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More Praise for It’s How We Play the Game

“In It’s How We Play the Game, Stack demonstrates that he’s playing a different game than other retailers, moving past all the clichés about ‘giving back’ and turning his support of local communities into a kind of killer app.… Few recent business books are as well-told or as rich in takeaways.”

—Jim Rohr, former Chairman of PNC Financial Services Group

“In It’s How We Play the Game, Ed Stack makes the compelling case that leading with the values of sports—like hard work, teamwork, and selflessness—matters in business, and most of all, society.”

—Adam Silver, NBA Commissioner

“Ed Stack is not just a great entrepreneur running a big, successful business but a courageous American who is willing to stand up for what’s right. And he’s a talented author.”

—Gert Boyle, Chairman of Columbia Sportswear Company and author of One Tough Mother

“Ed Stack has created one of the greatest retail emporiums.… As this book shows, he is an entrepreneur, corporate steward, and leader of an engaged workforce, but first and foremost, he is always thinking about his customers.”

—John Idol, Chairman and CEO of Michael Kors

“Paints a fascinating picture of a man who is a fulfilled leader… Stack’s name should be on the impressive roll call of men and women whose will to compete, and success in doing so, offers inspiration and wisdom.”

—Jay Monahan, Commissioner of the PGA Tour

“An awe-inspiring story of overcoming obstacles… If there were more people like Stack running companies, the world would be a better place.”

—Jimmy Dunne, Senior Managing Principal of Sandler O’Neill & Partners
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In memory of my father, Richard John “Dick” Stack






INTRODUCTION

It was midafternoon on Valentine’s Day when I heard an early news report about the school shooting. The particulars drifted in as I hurried my way through a pile of work that needed attention before I left for a long Florida weekend with my wife: students and teachers killed, number unknown. Panic in the halls. A gunman armed with an assault rifle. My first reaction was: Not again.

I’d found myself thinking that too many times lately. Hadn’t we all? Four months before, a lunatic had barricaded himself in a high-rise Las Vegas hotel, busted out his room’s window, and opened fire on a crowd of thousands gathered below for a country music festival. He’d snuck fourteen AR-15s, a type of assault-style rifle, into the hotel. Twelve were fitted with hundred-round magazines. It took him just ten minutes to kill fifty-eight people. Another eight hundred fifty-one—an almost inconceivable number—were wounded by his bullets or in the panic he created.

A month later, a twenty-six-year-old misfit walked into the Sunday service at a Baptist church in Sutherland Springs, Texas, and let loose with an assault rifle, killing twenty-six people and injuring another twenty.

In the few years before those shootings, there’d been so many others: A June 2016 terrorist attack on a gay nightclub in Orlando that killed forty-nine and wounded fifty-three; the shooter there had used an assault-style rifle, too. A December 2015 attack by husband-and-wife terrorists on a San Bernardino County public health training event and Christmas party, which left fourteen dead and twenty-two injured. A July 2012 massacre in an Aurora, Colorado, movie theater. That same year, the brutal massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary School that claimed twenty-six children and faculty.

Mass shootings had become an all-too-familiar part of life in America. Their frequency seemed to be increasing. The number of dead seemed to ratchet upward with each new incident. And there seemed no end to it. No safe place left. And maybe worse, no one trying to deal with it—our political leaders seemed to lack the will for meaningful action. Their response to these tragedies had become depressingly predictable. One side would decry the availability of guns and call for a clampdown. The other would trumpet its broad interpretation of the Second Amendment—in which any regulation, any safeguard, was seen as a constitutional breach—and would drag out that old cliché that guns don’t kill people, people do.

As I listened to the news on February 14, 2018, more details emerged from Parkland, Florida. The gunman was a former student at the school. Thanks to the weapon he’d chosen, a derivative of a rifle originally developed for military use, he’d performed his slaughter with grim efficiency, killing seventeen people in little more than six minutes. I left the office in a deep state of melancholy, not only at the day’s news but, perhaps even more, at the realization that it would happen again—that this tragedy was a link in a chain that seemed without end. Somebody has to do something, I thought. This has to stop.

My wife shared my despair. On our way to Florida, Donna was as preoccupied with the shooting as I was, and we talked about little else. She was near tears. Somebody has to do something, we told each other. Somebody. Has. To do. Something.

Halfway through the flight, forty-two thousand feet over the Carolinas, I realized that somebody had to be me.

Because few people were better positioned for the mission. As the chairman and chief executive officer of Dick’s Sporting Goods, America’s largest sporting goods retailer, I led a team whose annual sales of firearms were among the nation’s largest. We sold thousands of rifles, shotguns, and handguns from our nearly eight hundred big-box stores in forty-seven states. And in our thirty-five outdoors-oriented Field & Stream stores, we sold the very style of rifle used in Parkland, Florida, that Valentine’s Day, and in so many other mass shootings.

That made us part of the problem. But maybe, I thought, it could make us part of a solution, too.

What followed that epiphany would thrust me and the company into an emotional and, at times, even threatening national debate. My team and I did something that few retailers had dared to: we followed our consciences, even if that steered our company into short-term hardship. We took a stand that earned both applause and condemnation, and in the months since, my life—and the lives of many Dick’s employees—hasn’t been the same.

The mass shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School wasn’t the first occasion on which we encountered such a moment. Looking back, one can see that this tendency of Dick’s to go beyond the traditional role of retailer and get involved with the communities of which it’s a part—sometimes in a way that alters people’s lives for decades—is pretty ingrained. It all harks back to the store’s embryonic days as a small family business in upstate New York. The company’s founder, and the man for whom it is named—my father, Richard John Stack—recognized that he couldn’t prosper unless and until the city around him, and thus his customers, did too.

Dick Stack wasn’t always a lovable man. There was nothing cuddly about him. He could be spiteful, prickly, and willfully hard to deal with. But in that belief about a company’s relationship with its surrounding community, he was right.

This is the story of that company my dad started, which my team and I grew from two stores to hundreds—a story that shows Dick’s evolution from the humblest of beginnings to a classic American success story. The sporting goods industry is littered with roadkill, and its victims include giants. That we at Dick’s have survived, let alone thrived enough to become the only national player left in the game, is a pretty remarkable tale on its own.

But alongside that story of Darwinian struggle, I’ll also describe the rise of a corporate culture that has sought to do the right thing, time and again. You’ll see that we’re no angels: in business, we’re in the game to win. We love street fights, and we’re good at fighting them. Even as we’ve sought to defeat our rivals, however, we’ve striven to build a legacy of good corporate citizenship—to measure our success not only by how much we’ve made, but by what we’ve created.

