errands, where all the kids of roughly the same age ran together in friendly and gregarious packs, where grandparents told stories on park benches and young people listened. It was safe—we did not even have a key to lock our apartment—and mostly protected from the dangers, both criminal and social, of the outside world.

			I had two especially good friends then, Norman Patz and Arnold Coran. The three of us grew close in our shared neighborhood, as casual play turned into formal clubs organized through schools and community centers. Together we were in Cub Scouts, the Jordan’s of Mattapan, B’nai B’rith Youth AZA (Aleph Zadik Aleph), and the other formal groups where I had my first leadership experiences, becoming captain of the Jordan’s football team and president of the AZA chapter. Eighty-three years later, I am still friends with both Norman, a retired rabbi, and Arnold, who became a famous pediatric surgeon at the University of Michigan. It reminds me that even relationships that seem casual can be extremely significant. Many of the relationships and experiences from my youth came to have a great impact on my later life.

			The neighborhood where I grew up was also a community of immigrants. Both of my parents were the children of immigrants, as was the case for most of my friends. These immigrants largely left their pasts behind. They did not teach their children their native languages or talk about the experiences that had pushed them to leave the countries where they were born. They embraced English and America, but they also kept with them the spirit of community and generosity that had helped them to survive in their past lives and to succeed in their transitions to Boston.

			My grandfather was from a small town outside of Odessa, Slavita, Ukraine, in Crimea, Russia. He came to the US in 1896 when he was fifteen years old and met my grandmother, also an immigrant, from the farming town of Tavyan, Lithuania. They married in 1903 in the United States. Neither of them ever told me stories about the places where they were from. Although their first languages were Russian and Yiddish, they spoke only English to me. Even my mother did not speak Russian, and she understood only a rudimentary amount of Yiddish. Russian was a language that my grandparents left behind, and Yiddish was a language that they used on few occasions, together, when they needed to have a private conversation in the public space of our small apartment. I was always amazed when it made an appearance—a secret code between them.

			My father often traveled when I was young. He sold paint for Lehman Brothers in New Jersey, working a territory from western Massachusetts to Rhode Island and Connecticut. He used to play catch with me on the small patch of grass on the side of our apartment. He would often be home for a couple of days, then gone for a couple of days, home for a week, then gone the next week. When he was home, he would tell me about his customers. He spoke about them as though they were friends, recounting anecdotes about their kids, describing funny tricks that their dogs had been taught, and repeating jokes or stories that they told him. He often stayed in their homes overnight while on his trips, as though he was a relative who had come to town. His customers were important to him. He valued not only their business but also their respect and friendship. He knew how to take care of them.

			My father also engaged me in the wider community of the city by taking me to sporting events. We saw Red Sox, Boston Braves, Boston Celtics, and Boston Patriots (as they were known then) games; the Boston Bruins play in the Stanley Cup playoffs; the 1948 World Series when the Boston Braves played Cleveland; and other major events that brought the entire city of Boston together. We saw “Hammerin’ Hank” Greenberg play for the Pittsburgh Pirates against Boston. During batting practice, he threw a ball to me up in the stands. It went over my head, and I didn’t catch it, but I fully appreciated his noticing me. In 1947, my father took me to Jackie Robinson’s first game playing with the Brooklyn Dodgers against the Boston Braves at the Braves field in Boston. When he took the field, the crowd in the stands behind us shouted derogatory remarks, calling him names and telling him to go home. He looked confident as he jogged out onto the field, engaged fully in the goal at hand. But I was bothered by the harassment from the fans. I was ten years old, and both his appearance and the reception he was given had a major effect on me.

			In 1943, my father was drafted into World War II and was gone for two years, eventually fighting in the Battle of the Bulge, Seventh Armored Division of Patton’s Third Army. I had nine relatives who fought in World War II; one did not survive. One of my relatives, a cousin named Chester Gelbert, came to live with us after he was discharged so that he could attend Northeastern University. Chester was my grandfather’s oldest son’s son. He became like an older brother to me during those four years that he stayed in our guest room before he left to take a job working for DuPont in Delaware. I asked my grandfather once why his last name was Goldberg, and Chester’s last name (and the names of my uncles Barney and Lou) was Gelbert. He explained that the younger generation had changed their names so that they would not be discriminated against and could get jobs.

			My father sent letters during the years that he was away at war, and I imagine that it was a very tense time for my mother, although she never showed her worry. For me it was like my father was on an extended work trip. In his absence, I still had three adults to
care for me.

