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PRAISE FOR FISCH TALES

Bob Fisch became a retailer at birth. He understands that “retail is detail” and has been a sensational resource for me personally. He “listens,” we “talk,” and then he “challenges!” I have truly been able to benefit from our relationship in navigating the private equity world as well as an IPO and becoming a publicly traded company in 2015. Bob has “been there, done that!” He’s been invaluable to my success. Bob’s business and life successes enable him to help make the Fisch Tales book an important read for Millennials and Baby Boomers!

MARK BUTLER

CEO, President, and Chairman of Ollie’s Bargain Outlet— 
 One of the strongest retail growth companies in the USA

Bob Fisch has proven over the years to be a quick study in any situation, which helped lead to his tremendous success. But he truly excels in his ability to harness his tremendous energy, enthusiasm, and people skills to make everyone around him smarter and better. Bob’s passion is most evident when he is mentoring younger generations, so there is no better person to write his Fisch Tales book, offering inspiring yet practical lessons on continuing to push forward in a career or in life at any age—“The Best is Yet to Come!”

JOE TEKLITS

Managing Partner of ICR, Head of Retail and Consumer Group— 
 One of the leading strategic communications and advisory firms in the USA

Fisch Tales masterfully inspires and guides Millennials and Baby Boomers to embrace mutual mentoring, while learning how to capitalize on each other’s unique strengths and weaknesses. Fisch built his successful career empowering and mentoring multiple generations and has a special ability to get the best out of those he surrounds himself with.

A must read for managers, corporate leaders, emerging executives, and anyone who wants to benefit from the two largest age demographics in the US.

JEFF ERDMANN

Wealth Advisor, Forbes #1 Wealth Adviser in the USA 2016, 2017, 2018
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I dedicate this book to my personal and business families who believed in me in all the good and tough times and challenged me to push to achieve my accomplishments. This includes writing this book. I will continue to give back to help people of all generations to reach their potential and achieve their dreams. The sky is the limit!


 

PIECES OF THE PUZZLE

Life is comprised of events that end up fitting together like pieces of a puzzle. Below are a number of “pieces” that helped build my career and life success.

As you read on, you’ll see how the scattered pieces below fit together to shape my journey.

How do the pieces of your puzzle fit together?
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INTRODUCTION

This is not a memoir.

Yes, it uses highlights of my long career in retailing to shed light on how you can get the most out of your work life and personal life. But it is less about looking back than it is about giving back. I’m not here to bring you my life story. I’m more interested in your life story.

You reach a point in life when the proverb “It is better to give than to receive” is more than mere words. It is an itch you must scratch. This book gives me a chance to do that. I’m grateful you’ve picked it up to find out what this #MillennialBabyBoomer business is all about.

When the words Millennial and Baby Boomer are used in the same sentence, rarely is it to connect the two generations in a show of solidarity.

Fisch Tales brings those two distinct demographic groups together to illustrate how they can learn valuable lessons from each other simply by listening more closely and sharing more freely.

Instead of gene-splicing, think Generation Splicing.

WORKING ACROSS GENERATIONS

Different generations should not behave as if we’re on different sides. We only benefit by interacting and learning from each other. That’s why I wrote this book and why, I assume, you’re reading it. It explains why I genuinely feel like I am a Millennial Baby Boomer. Where is it written that anyone, including me, must be tied only to one generation?

It’s true that generations are categorized by a range of birth years. For Baby Boomers, it’s 1946–1964. For Millennials, 1981–1996.

But beyond those bookends, everyone, no matter what age, lives in the new Millennium. In that respect, we all are Millennials, regardless of when we were born. That’s how I think of myself. I don’t choose my wardrobe or my cultural preferences with a conscious thought about my age. I choose them based on my personal taste. That’s how I stay young! I don’t let myself be pigeonholed by some generic, cookie-cutter version of how a Baby Boomer is supposed to look or think.


No artificial barriers should divide the generations.



