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Part One




Introduction

On May 4, 2020, six weeks into the first global pandemic in a century, J.Crew filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection. Within hours, true believers came out of the woodwork. On digital platforms that could not have been fathomed back when the company printed its first catalogue in 1983, tributes piled up. They read like sympathy cards to an old friend.


“My email is literally lovesjcrew. We’re pulling for you.”

“We’ve been best friends for a long time now and I refuse to break up.”

“Forever a J.Crew girl.”



What was it about J.Crew? I had been pondering this question since 2019, when Vanity Fair assigned me the task of figuring out why the golden brand of the Obama era had been reduced to “rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic,” as the Washington Post had recently put it. The pandemic shutdown was not the cause of J.Crew’s problems—more like a final straw. The company had suffered extensive preexisting conditions for years: Crushing debt. A spin cycle of failed execs. Irate customers decrying problems of quality, fit, pricing. Lackluster clothes. And a major identity crisis. How could this happen to a company people once loved?

This was the right assignment for me, for a few reasons. I’d spent my career covering beauty, fashion, and culture, mostly as an editor at Elle and Vogue. And for most of that time, I kept a J.Crew shopping cart bookmarked on my laptop, ready to press “Buy Now” whenever the right sale code struck. Not everyone is susceptible to the magic J.Crew once embodied: the delicate brine of a clambake wafting in the air; the particular romance of a misty morning at a rustic lakehouse. Lots of people see no particular allure in a rumpled chambray shirt, or the well-trod cliché of a bateau stripe. I happen to be the kind of person who is susceptible.

But by the time Vanity Fair came calling, I was also like any other customer, occasionally buying summer sandals at 60 percent off in what appeared to be a never-ending fire sale, wondering what the hell had gone wrong with the company that once handily provided the basic building blocks of my wardrobe. Walking into any J.Crew store at that point was confusing. The brand that once arguably had the most clear-cut identity and aesthetic in mass retail seemed to have no discernible identity at all. The clothes were an uninspired mishmash of trends in noticeably subpar fabrics. Even the racks themselves seemed somehow dejected. Was I imagining it, or was that heart-printed frock a little slumped on its hanger, as if it, too, was depressed by this recent state of affairs?

Why couldn’t J.Crew get it together? Was it simply another casualty of the “retail apocalypse” that had been steamrolling once-great American brands for years, leaving tumbleweeds bumbling down the corridors of American malls? Or was this condition more specific to J.Crew?

What I found were two things: Yes, of course it was the retail apocalypse. J.Crew is, in fact, an almost perfect microcosm of how shopping itself has evolved over the past forty years—and how we as consumers have evolved, too. Its story, as you’ll soon see, connects the dots from the catalogue boom of the ’80s to the specialty retail bonanza of the ’90s, through the birth of online shopping, and into an era in which we shop from phones that never leave our hands—tracing our longing, and our consumption, from a time when it was a small thrill to drop an order form in the mail and wait for that rollneck sweater to arrive on the doorstep, all the way up to the impatient present, when a sweater ordered Monday morning with a single swipe of the finger could be drone-dropped into our hands by Tuesday afternoon. All the forces that have been working against the brands that once dressed America—the rise of new technologies, the often-disastrous interventions of venture capital—have been working hard against J.Crew, too.

But perhaps I should say . . . yes, and. As I began to peel back the 100 percent cotton layers of J.Crew, I discovered that it was a story of not one but two cults of personality. Everybody knows about one of these: Mickey and Jenna. As in Mickey Drexler, the “merchant prince”—the most famous clothing retail exec of the past fifty years, the man who helmed the monstrous rise of Gap in the ’80s, birthed Old Navy in the ’90s, and reinvented J.Crew as the great American mass retailing success of the aughts. As in Jenna Lyons, the one-of-a-kind fashion star—the woman who spent her career toiling in obscurity at one catalogue brand, yet somehow became a bona fide celebrity. He was the P. T. Barnum of retail; she was the walking fashion illustration in a Schiaparelli-pink evening skirt and a jean jacket, standing on the steps of the Met Gala—the J in her own J.Crew. Together they built a J.Crew where any mall-going American with sufficient disposable income could purchase a sequin-studded cardigan worthy of a First Lady.