			My father returned home before Christmas in 1945. A few months later, he borrowed a 1946 Chevrolet, one of the first cars off the line, from my uncle, and we drove with my father’s mother—an immigrant from Lithuania who also lived near Boston—to Miami for a vacation. It took us five and a half days to make the drive, and another five and a half days to drive back, all for a weeklong stay in Florida. The trip was as much about the drive from the East Coast to the South and back as it was about our days relaxing on the beach. It was my first real experience outside of our Boston neighborhood.

			I remember the sign that announced we had crossed the Mason-Dixon Line when we left Pennsylvania. We drove on to Richmond, Virginia, and stopped for lunch. There, for the first time in my life, I saw water fountains and bathrooms labeled “white” and “colored.”

			“What does that mean?” I asked my parents.

			I can’t recall exactly how they explained segregation to me, only that they recognized that it was an odd and unfair concept.

			Our trip through the southern states continued to reveal things that were foreign and ugly to me. We traveled on old roads, Routes 301 and 17, lined with dilapidated shacks where the descendants of slaves lived. Children my age played outside in ragged clothes, barefoot, with punctured and flat basketballs, or with baseballs that had lost their leather, using sticks in place of bats. There was something strange as well as something familiar about it.

			In Miami, we stayed at a kosher hotel called the Lord Balfour (my grandmother was kosher). I know now that the hotel was named for Lord Balfour who wrote the Balfour Declaration, which became a large part of the Zionist movement. The hotel is still there, although now it is a boutique hotel.

			During the next week, as we went to cafés, beaches, restaurants, and parks, I read signs that said, “No Negroes. No Jews. No dogs.”

			“Why do they have those signs?” I asked my parents. At nine years old, I wasn’t bothered, but I was curious.

			“It’s just like that in the South,” my parents told me.

			When I was older, we went to Cape Cod in the summers—after Labor Day when the rates were lower. I saw that same sign in the windows of restricted hotels: “No Negroes. No Jews. No dogs.” That kind of discrimination had been normalized and was largely invisible. In 1947, the Academy Award-winning film Gentleman’s Agreement was released starring Gregory Peck as a journalist posing as a Jew to uncover the discrimination of Jews in resort hotels. It gave context and shape to what I had seen a few years earlier. Those types of institutional restrictions lasted until the 1960s when, as a young salesman, I was representing hotels that had policies against taking Jews. Informally, such restrictions lasted even longer. In 1981, when moving my family to the suburbs north of Chicago, my real estate broker informed me that I could not buy a house in a town called Kenilworth because I was a Jew.

			Homeland

			From a young age, I was involved in many activities, and I loved sports and theater. My only burden was Hebrew school, which demanded a great deal of my time, taking place Monday, through Thursday and Sunday mornings for two hours at a time. I had to squeeze it in after school before sports started from the age of seven until thirteen. I received good marks in Hebrew school, but I always got a C in conduct because I didn’t behave very well; it was difficult for me not to resent the time it took away from my play.

			I played baseball in pickup games in my neighborhood at the Almont Street and Norfolk Playgrounds nearly every day. Sports and theater created level playing fields that were color blind and transcended the prejudices of workplaces and neighborhood divisions. It was a space removed from social and political pressures, where those involved were immersed solely in the game or the show. Although a lot of the boys I played baseball with were Jewish, they were also Irish Catholic and Greek as well as anyone of around the same age who had a mitt and a passion for the game. We gathered on sunny afternoons in a sandlot, split ourselves into teams, and played for hours, sometimes arguing over pitches and tags but mostly just loving the game.

			When I was twelve, I was playing baseball at the Almont Street Playground that was near Saint Angela’s Church. I was a pretty good baseball player, and I was precocious at that time, taking a lead in solving conflicts and cheering on my teammates. That day there was a priest named Father O’Leary watching the game. When the game was over, Father O’Leary came to me and said, “You’re a pretty good baseball player. Would you like to play in the CYO League?”

			I knew that he was referring to the Catholic Youth Organization. There was no Little League baseball at that time; instead, teams and games were often organized through religious and community organizations.

			I said, “Sure, Father. I’d be happy to play.”

			“What’s your name?” he asked.

			“Michael Leven,” I told him.

			He flinched, then nodded. With a sigh, he said, “Sorry, you
can’t play.”

			That was the first experience that I can recall of being directly discriminated against. Although it was relatively innocuous, it was a glimpse of how the larger world perceived me beyond the safety of my small community.

			At home I listened to Red Sox games on the radio and played pinochle with my grandfather, talked to my mother and grandmother while they cooked together in the kitchen, and tossed the ball in the side yard with my father, who interrupted our games occasionally to wave to neighbors or start brief conversations.