Most of all, no artificial barriers should divide the generations. If we are to understand each other more fully, we should try to embody mutual values and best practices in how to create an ideal quality of life, how to face the future for mutual enrichment, and how to give back to each other and to society at large. I look forward to meeting and learning about other Millennial Baby Boomers who follow the same path I have and who feel the same as I do.

I get great enjoyment from hearing the life experiences and points of view of people who are much younger than me. Everyone’s outlook is valuable to hear and understand, whether or not you agree with it. You need insight into the attitudes of people you are Mentoring before you can help them expand their worldview.

WHO SHOULD READ FISCH TALES?

This book will resonate with anyone who identifies with one of these three groups:

• Millennial Entrepreneurs no doubt will recognize situations you’ve already encountered, or that you will come across in the course of your business education and growth. I’m confident you’ll be able to find your own answers when facing situations similar to those described here.

• This book also speaks volumes to Retail Intrapreneurs, those who work within an established company and have the fire and ambition to rise above everyone else.

• There’s value to be gained here as well for those who proudly think of themselves as Ageless Baby Boomers. If you’re starting an exciting next phase in your life, you’ll find encouragement here to proceed full speed ahead.

At the heart of Fisch Tales is the practice of #MutualMentoring. It is something I have advocated for and enjoyed my entire career, during which I have worked alongside the likes of retail legends Mickey Drexler (The Gap) and Luxottica’s Leonardo Del Vecchio (LensCrafters, Ray-Ban), as well as working with Tommy Hilfiger.

Now, tapping into my decades of eye-opening and business-building experiences, I am able to devote even more time and energy to paying it forward, while at the same time continuing my own education in living an ageless, Fearless life.

It is my desire that your experience with Fisch Tales creates your own aha moment. My job as your Mentor is to get you there sooner rather than later.

The secret to making that epiphany happen is staring us right in the ear: Listening is arguably our most underdeveloped skill. It takes discipline and sincerity, but the rewards are well worth the effort. Simply put, you cannot grow and prosper without paying attention to what others have to say. Life is a team sport.

PEOPLE POWER

I always instinctively put people and the needs of the business first. If the people around you aren’t doing well, aren’t happy in their work, and aren’t fairly compensated, the business eventually will suffer. I don’t know any way to run a business other than to take good care of the people who can make you or break you.

We all want to be fortunate in what we do. We want things to break our way. Being fortunate, though, is not what this book is about. That word is too passive for me, and one thing I am not is passive. I’m constantly in motion. Is the same true for you? Because the way you make yourself fortunate is by never standing still and by always working to make things happen. You must make your own fortune—and I don’t mean that strictly in a monetary sense.

I didn’t choose my career path or make strategic decisions based on how much money it would bring me personally. In fact, as you’ll see in chapter 1, when I held my first job, I turned down a much better-paying job to stay put. It was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made.

Had I impulsively taken the higher-paying gig, reaching for the bigger bucks, it would have set my career on a much different path, and it’s likely this book would not exist. Were it not for a Mentor who guided me as a father would, I might not have made what turned out to be the wise choice—the career-defining choice.

This man saw something in me of greater value than I saw in myself at the time. In a very real sense, he saved me with his inspiring words. That’s how I feel about the Millennials I Mentor. I work hard to get them to believe in themselves. I admire their belief that quality of life is as much a measure of success as money. That’s absolutely the right attitude.

In that first job, earning more money by jumping to the next job too soon was not a motivating factor for me. I enjoyed what I did, and that was more important. I knew that if I worked hard and pushed hard for what I believed in, it would benefit the business I was responsible for managing; it would benefit others who worked with me; and, ultimately, it would benefit me as well. It benefited me beyond my wildest expectations.

I DON’T DO THEORIES

Fisch Tales will show you how to put yourself in the driver’s seat of your future. I draw upon pertinent stories from my career to offer pointers that you can use in your own career. What you’ll read here are not theories. I’m not interested in boring anybody with what I think might work. I want to help you succeed by sharing what I know works.

When you love what you do, work doesn’t feel like labor. It becomes more possible to create amazing results and build legacies. First, you must decide what you want, how much you want it, and how to go about getting it.