Importantly, the account that follows isn’t all about me. As the founder’s son and, also, the company’s leader for thirty-five years, I’ve been a key player in Dick’s story, but only one player. Thousands of men and women have had a hand in the company’s success. Even so, I’ve worked in the company since I turned thirteen, when it consisted of a single small store selling hunting and fishing gear, and most of my life has been indivisible from the business. Its DNA is bound up in mine, and mine in its.

Has this journey that my team and I have taken together been a great adventure with hard-to-experience lows and exhilarating highs? Most definitely. I hope you’ll enjoy reading about it as much as I’ve enjoyed living it.






CHAPTER 1 “GO START THIS”


Richard John Stack: where to begin, explaining my father? He was a born salesman with the gift of blarney, a guy who could chat up pretty much anyone. He was a good, if conservative, businessman. He was an athlete in his youth and remained passionate about sports throughout his life. When I played baseball and football as a kid, he never missed a game. He defined customer service broadly: he believed that a business owed a debt to its community, and he made good on that debt in a number of ways. He did right by his hometown.

But he was a complicated man. He stood five-eight and never topped 150 pounds, but he was a brawler, unafraid to use his fists to make a point. He wasn’t a particularly happy guy—he was driven more by a fear of failure than a desire to succeed, and he could be a humorless tyrant at work and home. He drank too much, smoked too much, didn’t eat well or exercise, and his habits turned him old before his time. He could be great company. Just as often, he wasn’t.

So, to be straight with you, right from the start: there’s plenty of Horatio Alger to the story you’re about to read, several episodes of rags-to-riches heroism, but the first protagonist of this tale was no saint. He was a child of the Depression with his share of demons, and his days were not always easy or pleasant, for him or anyone close by.

All that said, Dick Stack left imprints on me, his oldest son, and on the company he founded. Many were indelible and continue to color the way we do business today, more than seventy years after he opened his first store. Much of the culture we’ve built at the company that bears his name can be traced back through the years to the examples set by my mercurial, hard-living, often exasperating father.

The good examples, that is.

We’ll set out on this journey where he did, and where I did twenty-six years later: in Binghamton, New York, a town that occupies a narrow valley in the state’s “Southern Tier,” the long stretch of rolling countryside that runs along the Pennsylvania border, north and west of New York City. Binghamton is nestled on bottomland at the confluence of two rivers—the Susquehanna, which crosses the town from west to east and is already fat with the outflow of upstream tributaries, and the smaller Chenango, which joins the Susquehanna from the north.

Downtown is tucked into the northeast crook of this confluence and is linked to neighborhoods to the west and south by a half-dozen bridges. The principal east-west street through town, US 11, is called Main Street west of the Chenango, and Court Street in downtown and the middle-class neighborhood of small shops and modest homes to the east. And it is in those rivers and on Court Street, in Binghamton’s East Side neighborhood, that the Dick’s story begins.

Or, to take the story back even further, it begins at 11 McNamara Avenue, across the Susquehanna on Binghamton’s South Side, where my father was born on July 17, 1928.

The Stacks were Irish Catholic, and the South Side was a blue-collar section of town populated with other Irish, along with Italians and Eastern Europeans. Binghamton was half again as big as it is today, swollen with immigrants. They’d started arriving by the thousands shortly after the Civil War, first to make cigars. By the 1880s, Binghamton was the second-biggest cigar town in America, strange as it is to think of New York as tobacco country.

When the cigar boom passed, they made shoes. The Endicott Johnson Corporation ran huge plants in town, and in Johnson City, just west of Binghamton, and Endicott, a few miles farther west. “E-J,” as the company was known, was the biggest employer around for decades, employing twenty thousand people in the twenties and even more during World War II, when it made virtually all of the shoes used by the US military. In the mid-forties, it was turning out fifty-two million pairs of shoes a year.

Newly landed immigrants showed up in droves, most knowing only enough English to ask, on arriving in town: “Which way E-J?” It became an unofficial Binghamton motto. In 1984, years into the company’s decline, Ronald Reagan visited on the stump, and he opened his speech with those words. He was way behind the times and was met with complete silence. Still, it underlined just how big a deal the company once was. Endicott and Johnson City, which with Binghamton form the Southern Tier’s “Triple Cities,” were named for the company’s two owners.

More quietly at first, another company was growing in the Triple Cities that would soon change the face of the region. It dated to 1901, when two smallish companies that made time clocks and time-card readers were bundled into a new enterprise that incorporated in Binghamton. A decade later, through a series of mergers with outfits that made adding machines and commercial scales, the company became the Computing-Tabulating-Recording Company, or CTR, based in Endicott. In 1924, CTR changed its name to International Business Machines.

So the town into which my father was born was a mix of heavy industry and high tech, with a workforce that reflected its shifting fortunes. During his youth, E-J was the biggest employer. By the time I came along, IBM dwarfed all. I can remember my dad saying, long before I understood what it meant, “If IBM leaves Binghamton, turn out the lights.”

He did not have an easy childhood. Dick was the last of six kids born to Edward W. and Mae Stack, his dad the owner of a beer distribution business—which, during Prohibition, was a polite way of saying my grandfather was a bootlegger. That must have been an uncertain and dangerous way to put food on the table, though his grandchildren have come to view it as a swashbuckling, even romantic, chapter of Stack history.

Tragedy struck the family before Dick was born. When his twin siblings, Billy and Betty, were nine months old, they caught whooping cough. My grandmother took them to the doctor. Betty was frailer; the doctor said he wanted to keep an eye on her, that she had the worse of it. Billy was a chubby, big-cheeked baby, a robust little boy, with a head of thick, curly black hair. The doctor judged him to be almost back to health.

Once home, my grandmother took Betty inside and got her settled. When she came back to the stroller for Billy, she found he’d choked to death on his own phlegm. I’m not sure that anyone in the family got over that, especially my grandmother. My sister Kim was talking with her fifty-some years later, when my grandmother was in her eighties, and asked her about that day. “Some people say, ‘You have these other kids. Be thankful,’ ” Mae, whom we called Nana, said with tears in her eyes. “I think about that baby every day.”

Billy’s death was a prelude to even greater pain. On August 1, 1935, when Dick was seven, his father was killed in a horrific car accident east of town. Family lore has long held that the crash was no accident—that Ed Stack Sr. was bumped off by mobsters looking to muscle in on his beer business, which by then was legal. The available record doesn’t dispute that legend outright, but it does raise questions about it: in a front-page story, the local paper reported that my grandfather had taken a downhill curve at high speed, drifted into the oncoming lane, and smashed his sedan into a truck loaded with live chickens. He was crushed behind the steering wheel and died on his way to the hospital.