But almost nobody outside of J.Crew’s inner circle remembers the other pairing—also of an older male business eye and a younger female creative—that built the brand that Mickey and Jenna revived: J.Crew’s father-daughter founders, Arthur Cinader and Emily Cinader (now Emily Scott). Here was a duo just as fascinating—as specific—as that of Mickey and Jenna. Arthur erected the business of J.Crew and agonized over every comma in its catalogue copy. Emily, as gorgeous as the models in her own pages, honed a uniform of East Coast minimalism—prep, minus the schlock—in images that sold us not just sweaters but membership to the world those sweaters beckoned to.

So, what was it about J.Crew? Two wildly different—yet oddly parallel—duos molded a brand that embodied at least two zeitgeists: First, as the understated, feel-good catalogue of the ’80s and ’90s; and again, as the exuberant, rule-breaking Obama house brand of the 2000s and 2010s. Each of these duos would lead J.Crew to a golden period. Each would lead J.Crew to crash and burn, too.

For all of the prepandemic chaos evident within the walls of J.Crew, I could understand why people still loved this brand. I had loved it, too, for ages. Ever since boarding school.

I know what you’re thinking: boarding school. A whole meal’s worth of associations in one small bite. But this was no tradition in my family; my parents were achievers from the American South, first in their line of blue-collar Presbyterians to earn college degrees. I arrived at that school, in a leafy enclave of Long Island, with a thick North Carolina accent. I didn’t know a “green” could be a place, not a hue. I’d never heard of a WASP, possibly never seen one in the flesh. My idea of a preppy was that parody of the species, Alex P. Keaton, clutching his briefcase on the way to high school.

In my memory, there was one item, and one item only, that signified belonging on that campus, and to my untrained eye it held no special charm. Unlike my acid-wash Guess jeans, with their cunning zips at the ankle and that coveted upside-down triangle on the back pocket—baby’s first status symbol—the J.Crew rollneck sweaters these floppy-haired kids wore to crisscross the “green” looked exceedingly plain. Unlike the Gap sweatshirts and Polo ponies of the era, which broadcast their provenance, the rollneck had no visible branding. It was just a solid-color, square-shape, boxy sweater with a collar that rolled over into a little donut-like ridge. Ho-hum. But as I watched the girls in my dorm pull the sleeves of their rollnecks down over their knuckles in a sort of cozy, pregrunge slouch, so at ease laughing with boys in their rollneck sweaters, I felt the power of those Guess jeans drain away.

The first time I wore a (borrowed) rollneck to the dining hall was the first time I experienced the power of wearing a garment that had social acceptance knit into its very fibers. I’m sure no one else noticed. But to me that sweater felt like a password, a secret handshake; in it, I felt as if my rough edges—my outsider’s accent, my general grasping cluelessness—were ground down. I felt like one of them.

What is it about J.Crew? For four decades, the company sold a certain slice of America its T-shirts and chinos, plus a kind of aspiration that’s harder to put into words. In recent years, though, I’ve wondered if the answer to that question—What is it about J.Crew?—is also, in part, the answer to the question What’s the matter with J.Crew? Despite its own extensive efforts to “twist” the preppy look, J.Crew is fundamentally a brand built on prep: for more than a century, the bedrock of straightforward, unfettered “American” style. Also: the leisure uniform of the establishment. A look of belonging that generations were born into, and countless others adopted to get a leg up. To those striving to belong, to level up in the world, prep has long been a useful shortcut.

Now that we’ve witnessed waves of pink pussy hats and Black Lives Matter T-shirts taking to the streets of a nation more fractured, more class-conscious, more awake to the problems inherent in being American than ever before—if the J.Crew catalogue of yore is still somehow analogous in many minds to The Official Preppy Handbook, what the societal backstory was once a boon to J.Crew’s value proposition now seems like heavy baggage to carry.

When I began writing this book—one month before the bankruptcy news, when there was no apparent fix-it plan in place for this ailing company—I wondered: Was it time to let the old friend go? Or could this brand feel special, covetable, or even just dependable again? Is it possible to cherry-pick what is best about J.Crew and leave the rest behind?