Sprinkled throughout the book, interlaced with anecdotes from my varied business adventures and successes, are School of Fisch Lessons. They amplify real-life experiences with more generalized advice that can be put to good use in almost any profession or personal situation.

Prior to writing the book, I formed a Millennial Advisory Board. Its members contribute indispensable insights that account for the book’s genuine empathy toward Millennials. Much of the misunderstanding that occurs among generations results from assumptions made at a distance, instead of information based on direct contact. Email and social media are great ways to keep in touch but, for me, nothing ever will replace face-to-face, in-person connections.

The benefits I have found from communicating openly and constructively with the younger generation are displayed on the book’s cover: I teach them business. They teach me life. They also have touched my life. I wrote this book to do the same for others.

Millennial Baby Boomer is more than a book handle. It also is the nucleus of a unique mystique that speaks equally to both Millennials and Baby Boomers.

There is a great deal the generations can learn from each other. If you pick up even a couple of ideas in these pages that help you succeed, then I will have succeeded. And we both will have gained from connecting with each other.

THE BEST IS YET TO COME

My greatest business success came after the age of fifty. For Millennials, the core message is this: don’t be impatient, and prepare better for the future. For Baby Boomers, the message is this: you’re just getting started on a new phase of life that can continue to be highly productive, and even more satisfying than your previous years, so do not isolate yourself from the joy of youthful pursuits.

As this book celebrates in several places, no matter your age, your attitude must be the same: The Best Is Yet to Come!
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CHAPTER ONE

DAY ONE AT A&S: I PREDICTED MY FUTURE

June 12, 1973. First day on my first job. I was in the executive training program at Abraham & Straus. Based in New York City, it was considered the leading US department store chain.

If you wanted a career in retailing, A&S was like going to Harvard. It was best in class. I was determined also to be best in class. To go straight to the head of the class. What drove me? In a word, Passion. It has always burned in me. I can’t fully explain why. It’s just there.

[image: img9.jpg]

Don’t underestimate the power of Passion. It empowered me to take charge of my destiny. It can take you places you never dreamed of. It took me places I did dream of—I even kept a timeline of how long it would take me to get there. I usually arrived on or close to schedule.
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Abraham & Straus, where I started my retail career.



You need to believe you can do Whatever It Takes to get what you want in life. Whatever It Takes! That’s one of my mantras in business, and in life. I don’t just accept what I hear in every instance, especially when I hear “No,” or “We’ve never done it that way.” That’s when I dig my heels in deep and prepare for battle.

It’s about sticking to your values, following your gut instincts, and not being easily discouraged. Besides, “We’ve never done it that way” is BS, the kind of response you might get from people with little or no imagination.

I like to go my own way. So far, it’s gotten me most of what I want out of life. I’m not talking about money here. That’s a yardstick, not a goal. I’m talking about self-worth and fulfillment. Money does not buy happiness. However, happiness in your work does buy results—and that’s what should earn you the money you deserve.

Making the best choices at every point in your career path is putting together the Pieces of the Puzzle. Don’t let somebody else determine your path. Figure out what you want and what you need to build a fulfilling and productive life. Others can feed your passion. What they can’t do is jump-start your passion. It has to burn from within.

MENTORS MAKE A DIFFERENCE

A core step in career development is to engage someone you respect and admire to become your Mentor. With rare exceptions, people who have the experience and wisdom to coach you will be flattered that you asked for their guidance. Give them license to show you the way—and, at the same time, don’t let anyone get in your way.

I didn’t wait for a Mentor to show up. I went after one.

If I’ve learned anything from playing and studying sports, it’s the importance of elevating my game, expanding my skill set, and feeding my passion.

You could say I was spoiled in getting my retail and business education at A&S. Looking back now, it was an unusually fortunate time for someone like me. I had a thirst to soak up as much knowledge as I could as fast as I could, not unlike the Millennials I Mentor today. As a twenty-something Baby Boomer, I had what today can be called a Millennial mindset: I wanted short-term gratification, and I was more than ready, willing, and able to put in the work required to justify my high standards.