			On some evenings, my grandparents would invite relatives and friends from the old country over for tea or to play bingo for pennies. They would sit at the dining room table laughing and debating, talking about the price of meat, or the change in weather, or the ways that children were growing up and others were growing old all around them. My grandfather always had good friends. He was the vice president of a modern Orthodox synagogue where we went on Saturdays and holidays. I fondly remember carrying my grandmother’s prayer book to the synagogue on high holidays when she was not allowed to carry anything heavy.

			My grandfather never made much money at the dungaree factory, but that didn’t seem to bother him. I remember friends and neighbors coming to see him when they had problems. With what little money my grandfather had, he was always engaged in philanthropy. He willingly loaned money to friends in need, who were often never able to pay him back, or donated to causes in the neighborhood. At times he borrowed money himself so that he could give to others. Every Friday, a bearded old man came to the back door of our apartment to exchange a blue box from the Jewish National Fund that my grandfather would fill with pennies during the week.

			My grandfather woke at five o’clock every morning. Often, I would get up and sit at the table with him while he drank his tea. He would talk to me about school and baseball. Sometimes we would listen to the radio. He listened to the radio often as a way of improving his English pronunciation, concentrating on each word. He loved the Lone Ranger.

			The only time I saw my grandfather cry, he was listening to the radio. I came home one Saturday afternoon and sat with him as he listened. It was 1947. I was ten years old. He was bent over the table holding a pencil to a piece of paper, listening intently to the broadcast and writing down numbers. I had never seen him write on the Sabbath. I had no idea what was happening. His eyes were red-rimmed, then tears streaked his face and dripped onto the paper, soaking the marks that he had made. He continued to listen and to write.

			“Why are you crying?” I asked.

			“We have a home,” he said.

			He was listening to a broadcast from the United Nations where the general assembly was voting on a resolution to partition Palestine and create the Jewish State of Israel—a vote intentionally taken on the Jewish Sabbath to hinder the Israeli case. On the paper, he was tallying and counting the votes as they were reported. “We have a home,” he repeated.

			That moment stuck with me. When I was older and I thought of it with a broader perspective, I saw my grandfather as a smart man who had never gone to college, who had come to the US when he was fifteen years old and speaking no English. He never hoped to accomplish anything financially in his lifetime; he wanted only a manageable life for himself and a better life for his children. He received that communal homeland, granted by a political power to which he had no real connection, as a personal gift. He had been recognized. He had been given a place.

			His emotional response had a major effect on me. I knew about, but cared little for, the State of Israel before that (and maybe even in the years after), but I was touched by how dear it was to him. My grandfather never got to Israel. In 1971, I had a business assignment there and I took my father, who had also never been, with me. It was a major event in his life. To this day, I still do a great deal of work and make contributions to Israel. It is important to me, but equally important to me is how much it meant to my grandfather. This commitment was far more important to him than any of my other successes.

			A Formal Education

			In the Boston public school system, you had to make a choice about which high school to attend. You either went to your assigned neighborhood school or applied for one of the magnet programs that offered more specialized instruction. In ninth grade, I started at the all-boys Boston Latin School and graduated in 1955. Founded in 1635, Boston Latin School is the oldest public high school in the US. It offers a rigorous program focused on classical and traditional studies. When I attended Boston Latin School, my entering class was six hundred students, and by graduation, that same class had been cut in half as students dropped out or failed. My experiences there entirely changed my relationship to academics. The school was disciplined and demanded academic dedication. It transformed the way I studied. I graduated sixty-two in the class, which was a very high ranking at the time. Nearly one hundred of the three hundred graduates that year went to Harvard.

			Boston Latin School also offered competitive organized sports. When I missed the baseball team tryouts, I turned to basketball. I had played a lot of basketball with the Young Men’s Hebrew Association in Roxbury. I made the junior varsity team as a freshman. My senior year, in 1955, our team won the city championship.

			The rigor and opportunities provided by Boston Latin School helped to shape and nurture my interests and talents as a young man. As an adult, I remain involved in the school and have worked to both show my gratitude and ensure that the school can continue to offer positive and life-changing experiences for students. In 2017, I cochaired a capital campaign that raised $54 million for the school. For my philanthropic efforts, the school granted me an award and honored me in the Founders Gallery, where my name appears with other accomplished alumni and supporters of the school. It is an honor of which I am very proud.