Chapter 1

“How to Be Really Top-Drawer”

October 1980. Twenty-one-year-old Lisa Birnbach bumped her suitcase up the stairs of yet another radio station in yet another new town, hiked up her knee socks, smoothed her wraparound plaid skirt, and prepared to do another interview. How many books have you sold so far, Lisa? the interviewers always wanted to know. Hang on, lemme check, she’d tell them, and borrow someone’s phone to call her publisher back in New York for the latest count. Every day, the numbers for The Official Preppy Handbook shot higher. “It was like a telethon,” Birnbach recalls.

The book in question was a handy step-by-step guide to the Locust Valley lockjaw set, a road map that made public the previously clandestine route to becoming a well-bred Muffy or a Skip. This was a joke, of course. That kind of quantum leap wasn’t something you could learn to execute from a manual, particularly not a madras-print, pocket-size novelty book sold for $3.95 in those little holders by the bookstore cash register. Everybody knew that the only way to really be a Muffy—to gain access to that good-looking life of American privilege—was to be born one.

But if The Official Preppy Handbook was a joke, it was more than that, too. Today, it is often inaccurately remembered as nothing more than an unctuous catalogue of funny stuff from the ’80s—indeed, that was the publisher’s original idea: to catalogue all the stuff that went with prep. “But I was bent on explaining the context of everything,” Birnbach told me. “To me the stuff was only interesting if you knew why the stuff.” So, with the satirical bite of Spy magazine—where, indeed, Birnbach would later work—the book dissected the gin-and-tonic-swilling WASP as if it were the winged species, mercilessly pinned beneath an entomologist’s magnifying glass. It documented everything from drinking habits to decorating ephemera—admissions offices, toga parties, dressage, cotillions, yacht clubs—in countless little boxes, charts, and diagrams. And, yes, all the trappings were noted: Tretorn sneakers, signet rings, ribbon belts. Shocking-pink Lilly Pulitzer bikinis. Popped-collar Lacoste shirts. Pricey? Not necessarily. But each item was exceedingly particular: A Fair Isle sweater, “blue with yellow yoke—her mother’s, bought in Edinburgh in 1962.”1

Worn in assemblage, these prosaic pieces made up a uniform that had been embedded deep in the American consciousness for more than a century: They telegraphed “good taste” and “breeding,” access, belonging—a certainty of one’s place in the world. Before the Handbook, you knew it if you saw it, but pop culture lacked a single word to encapsulate what and whom it represented. Birnbach and her three cowriters gave us preppy.

The term had popped up here and there since the late 1800s, to describe the jacket-and-tie dress codes of the college prep set (Deerfield, Choate, Exeter). It had its mainstream debut in 1970, when Ali MacGraw hurled it as an epithet at Ryan O’Neal in Love Story:

“What makes you so sure I went to prep school?” demands Oliver Barrett IV, a sensitive, brawny young scion whose surname is etched on the side of a hulking limestone building at Harvard. Jenny Cavalleri, the daughter of an Italian baker, who made it to Radcliffe on wits alone, sticks her nose skyward and retorts: “You look stupid and rich.”

But what with all the interclass marriage and mysterious consumptive illness in Love Story—and those bewitching striped campus scarves and camel hair polo coats—it’s unlikely that the etymology of preppy was a major takeaway. By the late ’70s the word was still so unfamiliar that when Birnbach was editing her manuscript, she was unsure of its correct spelling. When she got an early proof of the book’s cover, the publisher had gone with y instead of ie. She had to go back and retype every usage.

She was certain the Handbook would be a flash in the pan, a stocking stuffer for the kind of people who already held the keys to the kingdom of prep—and how big an audience could that be, really? Would even those people embrace it? The Handbook didn’t exactly frame preppy as a compliment. (See: “20 verbal expressions for vomiting,” in a chapter about campus partying, or the memorable chapter 3 discussion, “Prep Sex: A contradiction in terms.”2) One of the book’s biggest influences had been Animal House, the monster movie hit of 1978 that set up Ivy League snobs as a bunch of clueless, out-of-touch miscreants whose madras shorts and Crayola-colored crewnecks served as a visual shorthand for “overgrown brat.”

But what many people didn’t realize was that Animal House was a takedown of prep from within—made by a bunch of humorists who cut their teeth at the Harvard Lampoon, once described as “a campus joke machine founded in 1876 which today makes its home in a castle.”3 Those toga party scenes came straight out of a snide stereotype Harvard kids had about the unevolved social scene at hard-partying (also Ivy) Dartmouth. The movie was a classic insiders’ exercise. As Birnbach herself has noted, sarcasm is the cornerstone of the preppy sense of humor. Rich kids love poking fun at their own privilege, so long as they don’t lose any of it in the process.