His female passenger, who was not my grandmother, was ejected from the car and “picked up unconscious in the center of the highway,” but recovered. I don’t know what became of her. Not long after, Nana lost the beer business. The reasons are murky, but it seems that Granddad may have been involved in some gambling, as well as booze, and she gave up control of the distributorship.

From that point on, my dad’s childhood was one of deprivation. Ed Sr. hadn’t carried a life insurance policy. The beer income was gone. Nana had to take in boarders to make the mortgage. Dick’s upbringing fell largely to his father’s parents.



When I think back to the time I spent with Nana as a kid, I’m always impressed by her toughness. She was kind and had a charming, warm way about her, and she was a tiny woman, no more than ninety pounds. But she had steel inside, a no-nonsense core beneath her softness. I guess that’s inevitable, given everything she went through. She’d had her first five children in quick succession—my uncle Ed first; then, two and a half years later, twins, my aunt Rosemary and uncle Joe; and fourteen months after that, the second set of twins, Billy and Betty.

So at one point the oldest of her five kids was barely four years old, in an age without baby formula or disposable diapers. That’d toughen up anyone. Then she lost Billy. She had my dad five years after that, and almost lost him to rheumatic fever, a close call that left him with a mitral valve defect in his heart. She hadn’t even put him in school when her husband died; her oldest, my uncle Ed, wasn’t yet sixteen.

Faith and family saw her through those trials. She went to Mass every day, no matter the weather, no matter how tired she felt. And she held her children close. When I was growing up we’d go to her house a lot—the same house at 11 McNamara Avenue, where she lived into her nineties—or she’d come over to ours for Sunday dinner. I remember many cold nights when we’d build a fire after the meal and she’d call us around the fireplace to watch it. We sat there for what seemed like hours, watching the flames. It drove me crazy at twelve years old. Are you kidding me? Why are we wasting time staring at a bunch of burning logs? Now that I’m older, I can imagine that those nights reminded her of easier times, before all the heartache, when she and my grandfather would sit with their kids in the parlor of that little house.

Dick grew up adoring his oldest brother, my uncle Ed, who was nine years older. Ed was a dashing character—handsome, charismatic, athletic, fun loving. He was more of a father to my dad than their father had been. But the real influence on young Dick was his paternal grandfather, who introduced him to fishing for trout in the Susquehanna and Chenango, and for bass in some of the lakes outside of town. They did a lot of talking, and I understand they caught a lot of fish, but I think my dad enjoyed being outside on the water, the solitude and beauty of their setting, as much as anything. It was enormously calming.

Which did him good, because my dad was a high-strung kid with a lot on his mind. When he was in junior high, my uncle Ed joined the Army Air Corps and was away for years. My dad felt that loss. Even before then, he wasn’t doing well in school—he had trouble studying, and my siblings and I have long suspected that he had a reading disorder; he remained a poor reader throughout his life. He was deeply interested in sports, passionate about them. He landed a spot on Binghamton Central High’s junior varsity football squad in his sophomore year and played intramural basketball for a couple of years.

His greatest passion, then and throughout his life, was baseball. He was a catcher, and a good one, with a strong arm and a quick glove, and for several years played for the team at St. John the Evangelist, our parish church. The squad played other parishes, and the competition was surprisingly fierce. But while good, my dad wasn’t great. If he harbored any dreams of taking his game higher, like most kids he didn’t see them pan out.

So Dick Stack had a chip on his shoulder. He was barely getting by in his classes. He felt as if he was falling behind, that he was struggling at tasks his classmates found easy. He found just one respite: he immersed himself ever deeper into fishing.

And he worked. Dad had a paper route for a while, worked in an ice-cream parlor, then got a job with a guy named Irv Burglass, who ran an army-navy surplus shop in Binghamton. As the war ended, the surplus market was flooded with useful stuff the government no longer needed, everything from coats and boots to cook sets, sleeping bags, tents. Sportsmen loved browsing the store.

In January 1948, my dad graduated from Binghamton Central. He’d forever after say that it was “by the skin of my teeth,” which is no doubt true. He said he wouldn’t have made it without a passing grade—a flat-out gift—from an English teacher who told him, “I don’t know what will become of you, Dick, but somehow I know you’ll be a success.” At the store, the supply of surplus goods was beginning to slow, and Irv Burglass was mulling a transition into sporting goods. He knew my dad spent a lot of time fishing and was good at it. So he said, Listen, kid. I know you’re a big-time fisherman, and I want to get into the tackle business. Only I don’t know what we should stock, so I want you to go home and put together an inventory of what we’d need to get started.

My dad went home and put a list together. He stayed up into the early morning giving it thought, winnowing the list to the essentials, so that it all fit on two sheets of paper from a legal pad. The next morning, he took the list to Irv. The boss looked over the papers, took out a pen, and started crossing out items my dad knew any fisherman would need. Dumb kid, Irv said to him. You don’t know what the hell you’re doing.

Did I mention that my dad was a hothead? He snatched the papers away, stormed out of the store, and never went back. He walked across town, angry at the boss and himself—now he was out of high school, with no prospects for college, and suddenly jobless—and stopped in to see his father’s parents.

Martin and Mary “Mamie” Stack did not have a lot of money. Born in County Kerry, Ireland, they’d come to Binghamton during the cigar boom, and now they lived very modest lives, scrimping for every extra dime; they went so far as to erect a tiny cottage in their backyard, which they rented out. One challenge was my great-grandfather, who was a wonderful man liked by virtually everyone who met him—and was known around town as “Backy,” for the tobacco he chewed 24/7—but who was also an Irish cliché in terms of how much beer he consumed at the local pub. In other words, the dimes didn’t pile up.

My father showed Mamie the list he’d compiled, told her what had happened. She could see that he was torn up. After a while she quietly asked: “How much would it cost you to do this—to open this business for yourself?”

“Three hundred dollars,” he answered. He might not have been a great student, but he was always handy with numbers.

With that, she crossed the kitchen, went to a cookie jar in the back corner, reached in, and pulled out a wad of cash. God knows how many years of saving that represented. She counted out three hundred dollars, handed it to him, and said: “Go start this business yourself.”