			While I had many successes at Boston Latin School, I had some disappointments. We did a lot of SAT preparation at Boston Latin, and although I committed myself to studying, I did poorly on the SAT. The college counselor asked me to take the exams again—they seemed to be the one thing holding me back from an exceptional college application. I did a little better the second time around, and the counselor said, “I think that I can get you into Harvard,” but he didn’t seem certain, and I didn’t want to compete with my peers who had better academics. I decided instead to go to Tufts. Then, during my senior year, I ran for vice president of my class and lost the election to a young man named John Dobbyn. John Dobbyn was Irish, the young man who won the presidency, David Rosenthal, was Jewish, and the young man who won secretary was Bob Watkins, one of only two African American students in the class.

			From ages ten until sixteen, my parents also sent me to Camp Tevya in New Hampshire for eight weeks every summer. It was, in many ways, a typical Jewish summer camp. Located on the shore of a lake, it was comprised of sleeping cabins, a kosher dining hall, community centers, gyms, tennis courts, outdoor fields, and a theater. The camp offered activities ranging from religious services to athletics and arts. Camp Tevya was where I was really exposed to acting. I became very involved in the theater program and worked and acted in several shows.

			When I graduated from the camp at sixteen years old, I approached the camp director, Aaron Gordon, who was also a teacher at Boston Latin, and told him that I wanted to return the following year as a counselor.

			He looked me in the eye and said, “You’re not mature enough to be a counselor.”

			I was crushed. Those experiences—losing the election at Boston Latin, getting a poor score on the SAT, and being turned down for a position at Camp Tevya—were the first real encounters that I had with failure and outright rejection. Many things came easily for me—athletics, theater, academics—and I couldn’t yet embrace the struggle and defeat that is necessary for growth.

			The following summer I started the first of several summer jobs that I would have through the rest of high school and into college. I had my first job the first summer after I graduated from Camp Tevya, in 1953, when I was sixteen, as a soda jerk in a drugstore around the corner from our apartment in Mattapan. It paid only forty-two and a half cents an hour, but I got free milkshakes, and I also got experience working with customers.

			Then I started my own lawn mowing business. I mowed lawns for a dollar an hour with a push mower that I borrowed from my uncle. Eventually I became too sick to do the work and went to the doctor. There was a polio epidemic that year, and in general, people were on edge. My illness, however, was work related: I was having serious leg problems from the physical labor. I had to quit about three quarters of the way through the summer.

			During the summer of 1954, I was hired as a kitchen boy at Camp Avoda in Middleborough, Massachusetts, where I made twenty-five dollars for eight weeks and got free room and board. I was happy to be back in a summer camp community where I had lots of opportunities to play basketball and softball. The following summer, in 1955, after I graduated from high school, Camp Avoda hired me as a counselor. In that role I learned about working with a range of people: I had to manage the kids, communicate with the parents when they came, and work with other counselors and my boss. Because we were all living together, it was an intense and accelerated education. I never realized that it was going to help me understand management and succeed in business later on.

			The next year, after my first year of college, the director of Camp Tevya called and said, “You can come back now. You’ve grown up, and I would like to hire you as a junior counselor.”

			I went back to a camp that I loved and continued to work and develop skills in communicating, leading, organizing, and engaging in community projects. Eventually I became athletic director and assistant head counselor and also played many roles in the annual counselor shows, including Henry Higgins in My Fair Lady, Harold Hill in The Music Man, Nicely-Nicely Johnson in Guys and Dolls, and the manager in Damn Yankees.

			“Be a Good Lawyer”

			My grandfather died in 1956. By then, my mother, father, and I had moved to an apartment at 26 Egmont Street in Brookline, where many of the Jewish people moved when leaving the Dorchester/Mattapan/Roxbury section of Boston. By 1968, almost all the Jewish residents had moved away from the Dorchester/Mattapan/Roxbury area. When my grandfather had a stroke and was admitted to Beth Israel Hospital, I was nineteen, a freshman in college, and living at home.

			We spoke for a while when I went to visit him. He wanted me to be a lawyer. I had been talking to him for a while about going to law school, which, at the time, seemed like what I wanted to do. In eighth grade, in preparation for high school, one of my teachers had assigned an exploration into a possible career. Students had written papers about people they admired and their professional achievements. I wrote about Samuel Leibowitz, the famous Romanian-born defense attorney who defended the Scottsboro Boys, a group of African American youths falsely accused of rape and sentenced to death in 1931. I was distraught by the obvious injustice perpetrated on the young men, who were around my age, and also impressed by Leibowitz’s integrity and courage as well as the ability of one man to have such a major effect on the lives of others. I wanted to be like Samuel Leibowitz. I used to come home and tell my grandfather, “I’m going to be a lawyer.”