RETAIL ROCK STARS

At A&S, we were the beneficiaries of an all-star cast of Mentors. They were retail rock stars who continued to dominate the industry for years ahead.

After earning his stripes as a merchandise manager at A&S, Mickey Drexler transformed apparel retailing dramatically. He reinvigorated Gap, created Old Navy, and led J.Crew to new heights.

Michael Jeffries moved from the juniors’ division at A&S to A&F, namely Abercrombie & Fitch. Jeffries turned a century-old, stodgy retailer into the best and hippest teen apparel merchant in the US. An antiquated brand was reborn as a trendy logo. There is no better business example than Abercrombie & Fitch of how a company’s name is less important to its success than what it sells, and how consumers perceive that name.
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COMPANY PRESIDENT BY THIRTY-FIVE?

At A&S, the first higher-up who I encountered immediately made a life-changing impression on me. I was among 125 executive trainees sitting in orientation on that first day. We were Listening to the big boss, A&S CEO Ed Goodman.

I can’t speak for the other 124 Boomers facing him that day, but I was fixated on every word Goodman uttered. So much so that, these many years later, I remember word for word what he told us A&S rookies: One of you in this room in three years will be a buyer; in five years that person will be a merchandise manager; in eight years that same person will be a general merchandise manager; and after twelve years, he or she will be a president.

Other trainees sitting around me could be forgiven if they processed that prediction as happy talk—in other words, closer to fantasy than to reality. After all, what Goodman reeled off was an intimidating timeline of aggressive goals. Our work life has barely begun, and this guy thinks one of us will make president by age thirty-five? Seriously?

I fully appreciate that, against the backdrop of today’s brash, young tech upstarts, that ambitious aspiration may not sound unusual. Forty or so years ago, it was a different story. You’d be ahead of the curve to be a president at age fifty, let alone to earn that distinction in your midthirties.

As Goodman put forth his big challenge, daring each of us to meet those milestones, I realized what I wanted more than anything was to be “the one” who fulfilled that fast track to the top. What we heard may have sounded like a fantasy to the others. To me, it was an epiphany. “I can do that!” I thought. You can call it bragging. I call it confidence. Better yet, call it instant obsession.

Being obsessed stirs the juices, making you also fearless, driven, and focused. Having qualities like those in your toolbox is a lifelong advantage, whatever your generation—Baby Boomer, Millennial, Gen X, or Gen Z.

It doesn’t take money to make the first necessary investment in your future; instead, it takes a wholehearted belief in yourself. Bring that belief to life with a plan of action, and then follow through on the action. Don’t overthink the plan, or all you will accomplish is procrastination, which is the enemy of action. Don’t slow your pace with analysis paralysis. Super achievers like Steve Jobs or Tiger Woods didn’t think their way to greatness. They obsessively fought their way there.

GO WHERE YOUR GUT TAKES YOU

There is one thing you should not fight: Your gut instinct. Nobody knows you better than you do. When the urge strikes, if it feels right, go with it. I did. Time and again.

Let me explain.

Up until that fateful day of June 12, 1973—when I saw my future flash before me as a predestined, twelve-year plan—a career in retailing had never been on my radar.

For the year and a half leading up to my application to the A&S executive training program, I was a graduate student at Columbia University, heading toward a degree in marriage and family counseling.

To complete my studies, I needed to earn money for tuition. Initially, that was the only reason I wanted to work at A&S. It was a matter of urgency, not of career interest. What started as a practical need abruptly took a sharp right turn into a revelation.

I have an uncanny memory that recalls tiny details from decades ago, but don’t ask me how I did on my Columbia graduate finals. Once A&S happened, I never went back to check my grades. Correction: A&S didn’t just happen. I made it happen. All it took was a gut instinct, stoked by the fire in my belly.

IVY LEAGUE OF RETAILING

Some memorable moments earned me big brownie points at A&S, a place that served as a lot more than merely my first employer. A&S was like an Ivy League laboratory of learning that served me well for the rest of my career. My schooling at the store became the foundation of every business I built and ran for the ensuing five decades.