As origin stories go, I think that’s pretty good. Some details have proved variable over the years: With each telling, my dad would have himself staying up later to put together the list; it was midnight when I was a kid, and by the time he told my kids the story, he was pulling an all-nighter. Occasionally, press accounts of my great-grandmother’s generosity have amplified the sum she handed over to $600, or even $1,200.

But my dad always insisted that it was with $300 that he started his business, and Mamie backed him up. That cookie jar of hers has become a lasting bit of iconography at Dick’s Sporting Goods. Today, when an associate reaches twenty-five years of service with the company, we present him or her with a cookie jar, tucked inside of which is $300.

My dad stretched that cash. He found a tiny storefront for rent at 453½ Court Street. The family used to kid him that it was so small it didn’t deserve a full number for its address. There, just months after his high school graduation, he opened Dick’s Bait and Tackle. He was nineteen.

That original store remains an important piece of the company. Walk into any Dick’s today, and you’ll find a framed picture of the place. My dad is standing to the right, just inside a front window lined with fishing rods. Uncle Ed, natty in a bow tie and dress shirt, is to the left, with an elbow propped on homemade shelves piled high with small boxes of gear. The wall behind the shelves is cinder block. They hold rods that cross between them, and at their feet is a stack of wicker fishing creels. A display of hooks and lures occupies a table in the left foreground. More than one customer on the sales floor—the little bit of open space in front of the camera—would have crowded it. You hear people talk all the time about humble beginnings. This was a humble beginning.

My dad stocked the shelves with as much fishing gear as he could afford, and hoped to do enough business to buy more. On the days he did, he’d close up shop; drive sixty miles to the Eynon Drug Store in Scranton, Pennsylvania; spend the day’s receipts on fishing gear; then drive back and stock the shelves.

Bear in mind, he was paying more than wholesale for this stuff. His markups had to be razor-thin, or he’d have priced himself out of business. And on many days, he made too little to put gas in the car. Decades later, my sister Kim came across some old register receipts from those days, and she cried when she saw how little business he did. Five dollars, some days. Six or seven on others.

On some of those lean days, his situation must have seemed almost cripplingly bleak. But like I said, he had a chip on his shoulder. He had something to prove. He wasn’t going to give in willingly. And ever so slowly, his little shop started drawing some regulars who recognized that this skinny kid knew fishing, knew gear, offered good advice. The word spread around town.

I wish I knew more about those days. He didn’t speak of them often, and I didn’t press. This much is clear: pretty soon, he no longer had to drive to Scranton for his inventory—he was doing enough business to place orders with wholesalers or buy directly from the brands he carried. He broadened his offerings: by 1952, he’d renamed the place Dick’s Army-Navy & Sporting Goods, and was stocking work clothes, a little sportswear, camping gear, and picnic supplies, along with an expanded array of fishing tackle. He was generating enough traffic to buy newspaper advertisements. He sponsored a monthly fishing contest that awarded forty bucks for the biggest fish. “Buy your equipment from an experienced angler,” he wrote in an ad in April of that year, “who will demonstrate the proper use of each item sold.”

My dad wrote all of the ads himself, and at times he got creative. One of my favorites was an ad that appeared in the Binghamton Press and Sun-Bulletin in February 1953 and resembled a boxed news story. “Warning! Fishing Pox,” its heading blared. “Very Contagious to Adult Males. Symptoms—continual Complaint as to the need for fresh air, sunshine and relaxation. Patient has blank expression, sometimes deaf to wife and kids. Has no taste for work of any kind. Frequent checking of Fishing equipment. Hangs out in DICK’S Army-Navy store longer than usual. Secret night phone calls to fishing pals. Mumbles to self. Can’t sit still, wants to buy the best Fishing Tackle at the lowest possible prices.” The “treatment” was to “go Fishing as often as possible with tackle from Dick’s.”

In time he was doing well enough that he expanded into the other half of his store’s half-address. It remained an unpretentious operation in the same low-slung cinder-block building, but now he had three big display windows looking onto Court Street. And while he’d so far done the bulk of his business during warm weather, when fishing in the Southern Tier didn’t require hacking a hole through a foot of ice, he made a change that transformed Dick’s into a year-round destination: he started carrying rifles, shotguns, and ammunition.

My father was an occasional hunter—very occasional—but he knew enough about firearms to get by, and hunting seemed a natural extension of his existing business. This is a point that will be important later in this story: Dick’s has been in the gun business for at least sixty-seven years.



Successful as the operation seemed to be, Dick’s Army-Navy was vexed by a problem all too common to businesses in Binghamton. An explosion of car ownership was transforming America, especially its cities, and Binghamton was no exception; the shortage of parking just in front of Dick’s Army-Navy was soon frustrating customers.

So in December 1953, Dad decided to move the operation to larger quarters with off-street parking, about seven hundred yards to the west. A story in the paper—which read suspiciously like his own advertising copy—announced that the new place, at 389 Court Street, was “5 times larger than the present one and there is parking facilities for at least 300 or more cars. Just think how easy it will be to shop at Dick’s, drive up anytime, park and shop.”

The new store, while another single-story, concrete-block structure, was vastly larger, and set back behind a large parking lot. Business, it seems, was good—enough so that eleven months later, when a new shopping center opened a ten-minute drive north of town, Dad signed a lease on a second location.

Success seemed a safe bet. The Hillcrest Shopping Center was unassuming, by today’s standards—a small, stone-clad strip mall anchored by an A&P supermarket and a big furniture showroom—but busy State Route 7 passed out front. The new Dick’s Sporting Goods occupied the storefront next door to the grocery. Prime real estate.

My dad’s business philosophy was as simple as it gets: “If I take in more than I spend, I’m okay.” By such reasoning, it seemed the Hillcrest store couldn’t lose. It opened in late November 1954, selling toys in addition to sporting goods.



That was a busy time for my dad. Earlier that year he had married my mother, and he was soon to become a father.

My mom, Mary Ann Boyle, grew up on McNamara Avenue, just four houses away from my dad’s childhood home; the two families knew each other, so how my parents met is no mystery. To this day, though, I can’t figure out what brought them together. This was not a case of opposites attracting. They were alike in all the wrong ways—both high-strung and quick-tempered. Neither was demonstrably loving. Words of reassurance, or tenderness, or comfort, were not in their vocabularies.

Like my dad, my mom went to Binghamton Central High School, graduating five years behind him. She was a kid. Still, they married in January 1954 and bought a modest little one-and-a-half-story bungalow on Binghamton’s South Side. She’d worked as an operator for the local telephone company before they got together and kept working for a few months after the wedding. But just a few, because eleven months into their marriage, on December 27, 1954, I was born—Edward William Stack, named for my father’s father and my uncle Ed.