			The last words that my grandfather spoke to me were, “Be a good lawyer.” I had been like a son to him all those years, and he had been like a second father to me. I did not become a lawyer. But what I hear now when I remember those words is, “Be good. Do good. Go out into the world and become the person who you want to be.”

			I often ask myself, “Why do I do what I do? Why am I like this? Why do some things bother me and others do not bother me?” All these parts of my personality—the decisions that I make, the opportunities that I seize, the prospects that I seek out—are based on a foundation that was taking shape in my childhood.

			As a child, I was exposed to many different kinds of people as well as to varied experiences. While my father and grandfather engaged me in sports, it was important to my mother that I learn to appreciate the arts. From a very young age, she began to expose me to music, theater, and museums. She used to take me on the trolley to the Boston Symphony. I remember the exhilaration of seeing “Peter and the Wolf,” the music playing out the emotions of the animals, the audience aware of the danger through the tenor tones of the oboe long before the duck knew to be afraid. In grammar school, my mother signed me up for tap dancing lessons, which I disliked, but attended. In college, when I was acting in plays, I would rehearse my lines in the kitchen for my grandmother, who had moved in with us after my grandfather died, and my mother, who would look up over steaming pots and ironing boards and applaud when I was done. I did not become a symphony musician, or a dancer, or a professional actor. These influences were not so direct. And yet these experiences, like the other experiences of my life—the community that I grew up in, the history that I was exposed to, the people who I came to know—formed who I am.

			Lessons Learned 


			
					Family is important, but it is also important to be a part of a larger community of people.

					Lifelong friends can be yours from the beginning.
Keep them.

					Success, as shown by my father’s business, comes from the customers.

					Segregation and discrimination have proven themselves to be negative practices and to be detrimental to humanity.

					No matter your economic status, be generous and give whatever you can to others.

					Natural skills will take a person only so far. Hard work is the key to achieving a better outcome.

					Your childhood—good or bad—is just part of your foundation, not an end in itself.
Chapter 2


Renaissance Man, 1955–1959

Commuter

As a child, I stayed close to my family and neighborhood. It was in college that I stepped out on my own and eventually sought to find and build my own community. In doing this, I learned a great deal about other people, and I also came to better understand my own apprehensions and goals. I defined what I would embrace and what I would discard. I firmly established my personal limits and the boundaries of my tolerance, solidifying the ethics that I would carry with me into my professional life.

My first semester at Tufts was socially challenging. I loved my courses, which offered a view of the world beyond my insular childhood. I took political science, theater, art history, and psychology. I also took classes in Bible studies and comparative religions because I wanted to understand the beliefs of others. One of my assignments was to attend different church services each week, moving from orthodox to liberal religions. The experience opened my eyes to the different ways that people practiced their faiths, and many years later, it provided practical knowledge when I found myself working with a man who explained that his behavior was dictated by his Presbyterian faith, something about which I had learned a great deal. I also took a speech course, taught by a Harvard law student, where students were asked to make a political speech. I made an argument that, although China’s government was different from the governments of many Western nations, China had a right to be admitted to the United Nations—an unpopular notion at the time. Overall, the mixture of courses that I took represented my curious nature and my desire to understand how other people thought. They exposed me to new perspectives and gave me a foundation to handle interpersonal relationships.

My best friends from high school had all gone to Harvard. At Tufts, I was very much alone. My sense of estrangement was exacerbated by my status as a commuter that first semester. I attended courses as though going to work, driving to school each morning and returning home to my parents’ house in the evenings. Other than my participation on the freshman basketball team, I had little involvement in the school. I was disconnected from my peers at Tufts.

It was really by chance that I joined a fraternity. No one in my purview—in my family or among my friends—was ever in a fraternity, and I knew very little about them. During rush week at the end of the first semester, I wandered into a party at the Alpha Epsilon Pi fraternity—one of only two fraternities on campus that accepted Jewish students. I didn’t know anyone there, and no one knew me, but something about the community was immediately appealing. I talked for a while with a fraternity brother named Dick Werby. When it came time to select inductees, Dick strongly promoted me. I got a bid.

Becoming part of the fraternity completely changed my experience at Tufts. In the instant I joined, I belonged somewhere. Although it was a financial stretch for my parents, they found a way to support my move to campus the following semester. Once an only child, I became a brother in the fraternity.