Birnbach was a smart-mouthed private school kid who grew up in Manhattan, graduated from Brown. She’d spent a few summers in East Hampton, but was not the kind of girl who “summered” there. And as her surname clearly indicated, she was Jewish. By the late ’70s, that “J” had penetrated the upper crust of Hollywood and finance but still prohibited membership at certain deep-establishment country clubs. Most of Birnbach’s speaking events and interviews sailed by without incident, but occasionally someone would pop up who “wanted me to know that I wasn’t really preppy because I was Jewish,” she says. She likes to call herself an “insider-outsider.” Arguably that status gave the book both its authority and its bite: Birnbach was at ease inside the snow globe but was not inured to how bizarro things looked inside its walls. “Being an outsider makes you see what an insider doesn’t,” she says—a notion that will come up time and again in this book.

The Handbook turned out to be an unironic hit. As Tommy Hilfiger, another insider-outsider who made a fortune on the aesthetic, would note, “Preppy travels so well.”4 The French rushed to define their own old-money subculture, bon chic, bon genre—that is, “good style, good attitude”—or BCBG. Brits dubbed their lot the “Sloane Rangers,” after the elite London stomping grounds, and celebrated them in a handbook of their own, with “supersloan” Princess Di on the cover. In the United States, The Official Preppy Handbook enjoyed thirty-eight weeks on the New York Times bestseller list, selling 2 million copies. Critics were flummoxed. “Why do preppies transfix Americans?” wrote a reviewer in the Washington Post. “We grab for details about their lives as if they were Triscuits at a tailgate picnic.”5

Well, of course we did: preppies embodied that most ephemeral quality, “having it.” The fact that their clothes were not gilded or ornate but just simple, functional togs was all part of a nonchalance about wealth. “The thing about money is that it’s nice that you have it,” wrote Birnbach et al., irony dripping from every syllable. “You’re not excited to get it. You don’t talk about it. It’s like the golden retriever by the chair—when you reach out for it it’s there.”6 That kind of ease was utterly foreign—baffling, even—to anyone who didn’t “have it” or, more to the point, inherit it. But before the term prep, there wasn’t a shorthand for all that.

Prep was a new word for a very old theme. Strivers had long masked the anxiety of improving one’s station in life by adopting the look of belonging, the look that made them fit in at the country club, the sorority house. You could argue this need to be part of the crowd was anything but frivolous: It was a biological need, pure survival instinct—a way to feel somehow safe. To know where you stood. In the case of J.Crew, we’ll see how the need for belonging—in a cocktail shaker of societal aspiration and throbbing ambition—motivated the leaders of the company. But we’re not quite there yet . . .

In the most palatable way possible, in a format anybody could digest, the Handbook directly addressed an uncomfortable truth about the American caste system. Insiders saw an ironic take on their own rites of passage. Outsiders saw the gatekeepers they envied, or emulated, or loved—or loved to hate. And doubtless a healthy proportion of readers were those insider-outsiders like Birnbach herself, who occupied a wobbly liminal space: close enough to be drawn in, not close enough for true membership. To them the Handbook was a way into—a way of understanding—something elusive that had been baked into American culture for generations.

PREP GOT ITS START IN THE KIND OF SEPIA-TONE SCENE WE NOW associate with Hollywood backlots. Picture it: 1818. The unpaved streets of lower Manhattan, on the corner of Catherine and Cherry Streets, just around the corner from the city’s stinking, bustling seaport—where a throng of seamen, longshoremen, and market vendors descended every day, and goods arrived around the clock to be hustled onto the railway network that was starting to stretch across a voracious new nation. The merchant Henry Sands Brooks, seeing strivers with money in their pockets and a new need for the look of “respectability”—but with neither personal tailors nor the time to sit around waiting for a suit to be custom made by one—opens his emporium, determined to sell a new kind of clothing: ready-made.

What we now know as prep is usually thought of as an elitist country club tradition. That’s accurate, but it’s not the whole story. The flip side of prep—lesser known but no less ingrained—is that at various points in time, it has also been a deeply egalitarian mode of dress. The pendulum of whose clothes these are, and what they imply, swung dramatically during the twentieth century.