It was an inauspicious time for a baby to arrive, because things weren’t going as planned in my dad’s business. The Hillcrest Shopping Center had been developed by Mart Development Corporation, which the local paper described as “largely the creation of William M. Viglione, the tax accountant.” Viglione, a former IRS numbers cruncher, had little commercial real estate experience; he’d built a motel out west of Binghamton two years before, but nothing quite like a strip mall.

It showed. For all the traffic the highway out front seemed to promise, no great population surrounded the shopping center, and there wasn’t much prospect that one would develop. The situation wasn’t helped by Hillcrest’s weird mix of tenants: a furnace company, an insurance agent, and the Minneapolis-Honeywell Regulator Company, which made thermostats. Not exactly the sort of neighbors that attracted armies of shoppers. Being next door to the A&P—usually a good strategy—didn’t count for much, because the A&P was having trouble attracting customers, too.

Just four months into the two-store experiment, my dad decided to shut down his Court Street location. It was almost certainly doing better than Hillcrest; I can only guess that his lease at the strip center was tougher to break, so he chose to consolidate his merchandise there, rather than in town. My dad wrote a big advertisement that appeared in the paper in late March. “We have moved our Court Street store to the HILLCREST SHOPPING CENTER,” it read. “In combining the 2 stores, we will automatically cut our overhead. This means that we can offer you LOWER PRICES! Drive out, ‘Always a place to park.’ ”

One feature of the ad conveyed the nervousness he must have been feeling. Down at the bottom, it listed the Hillcrest store’s hours. Since opening his first store, he’d always operated from nine a.m. to nine p.m., Tuesday through Friday, and nine a.m. to six p.m. on Saturday. Now the store was open on Sundays until three p.m., and he kept it open until midnight on Thursday and Friday “for Your Last-Minute Tackle Needs and YOUR LICENSE.”

The desperation that emanated from that ad was even more pronounced in those that followed. By the time I approached my first birthday, Dick’s was advertising a “$50,000 stock reduction,” with deep discounts on just about everything under the roof. Rifles priced at pennies on the dollar. Double-barreled shotguns, 48 percent off. A huge range of stuff, from fishing vests to sweaters to model airplanes, to work shoes, house paint, and tennis balls, all for half off or more.

This wasn’t the behavior of your typical retailer nearly three weeks before Christmas. Struggling to survive, Dad had made a loss leader of virtually everything in the store.






CHAPTER 2 “IF I HAD WHAT I OWE, I’D TRULY BE A WEALTHY MAN”


When my dad spoke of the Hillcrest store later in his life, it was with anguish and frustration—not only over what happened there, but because he’d allowed himself to be talked into the venture. He never identified who it was who’d persuaded him that it was a good idea. He never blamed anyone but himself. “I should have been content with what I had,” he’d say. “I should never have opened that second store.”

Actually, if he’d opened west of town, instead of to the north, he’d likely have been just fine. The suburbs were fast spreading to the west: subdivisions, gas stations, and strip malls ran unbroken past Endicott.

Hindsight. He didn’t realize he was planting his flag in the wrong place. But by the time I reached my first birthday, it must have seemed inevitable that it would end badly, judging by those Christmas ads. The wonder, for me, is that the store managed to limp through the spring of 1956. Finally, on June 6, he took out a new ad in the paper. It was topped with an immense heading: “We Quit.”

“We must sell out to the bare walls!!!!” it continued. My dad never was bashful about exclamation points. “To satisfy our creditors we are forced to GO OUT OF BUSINESS! OUR LOSS, YOUR GAIN. SALE STARTS AT 9 A.M. TOMORROW!” Below was the now-familiar assortment of drastically discounted merchandise, the prices even lower than they’d been before Christmas.

The next three weeks were a living nightmare for my dad. He was already burdened by a deep and abiding inferiority complex: His close friends from high school had gone on to college and were now finishing their studies to be doctors and lawyers. In contrast, he’d set himself up as a shopkeeper, which he viewed as second rate next to their achievements, and now he was about to fail at that. He’d tell me later that his nights were sleepless, agonizing, that he was tortured by the thought that he’d blown his one shot at success. He couldn’t provide for his family. Worse, his family was growing—he and my mom learned in the midst of the store’s collapse that she was expecting again. His life, it seemed, was in chaos.

My dad padlocked his place on July 15, 1956. I’ve been past the Hillcrest Shopping Center a thousand times in my life; years later, it remains an outpost. The furniture store is the only survivor, and it moved into a bigger building up the road. A storefront church occupies the old A&P. The space where my dad set up shop is now a gym.

Dick Stack was a proud man, and he refused to declare bankruptcy. He could not abide the thought of making others pay for what he saw as his mistake. Instead, he returned what merchandise he could, then sold virtually everything he had—the house he’d only recently bought, his car, anything he could liquidate—to pay off his creditors. He succeeded: none of his suppliers lost money when Dick’s folded. For my dad, and our family, his insistence on protecting everyone else promised a bleak future. He and my mom had no choice but to return to living with their parents. Four months pregnant, my mom moved herself and me into her folks’ place on McNamara Avenue. My dad couldn’t bring himself to live with his in-laws—in his heartsick state, that represented a step down that might have finished him off. He moved in with his mom, my Nana, just up the street.

Broke and desperate, he found a job at Montgomery Ward in downtown Binghamton. And there this story could have ended. At twenty-six, my dad could have chosen the safety of a sure paycheck over any further risk. A lot of men, with the responsibilities he faced, would have taken that route. But my dad, for all of his shortcomings, was a resilient guy, toughened by the deprivations of his childhood and the uncertainties of his early years in business. He had that chip on his shoulder, that need to prove himself among friends and classmates who he thought were doing better. He had guts. “When you get knocked on your ass,” I heard him say a million times, “you get back up, dust yourself off, and get back in the fight.”

Not exactly original, maybe, but true enough. When you dig down into the roots of success, it has little to do with brilliance. I’ve known plenty of geniuses who didn’t amount to much, and quite a few numbskulls who’ve done well. We all have. Life teaches that success also has little to do with talent—we’ve all met really talented, creative people who can’t translate that talent into a successful career.

No, success is all about what’s inside you, and the most important element of success is simple perseverance—often tedious, sometimes soul crushing, but the great differentiator in whether smarts, talent, and education add up to something bigger. Great musicians practice to perfection. Engineers refine and test, refine and test again. Athletes never stop training. And my dad, knocked on his ass, got up, dusted himself off, and got back in the fight.