For the rest of the time that I was at Tufts, I ate, studied, and socialized with my fraternity brothers. We played intramural sports together—I made the fraternity all-star teams in football and basketball. There was a sense of camaraderie that, before then, I had experienced only with my family.

In October 2019, I went to San Diego, where Dick Werby lives now, to give a speech. I met Dick for lunch. “I just wanted to tell you,” I said to Dick, “that if it weren’t for you, my life would be very different.” If I hadn’t joined the fraternity, I may not have stayed at Tufts after that lonely first semester, made the lifelong connections I made there, or had the experiences that did so much to shape my character and understanding of what it meant to be a part of a community and lead others.

With a shrug, Dick Werby said that he just thought that I would be a good fraternity brother. “When I asked the fraternity brothers to give you a bid, it was just because I liked you,” he said. “I never would’ve expected that you’d have a career like you’ve had.”

It’s amazing how one small act can influence another person’s life so profoundly. I continued to keep that in mind during the decades that followed when I was in business and making decisions that I knew could significantly affect the people around me.

Mayoral Candidateship

My membership in the Alpha Epsilon Pi fraternity not only spurred my complete involvement in Tufts but also led to both remarkable and challenging leadership opportunities. My fraternity class was exceptional. We built an excellent reputation on campus—number one in academic achievement as well as first place in multiple athletic championships, including the football championship, which was a rare win for a Jewish fraternity at that time. I was proud of what we were doing. In the following years, I played on the varsity lacrosse team and acted in school theater productions. I was also a sports editor and writer for the newspaper, a radio broadcaster for basketball games and football games, and eventually ran for the position of mayor of Tufts, a figurehead position. My orientation to college went from outside observation my first semester to leading the way by the next year.

During my sophomore year, the Alpha Epsilon Pi fraternity nominated me to run in the mayoral race at Tufts the following year. It was a big commitment that required a great deal of preparation, including garnering support from different clubs and factions of the campus. I got involved with the theater at Tufts to broaden my base of support and to practice for the candidateship, which was more an act of entertainment than a political run.

I began by volunteering in the theater and taking courses in the theater department as a sophomore. By the next year, I was playing roles in shows, including The Crucible, The Wizard of Oz, and multiple Shakespeare productions. The theater was diverse and tolerant in a way that the rest of the campus was not, and I felt very comfortable there. I used the experience that I’d gained at Camp Tevya as a camper and then as a counselor.

During my senior year, I organized, produced, and directed the play Stalag 17, which was presented to the entire campus, casting my fraternity brothers in the roles. We rented an auditorium, trained someone on lighting, put on our own makeup, made costumes—the works. It resulted in a three-night performance presented as a gift to the school from the fraternity. It was an incredible experience and undertaking.

But before that show, I put my talents to the test in the Tufts mayoral candidateship. There was one other contender. As part of the race, each candidate chose a persona. Maverick was on TV then, and I chose Diamond Mike, the Mississippi riverboat gambler. My competitor was Huckleberry Finn. One of the assigned events was to put on a musical.

My fraternity organized a phenomenal campaign that was far superior to our competitor’s. It was shocking when we lost. Although I took the loss well, I used to ask people what happened. No one had a definite answer. My guess is that Huck won by a very narrow margin.

Tufts ended the mayoral campaigns after that year, deciding that it took attention away from academics. I never again saw the man who ran as Huckleberry Finn. I have continued to perform songs from our original show at class reunions, most recently the fiftieth and fifty-fifth. Although my fraternity lost, it is our campaign run that the school remembers. It really goes to show that winning isn’t everything, or that the official declaration of a winner doesn’t always recognize the true champion of a contest.

Some people believed, although I have no evidence of this fact, that I did not win the mayoral race because I was seen on campus before the vote going out with an African American woman. I didn’t date at all in high school and was inexperienced when I started dating in college—experience is so important. Before the actual campaign, I met a young actress named Terry Williams while I was working at the theater checking coats. A Member of the Wedding was playing, and Terry was in the production. There was a Louis Armstrong concert coming to campus. I wanted to go, but I didn’t have a date. “By the way,” I said to her one evening, “you going to the Louis Armstrong concert?”

“Not yet,” she said.

“You want to come with me?” I asked. I didn’t really think of it as a date, and I don’t think that she did either.

I picked her up in front of her dorm, and we arrived at the concert about fifteen minutes late. It was dark when we walked in, and we were hit by the spotlights from the stage. Terry was in a gorgeous orange dress, and at that point, I was already growing long sideburns so that I could play the role of Diamond Mike. The place was silent, and for a moment, we were the center of everyone’s attention.