As a still-new assistant manager at A&S, I was told by my boss Jimmy Rosenthal to call the buyer for boys’ bottoms and to curse at him if he couldn’t get us more Levi’s jeans to meet demand. When I objected, Jimmy’s ultimatum to me was crystal clear: either do as he said or lose my job.

The buyer, fifty-seven-year-old Harry Gilman, told me he didn’t have the goods to give us. With Jimmy glaring at me as he monitored the phone call, my survival instinct kicked in.

Bracing myself for the reaction, I gritted my teeth and nervously told the man on the other end of the line, a respected thirty-plus-year veteran of A&S, to go “F” himself!

Predictably, Harry went ballistic. After Jimmy left my office, laughing, I confided to Harry that I was instructed to use the “F” bomb under duress. He still wasn’t happy, but said he understood.

PS: I got the jeans we needed.

Six months later, I was made manager of the boys’ department at another A&S location. One of the key supporters who helped me win that position was none other than Harry Gilman. Just goes to show that you never know when a well-placed, well-meaning curse can give a little boost to your career.

I say that with tongue in cheek, of course. The real moral of that story is: sometimes you have to play the game to show your superiors you’re not afraid to Put It on the Line. That’s a major theme that we’ll revisit throughout the book.

NO BUDGET? NO PROBLEM!

I had a similar experience when a different A&S buyer, Alan Eisenberg, told me he didn’t have the budget to order more boys’ pajamas for my department. No problem! I went around the buyer to call the vendor myself to place the order. No manager would dare do that. Except obsessive, Fearless me. When the shipment of jammies arrived, I unloaded and ticketed the cartons myself, guaranteeing that they would be on sale within a matter of hours, instead of the next day. The supply sold out in a few days.

When I was leaving A&S, Alan told me, “By the way, Fisch, I always knew whenever you placed orders yourself, because the vendor always called me.” Yet, even then, he didn’t have a problem with my unorthodox methods—because I got the job done, and my sales numbers exceeded expectations. Once again, I had Put It on the Line, and it paid off not only in the short run with increased sales, but also with my earning the long-term respect of those I worked with and worked for. Do you play it safe or take risks to see where they will get you?

I constantly hammer away at Putting It on the Line with Millennials. Even very successful people I Mentor have confided in me their insecurity about something as ordinary as being summoned to the boss’s office. Panic strikes. Am I going to be fired?! That’s not a wholly unnatural thought to have, but you can’t let it undermine your confidence either. Do not talk yourself into losing respect for your own abilities.


Do you play it safe or take risks to see where they will get you?



I have an actor friend who has been coached to walk into an audition like he owns the room. It’s no different when you are performing in the theater of business. It’s understandable to feel some butterflies inside when the boss calls you to an unscheduled meeting. Just don’t show that you’re the least bit nervous. Walk in like you’re ready to explain or defend any action you’ve taken. Show calm and confidence in answering any question thrown at you. I’m not advising you to fake it. I’m advising you to be a model Boy Scout and always be prepared. That may mean moving outside your comfort zone.

THIS IS A NO-COMFORT ZONE

Staying within your comfort zone can be defined, in one way, as confining yourself to the scope of your strongest skills. It also means you’re not challenging yourself to become proficient in other areas that will make you more versatile and help you get ahead.

A comfort zone also can be your job description. Colleagues or superiors may not look kindly on those who go above and beyond their job description. Why? Because it threatens their comfort zone. That philosophy is more commonly known as staying in your lane.

That’s just about the worst business advice I’ve heard: stay in your lane. Your lane is whatever path gets you to the destination you’ve staked out for yourself. If I always had stayed in my lane, odds are I wouldn’t have built the largest specialty-apparel retailer in store count at rue21 … I wouldn’t have helped several managers there become millionaires from our high-flying stock performance … and I wouldn’t be writing this book. Stay in your lane is the fast lane to going nowhere special.
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