The turning point came while he was on the sales floor in the Montgomery Ward sports department. A stranger approached—my dad had never seen him before, and never saw him after, but the guy had evidently known Ed Sr., my bootlegging grandfather, and recognized his son. “If you had half the guts your father had,” this mystery man said, “you’d be doing this for yourself.”

Then he walked off, leaving my dad stunned. The stranger’s words, he told me, sliced straight into his soul. Emboldened, or maybe embarrassed, or a little of both, he quit Montgomery Ward a couple of days later and hit the streets to find a way to get back into business. He found a friendly ear at an East Side bank, whose lenders knew that he’d been successful on Court Street and were willing to underwrite his second chance, provided he returned to that part of town. His former suppliers, impressed by how he’d made them whole after the Hillcrest failure, stepped up to say they’d do business with him. In late August he was again advertising in the Press and Sun-Bulletin. This time, the ad featured a picture of my dad standing in front of a long rack of rifles and shotguns, under the heading “Dick is Back!” The address for the new Dick’s Clothing and Sporting Goods was the same as the old: 389 Court Street. He reopened on September 1. His resurrection had taken just six weeks.

But the Hillcrest debacle never really left him. My dad carried scar tissue from that experience for the rest of his life, and it affected every aspect of his conduct in business. He was terrified of failure. He was deathly afraid of going broke.

He was not averse to spending money; to the contrary, he lived pretty large for a guy who ran a small local business. When I was old enough to have a clue about what was going on around me, I noticed that my dad bought a new car every two years, always a Cadillac Sedan de Ville. He kept a rustic weekend cottage on Page Lake, a few miles across the Pennsylvania line. He had boats and snowmobiles. And starting when I was very young, he and my mom spent a couple of months each winter in Florida. They left me, and the kids who came later, in the care of neighbors, who’d move into our house for the duration.

I don’t know that my dad allowed himself to enjoy much of it. He was preoccupied. I’d come to see and feel that up close in the years ahead, and it could be enormously frustrating.

Then again, I didn’t experience his close brush with ruin. I was busy learning to walk.



In the hands of my haunted, driven father, Dick’s Clothing and Sporting Goods reestablished itself as Binghamton’s go-to source for fishing and hunting gear, camping supplies, and outdoor clothes. I don’t mean that it made anyone rich. That, it did not do. Dick’s was always in debt to the bank and to the vendors that supplied the store with merchandise, and it always seemed to have too much inventory or too little. Throughout my childhood, the business was a bad month away from collapsing under the weight of that debt, so even as the store’s reputation and clientele grew, there was a palpable air of nervous struggle about the place. My dad would sometimes ruminate on the dicey state of affairs and say to me—and I heard this many times—“Ed, if I had what I owe, I’d truly be a wealthy man.” Even so, he almost immediately bought a new house—a split-level place with a walk-out basement, bigger than the last but far from large, at 16 Ardsley Road, on Binghamton’s East Side.

My sister Kim came along in the midst of the store’s rebirth, in January 1957. I’d just turned two. And pretty regularly for the six years after, my parents had kids roughly two years apart: my brother Rick, then my brother Marty, and finally, when I was eight, my sister Nancy. Our house had one bathroom and three bedrooms: one that my parents shared, another for my sisters, and the third into which I was shoehorned with my two brothers—a small room with a ceiling so low, and sloped so acutely, that even as kids, we could stand straight only in the middle.

We all worked, on and off, at Dick’s during our formative years, but from early on it was clear that my dad expected me to join him in the business, and that assumption was woven into my entire upbringing. My childhood is inseparable from “the store,” as it was always called at home. Some of my earliest memories are wrapped up in the place. I remember the garage stuffed with merchandise that wouldn’t fit in the store’s back room—Coleman coolers stacked high, Sorel winter boots, snowmobile oil, and case after case of propane tanks and white gas. The whole place was a tinderbox: one spark would have leveled the entire block. Nowadays, the state would take your kids away from you for less.

My dad broke me in early on retail. When I was five, and my mom had her hands full with the younger kids, she’d sometimes have my dad take me into Dick’s for the day. My dad had no time to babysit, so he planted me in the store’s basement, where he kept the back stock of clothes and gear, along with ammo and gunpowder, and put me to work. My job: attaching prices to heavy cotton work pants, which involved pins and paper tags—not the easiest task for so little a kid. By the end of the day, my thumbs would be bleeding from dozens of pinpricks.

From about the same period, I remember going down to the store with him on Sundays, when the place was closed, and sitting beside him in his office while he did paperwork—stamping and signing checks, gathering deposits, filling out orders. During the winter, he’d have the TV tuned to football. I can picture watching the Giants on that small black-and-white screen.

When I wasn’t at the store, I was hearing about it at the dinner table, where the conversations followed predictable themes: In the summer and fall, we talked about the Yankees and the store. In the fall and winter, we talked about the Giants and the store. If you couldn’t jump in with a contribution to one of those subjects, you were pretty much shut out. Weather came up, but only because it had such an impact on the business: my dad always hoped for cold days in the fall, because it would bring in hunters looking to gear up on hats, coats, and long underwear.

The store came up during my parents’ arguments, too. My siblings and I witnessed a lot of those. My mom wanted my dad home more, though looking back, it’s clear that my folks were mismatched. My dad was self-absorbed and obsessed with his work. My mom, raised by doting, demonstrative parents and accustomed to constant attention, didn’t get the devotion she expected. They bickered constantly. At night, as I drifted off to sleep, it was often to a soundtrack of loud, angry voices.

Alcohol looms large in my early memories, too: When I was five, Dad taught me how to fix his standard cocktail, a perfect CC Manhattan. He gave me a shot glass and told me to fill it up twice from the brown bottle—that’d be Canadian Club—and once from the green bottle of sweet vermouth. I’d add a splash of water and a cherry and take it to him. As I got older, I came to see that when he got into his third Manhattan of the night—with six shots of booze already in him, and three more headed that way—trouble was coming. He wasn’t a happy drinker. He grew sullen, and sometimes flat-out mean. His patience, never ample, vanished entirely. He could blow without provocation. I made myself scarce.

When provoked, my dad sometimes forgot that he stood five-eight and weighed 150 pounds. Once, while attending a sporting goods convention, he was in the restaurant at a hotel in New York City. A group of guys sat at the next table over, and one, who was talking loud enough that my dad could hear, told his buddies, “That Dick Stack, at Dick’s Sporting Goods, he doesn’t pay his bills on time.” He probably said more, but he’d already crossed a line. If there was one thing my dad was a stickler for, it was paying bills on time.