I didn’t think anything of it at the time—we sat down and enjoyed the concert—but the next day people on campus were talking about us. It was a major deal. The general consensus when I lost the mayoral race was that I’d lost because people opposed my interracial dating. I have no evidence that this is true. I think it’s as likely that everyone was looking for a reason for why I lost, but it did highlight that there were people who thought differently than I—things that were of no concern to me were a dramatic disturbance for others.

Some years later, the woman who directed my mayoral campaign, Elaine Kasparian, told me that she thought Terry had a crush on me.

“Why didn’t you tell me? Nobody told me,” I said. I was truly naive about women and dating at that time.

I lost track of Terry after school. Then many years later, I saw her picture in a magazine. I hadn’t spoken to her for twenty-five or thirty years, and I decided to call her. She was working with the schools in the Bronx and doing well.

President and Tough Decisions

I gradually moved upward through positions in Alpha Epsilon Pi until, as a senior, I was elected president of the fraternity, a promotion that was both an honor and a responsibility. When I’d entered the fraternity, it did not have a good reputation on campus, but by the time my class graduated, we had earned the respect of the university. So much depended on reputation. We had worked hard, moving into the lead roles in various departments, becoming editors of the newspaper, being accepted to top graduate schools, and achieving other awards that reflected well on the university. Because we were held in high regard, we were given more opportunities on campus and beyond. During my tenure as president, I worked diligently to build and maintain this reputation. This meant that I had to make several difficult decisions that forced me to examine my priorities as a leader and community member. One concerned the fraternity’s chef, an older man retired from the navy. He was an incredible cook.

The chef lived in Boston, about a mile from my parents’ apartment, just over the Boston line from Brookline on Beacon Street, near Fenway Park. I often went home on Friday evenings to have dinner with my family. One Friday, when the chef saw me heading out, he asked if I could give him a ride home. It was the fall of 1959.

When I dropped him at his apartment, he invited me in for a beer. We chatted a little about the weather, Tufts, and the fraternity. Then there was a turn in the conversation. It took me a moment to realize what was happening: he was soliciting me. Then he became more direct.

“Excuse me,” I said, remaining polite. “I don’t want to participate in what you’re talking about.” I started to leave but then added, “Look, you can be who you are. It’s not a problem for me, but don’t touch my fraternity brothers.” I was shielding my friends, who might be put in the same uncomfortable position, but moreover, I was feeling protective of the reputation of the fraternity as a whole. This is the kind of thing that no one has to worry about in 2020, but in 1959, rumors about homosexual relationships within the house could have ruined the fraternity. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, but at the same time, I didn’t want to demonize the chef. I was walking a thin and fragile line. I didn’t say to him, “You can’t be a homosexual” or “I don’t approve of your homosexuality.” Instead, I put a restriction on his behavior: “Don’t involve the fraternity.” I had tolerance for his individual difference but could not tolerate any behavior that would jeopardize the fraternity.

The chef seemed to understand, and for a while, things carried on as before. The chef continued to come to work and to cook our meals.

Breakfast was served every morning à la carte. Brothers would arrive to the dining hall and help themselves to what was set out or order omelets from the chef. It was very casual. Brothers arrived wearing the boxers and T-shirts they had slept in. I noticed that the chef was watching them in a peculiar way—he had likely been watching us this way all along, but I hadn’t realized it. I didn’t say anything. I figured that things had been fine this long, and they would continue to be fine. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.

The chef had a bedroom on the first floor, just off the kitchen, at the bottom of the stairs. He would often take a nap there in the afternoon or stay a night during the week. One afternoon I went downstairs to the kitchen for a glass of milk, and the door to the chef’s bedroom was slightly ajar. I could see that the chef was involving himself with one of the fraternity brothers in his room. I didn’t say anything to them then, but at the next fraternity meeting, I made a motion to fire the chef.

At the weekly meeting, I explained the situation to my lieutenant master, who seconded the motion. Then the discussion was opened to the floor, and I told my fraternity brothers about the situation. I was careful not to identify the brother who I had seen with the chef. “Our reputation is at stake,” I told them. And it was. It was 1959, and the world would not have been tolerant of a homosexual relationship between the chef and a fraternity brother. I had worked for years to build that reputation, but I understood the fragility of the perceptions the community had of our fraternity. A rumor about the chef could have instantly damaged our standing. “I think that we have to let the guy go,” I told my brothers.

My fraternity brothers seemed to agree with me, but they did not want to fire the chef; they liked his cooking. A few brothers stood and said, “I don’t care what the guy did. I like his food.”

I argued.

We took it to a vote and I lost.

“Fine,” I said. “If you’re not going to vote to dismiss the chef, I quit.” I gave the gavel to the lieutenant master and left.

I sat alone in the library for about ten minutes before two of my brothers came upstairs and said to me, “We took another vote. You can fire him.”

We got a new chef shortly thereafter. His food was terrible. Every day for the next five months until I graduated, my fraternity brothers busted my backside about how lousy the food was. But I never questioned my decision.

Sometimes people ask me where I learned to be a manager. My education came from a series of large and small experiences. Managing people is often about making difficult decisions, and you often don’t know at the time whether you are making the correct decision. You try to do the right thing—the thing that is best for the community, or for the future, or for the most people. You set parameters and rely on a set of values to guide you. You can’t know what the result will be until it happens and then you make another decision.

It is important to understand that institutions are temporary; they are run by people who come and go—a constantly changing dynamic. People have the capacity to build success, and people have the capacity to tear that success down. Years later I would look back on many accomplishments only to see some of those mitigated or reversed by those that came after. As a young man, I learned at Camp Tevya from my boss and mentor, Aaron Gordon, that leadership sets standards and models the values for the institution. He was careful who he hired. He employed students from Boston Latin and other young people who he had known as campers and made them wait and grow into mature young adults who were ready to do the job before he employed them. He knew that you have to have good bones—good employees or people. He also knew that to have a good camp, or company, or club, or fraternity, you have to manage those people and direct them to work together in a cohesive and constructive way that supports an overall goal or philosophy.

As a young man, I had already learned a lot about leadership, although I had not thought about it directly. I made a choice that semester to put the reputation of the fraternity—something on which the current, future, and past brothers depended—above the welfare of one individual (or tasty food). It was a difficult decision. It was the first time that I had to terminate anyone. When I fired the chef, he left quietly, as though he was expecting it or as though such things had happened before. When I see my old fraternity brothers now, we sometimes still talk about that decision. The world has changed a great deal since then. Today my concerns would be very different.

How I Met My Wife

I met the head of the Modern Dance Club, Betty Bao, during the mayoral campaign. I had to dance in a musical production that was part of the campaign, and I had never danced on stage before. Betty gave me dance lessons to help me prepare.

Betty was Taiwanese American. Her father was a part of the Taiwanese delegation at the UN, and Betty was very well educated, kind, and wonderful. After I lost the vote, we started dating. We were both well known on campus: I was the president of my fraternity and very involved with the university; Betty was head cheerleader, gregarious, and participated in a lot of activities.

I was playing lacrosse then, and Betty came to a game. My dad was also there—he came to many of my games—and I was anxious for him to meet her. “Did you see her?” I asked after the game. She had been wearing a Chinese-style dress and stood out in the crowd.

“Yes,” was all he said.

In the locker room after the game, I told my dad, “I think I’m going to marry that girl.”

My dad didn’t answer. He stood and walked out of the locker room.

At home, I mentioned my dad’s response to my mother, and she said, “Don’t worry, it’ll pass.”

One of my fraternity brothers named Henry White was also concerned about my relationship with Betty. He didn’t know her really, only that she was both of a different race and of a different faith than I. My parents knew Henry’s parents, who lived in New York City in their neighborhood, and the family connection likely heightened Henry’s concern. He and Chickie, his girlfriend at the time and who later became his wife, sought a solution. They set me up on a date with Chickie’s roommate, Andrea. I was still going out with Betty. Andrea went to Boston University and was also in a relationship with a young man at Dartmouth, so a relationship between us didn’t seem likely. I met Andrea in January 1959, after she came home tan from winter break in Florida. She was a very New York type. I wasn’t particularly interested, and she wasn’t interested in me either. That’s how I met my future wife.

Later, in May of that year, during the fraternity production of Stalag 17, Henry and Chickie brought Andrea to the play. I met her again. Betty and I had broken up by then, and Andrea had broken up with the student at Dartmouth. Andrea looked a little different to me at the second meeting, or I thought about her differently.

After I graduated from Tufts, I was heading to law school in Chicago. Henry and Chickie were engaged by this time. Days before I went away, I went for coffee with Chickie and her two roommates, one of whom was Andrea. My dad also came along. When we returned home, my dad said to me, “Did you see Andrea?”

“Sure,” I said. “She was sitting right there.”

“I like her a lot,” he said. “I think that you should ask her out the next time you’re home.” I was busy then and distracted. I might not have noticed her had my father not pointed me in that direction. His comment planted a seed in my mind.
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