My dad’s friend and coworker, Frank Gehrlein, was sitting with him, along with a few others from Dick’s, and Frank could see that he was steaming. A while later, the loudmouth—evidently a manufacturer’s rep—got up and crossed the restaurant to the bathroom. My father waited a minute or so, then got up and made for the bathroom himself. It took a few seconds for Frank to put together what was about to happen, and to hurry after both. He watched as the loudmouth stepped out of the bathroom and started back across the lobby. My dad stopped him halfway across, said a few words, then punched him right in the face. The guy flew backward over a couch, where my dad pounced on him. They were whaling away at each other when Frank pried them apart. “I knew what was going to happen,” Frank told me long after. “I just couldn’t get there fast enough.”

That wasn’t the only time my dad got into a fistfight. Truth be told, he was in quite a few.



I don’t mean to paint Dick Stack as a bad man. I think he was self-medicating when he drank, trying to escape the suffocating anxiety that gripped him. And I don’t mean to make it sound as if I had a Dickensian childhood, because like a lot of kids in the early to mid sixties, I didn’t spend a whole lot of time in the house, anyway. Every morning from age five on, I was outside minutes after I woke. At first, my friends and I were small enough to squeeze our play into the backyard at 16 Ardsley. Though it seemed plenty big at the time, it was a tiny space, dominated by a weeping willow tree that dropped leaves and spiders constantly. A rusty swing set took up some space, too, but we scratched out a miniature baseball diamond in the remaining grass and managed to play some truncated form of the game.

The backyard was bordered by hedges, in most places so thick that you couldn’t get through them, but thinner in spots. If you hit a ball to the left, it would end up in the Bagostas’ yard, and you’d have to push through one of those thin stretches of hedge to get it. A shot into center landed in the Risleys’ yard, and you’d go through the same routine of wading through the bushes. Ah, but if you hit to the right, and the ball sailed into the Laytons’ yard, you were screwed, because if Mr. Layton saw our ball land on his property, he’d snatch it up and wouldn’t give it back. One day my dad came home at dinner and wanted to play catch. I told him we couldn’t—Mr. Layton had kept our ball. My dad walked into the backyard and through the bushes into Mr. Layton’s yard. A few minutes later he came back with the ball. His knuckles were covered with blood.

We’d play Wiffle ball out front in the street, too. The center field fence was our roof: hit the ball on the porch for a double, onto the shingles above for a home run. As I got a little older, I’d jump on my bike and pedal to Fairview Park, about a half mile away, and spend the morning playing ball. I came home long enough to wolf down a peanut butter sandwich, a couple of Oreos, and a glass of milk, then rode back to the park to play more. My parents never worried about me during my long hours away. The East Side of my childhood was a close-knit neighborhood in which all knew their neighbors. Most were one-income households—policemen, insurance salesmen, IBM workers—with a parent at home during the day. Little happened outside without an adult taking notice. We had a lot of eyes on us. Then as now, Fairview Park had a full-size Little League diamond, a wading pool, and a big blacktop playground. It was the center of my universe. Between eight thirty a.m. and six p.m., I might have been home for half an hour.

Baseball. I lived for baseball. It filled my days and at night, my dreams. In 1962, the year after Roger Maris broke Babe Ruth’s home run record, my uncle Harold took me to New York City to see the Yankees. We took the train out of Binghamton, and I’ll never forget walking the concourse and passing through a tunnel, and the concrete around us opening to reveal the field and that great bowl of stadium around us. I’d seen Yankee Stadium only on black-and-white TV. In person the grass was a surreal green, the brightest and most saturated color I’d ever seen, and the dirt of the baselines was a deep cinnamon brown and perfectly groomed. The foul lines gleamed white. It was breathtaking. I wanted nothing more than to play on that field.

Soon, all my heroes were there: Maris and Mickey Mantle. Yogi Berra. The Yankees’ catcher Elston Howard, who was the only player in the league—in those days before catchers wore helmets—to flip the brim of his hat up when he turned it around to put on his mask. I thought that was so cool.

Back home, I had a little transistor radio that I’d sneak into my bed, and on nights when the Yankees were playing out west I’d listen to the play-by-play. I couldn’t get enough. Even now I can recite the Yankees’ batting order from those days. In fact, in the bookcase behind my desk, I have a figurine collection of the 1961 Yankees’ lineup. I’m looking at my hero, Elston Howard, as I write this.



Back then, baseball games were televised only on weekends, and I never missed a Yankees game on TV. Which brings up the other great love of my childhood: my grandfather.

My mother’s parents had divorced when she was little, and her father, an Irishman named Thomas Boyle, had moved off to Florida. Her mom, Anna, had remarried an Austrian immigrant named Karl Krupitza, who’d moved to Binghamton in 1906, when he was nine. For reasons obscure, everyone called him “Dutch.”

My mom, six or seven when they married, adored him, and I could understand why. I called him Grampa or Gramp, and when things were tough at home I could always count on him. He listened when I was upset or excited. He didn’t say much but offered quiet advice when I needed it. And he was a master at companionable silence: we could spend long stretches of time watching the Yankees without a word passing between us, yet have a wonderful time together.

Gramp was my anchor, my refuge. He understood me when it seemed no one else did. He was a wonderful example to me in so many aspects of life. He was relentlessly upbeat. Unfailingly good-natured. Comfortable in his own skin. A true gentleman, too. I never once heard him say a bad word about another person. Never heard him swear. Never heard him boast. And his marriage was a revelation, because in stark contrast to my parents, he and my grandmother enjoyed each other like newlyweds. Every night after supper they went out to the Elks or Moose lodge for three beers apiece. They spent weeks each winter in Florida and flew to Las Vegas once or twice a year until he was ninety. My grandmother played bingo and the slots. Gramp played blackjack and poker. You want proof that age is just a number? Karl Krupitza was it.

Something else about him awed me. He was a little guy, bespectacled and slight, not at all imposing to look at. But I’ll tell you what: he was a force to be reckoned with in any sport he took up. The first of those sports was baseball. In 1923 he started working as a “vacation fireman,” filling in for city firefighters who’d taken off work. Two years later, he was appointed full-time to the department. Binghamton firefighters had a baseball team that played in the adult city league, and Gramp earned a spot as third baseman. He was good enough to keep the assignment into the mid-thirties, and in 1936 was elected the team’s manager. By then he was taking an interest in bowling, and for more than twenty years he ranked among the city’s top competitors. During that reign, he picked up a golf club for the first time, at age thirty-five. Four years later, he broke one hundred for the first time. Five years after that, he won the Broome County amateur title.

One good thing about being a firefighter is that you get a lot of free time. Gramp worked two days on, three off, and with rare exceptions, he played a full round on those open days, and often bowled in a league a few hours later. By the time he made fire lieutenant, in 1949, he was among the region’s top amateur golfers; by the time I came along, years after he’d retired, he was playing five or six rounds a week.

I didn’t often join him on the golf course—I was too busy with baseball—but I’d stop by his house to watch golf on TV with him. At about the time we moved onto Ardsley, he and my grandmother had moved from McNamara to Sunset Avenue, little more than a block away. To get to their house, I walked out our front door and across the street, cut through two neighbors’ yards, and emerged on Riverview Avenue, right where it intersected with Sunset. I’m sure the neighbors didn’t care for my shortcut, because I practically wore a groove into their lawns.



My dad was of the generation of fathers for whom the worst thing that could happen was to see a son grow up a sissy, and his approach to ensuring that I didn’t was to be a ruthless hard-ass. He expected a flawless performance in everything I did, and when I let him down he’d let me have it—most often, about halfway through that third Manhattan.

But he was pleased by my interest in baseball. It became our common bond. He’d been a catcher when he’d played for St. John, so he set out to make me a catcher. His explanation was, and remains, good counsel. An outfielder might never field the ball in the course of a game, but a catcher was involved in every pitch. It was an exciting position, dependent on speed, arm strength, and smarts. You called the pitches and directed the infield; you led the defense. You were a key to winning or losing games.

When Dad came home for dinner, he and I would play catch in the yard before we sat down to eat. These weren’t casual games. I’d play catcher, and he’d pitch to me—burning fastballs, each one harder than the last. Then he’d start throwing the ball in the dirt, and I’d scramble to dig it out. If I missed and had to run into the bushes to retrieve the ball, I’d turn back to find he was gone. The message: If you can’t catch it, we’re done. Don’t screw up.

I was pretty good at fielding wild pitches by the time I was seven. My dad put me to an even greater test when I’d visit the store. He’d show me off to the staff and customers by positioning me with one of the big plate-glass windows at my back, then firing a baseball my way. They weren’t throws to me—he threw high, low, to my left and right. I never missed a catch. If I had, we’d have taken out the window.

Such was my apprenticeship. And my fielding skills were further sharpened by a ritual we followed for years. After dinner, my dad would devote a few minutes to quizzing me about baseball. “You’re playing second base, there’s two outs and a man on third, and you have a ground ball hit to you,” he’d say. “What do you do?” Or: “There’s one out, a guy on first, and you’re playing shortstop. The ball is hit to you. What do you do?” I was expected to answer without pausing to think about it. “I’d throw the ball to second, and the second baseman would go to first base for the double play.”

The more we played this game, the faster he expected me to be. I don’t recall ever giving a wrong answer. This wasn’t always true of my work in school, then or later, but when it came to baseball, I was an A student. My dad’s questions spurred me to study the game. From an early age, I didn’t merely watch the pros on TV, I dissected their fielding decisions. Analyzed every play. Strove to understand why they did what they did.

So while my dad’s coaching and quizzing weren’t fun, exactly, they left their mark. Our games of catch sharpened my reflexes and my eye. His quizzes taught me that fielding should be intuitive, instantaneous, performed without thought. I grew into a much better player. That’s what makes Dick Stack such an elusive figure to pin down. He could be tough as nails at times—maybe most of the time—but I don’t doubt that his intentions were usually good. I believe he honestly wanted to help me improve my game. It’s just that his tough-love approach to parenting emphasized the “tough” part.

His efforts heightened my passion for baseball. As much as I loved the game early on, as I got better at it, I loved it even more.



Whatever shortcomings my dad displayed at home, his conduct in business was farsighted, smart, and—when you consider he’d lost everything just a few years before—surprisingly bold. In January 1960, about the time he introduced me to mixology, he took out a bank loan and quietly bought two Court Street lots from a Binghamton couple, and an adjoining corner tract from a used-car dealer. Four months later, he bought another two lots on the same block from a business associate of his brother Joe’s, giving him two acres of land a half mile west of his current store, and closer to downtown.

That July, he obtained a permit to erect a freestanding building of cinder block and brick near the block’s southwest corner, and over the summer spent $29,200—about a quarter million in today’s dollars—creating a new Dick’s at 345 Court Street. “The new store will be filled with new stock, new ideas, and fantastic bargains for all,” my dad promised in an August ad. “WATCH and SEE.” It opened that September, just before hunting season.

It was a humble place, by modern standards—five thousand square feet, with a flat roof and floor-to-ceiling glass running the width of its face. But it was his, and he customized it to his specific needs. The vinyl-tile sales floor was parceled into departments for hunting and archery, camping, fishing tackle, and a newcomer—golf. Smaller sections were devoted to bowling balls (custom-drilled on the premises) and tennis. Lots of tables and racks displayed clothes, including a large assortment of work wear—Carhartt, Woolrich flannels, men’s underwear.

Extra inventory hung from pipes attached to the ceiling; when a customer asked if he had a shirt in another size, all he had to do was look overhead, then snatch it down at the end of a pole. Behind the rear wall, a stockroom ran the width of the place. In the back right corner a small, low-ceilinged office occupied an enclosed balcony, with a window overlooking all.

This is the store in which I grew up. This is where I got my start in the business.

Once the new operation was up and running, my dad’s most pressing need was to reduce his overhead, particularly the mortgage on the building and lots. He accomplished this pretty creatively. First, he put up a wall inside the store to create a small, independent space that he leased to the Sports Mate Diner. Dick’s and the Sports Mate had a nice symbiotic relationship: we brought each other customers.

Then he caught wind that Acme Markets, a Philadelphia-based chain of grocery stores, was looking to open a supermarket on Binghamton’s East Side. Court Street was the neighborhood’s main drag and a natural home for such a business, so he suggested the unused eastern half of his block. The chain agreed to the idea and to letting him build it, and in December 1962, he broke ground on a 13,500-square-foot supermarket there. It cost $125,000—just over a million in today’s dollars—but the combined rents of Acme and the Sports Mate Diner covered Dad’s mortgage on the land and buildings.

That gave him a lot of breathing room, though you wouldn’t have guessed it from the way he continued to fret about going broke. He’d devised and executed a virtually fail-safe plan to finance his business, but he always saw himself as close to the cliff’s edge. And one way or another, everyone around him got to share in his discomfort.
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