The ready-to-wear that Brooks pioneered would be one of the great American innovations of the nineteenth century—both as an industry, and as a leg up in society—arriving more than a century before mass-produced clothing was widely available in Europe. “Ready-to-wear placed gentlemanliness within the reach of men who once inhabited the outer reaches of society, enabling them to subscribe to its tenets and tout its virtues,” wrote Jenna Weissman Joselit in her book A Perfect Fit: Clothes, Character, and the Promise of America.7

Indeed, Brooks Brothers’ two biggest breakthroughs—still fundamental to the way we dress today—were defined by their ability to be ready-made, and delivered a one-two punch to the rigid, high-and-tight uniform of the Victorian-era gentleman. First, at the turn of the twentieth century, came the No. 1 Sack Suit—its unstructured shoulder and looser shape considered hair-raising at the time. Shortly thereafter, Brooks devised the oxford-cloth button-down shirt, with a built-in collar that eliminated the stiff, detachable clerical-looking collars men had long worn.8 In menswear circles, the shirt is still referred to as the OCBD. (There’s a reason preppy has a reputation for being stuck in amber.)

But by the 1910s and ’20s, the prep pendulum had taken its first major swing. The Brooks Brothers look, originally intended to make the look of belonging attainable to the American everyman, had been adopted by fashionable youth, eager to shake out the starch of their fathers’ generation. Brooks Brothers was de rigueur at prep schools and colleges of the Northeast; an army of Brooks’ traveling salesmen frequented these campuses to peddle diagonal-stripe “repp” ties (first adopted from British military uniforms) and soft-shouldered tweed jackets—the original sport coat, originally marketed as the “odd jacket” because it was sold without matching trousers. This, too, was radical in its day.

If the look had a name at all, it was referred to as “campus” or “collegiate” dress. Mostly it was just considered “our clothes.” In the 1920s, the young swains of the Ivy League obsessed over every detail. Campus style was a sport unto itself—a high-stakes game of peacocking and peak conformity. “One’s identity was in the details: What a man wore, how his tie was tied, where his hair was parted and what club he joined were of paramount importance,” write designers Jeffrey Banks and Doria de La Chapelle in Preppy: Cultivating Ivy Style. “The roll of a collar, the width of a lapel, the vent of a jacket, and the vital question of whether a shirt cuff should possess one button or two, and a sport coat two buttons or three—quirky little elements that helped form the preppy canon.”9

Nowhere was this game more intense than at Princeton. Nestled in a then-rural stretch of New Jersey—versus the bustling cities of New Haven, New York, and Cambridge that housed its Ivy brethren—the institution existed in an airtight cultural bubble documented by F. Scott Fitzgerald in This Side of Paradise, the novel he wrote after dropping out of Princeton in 1917. “I want to go where people aren’t barred because of the color of their neckties and the roll of their coats,” complains the poet Tom D’Invilliers, decrying the minutiae that could seal a young man’s social fate, placing him in or out. His friend Amory Blaine offers no comfort. It’s too late, he says: Tom has already internalized the code. “Wherever you go now you’ll always unconsciously apply these standards of ‘having it’ or ‘lacking it.’”10

Even as the rest of the country plunged into the Great Depression, the collegiate look—safe within the ivory tower, among a tribe largely untouched by the downturn—sailed into what writer and prep philosopher Christian Chensvold, founder and former publisher of the website Ivy Style, considers its golden period. Depression or no, a young man was still expected to show up at Harvard with a trunk full of battle armor. By evening, a tuxedo. By day, all the sportif accoutrements of the Palm Beach set. Call it the original athleisure: folded in with the same OCBDs and tweed jackets were the gold-crested navy blazers of English rowers; the sweaters of varsity lettermen; golf knickers; and tennis “whites,” including navy-banded V-neck sweaters and elegant flannel trousers. In 1933, tennis champ Jean René “the Crocodile” Lacoste set out to market the shirt he made famous on the court. It was made of lightweight cotton pique, with a back shirttail elongated to stay neatly tucked in play, and a witty crocodile embroidered on the breast—said to be the first brand visibly displayed on the exterior of a garment.11

To finish the look off, campus men wore argyle socks (essential!) and either slip-on Weejuns—that cunning slot on the vamp just big enough to hold a shiny coin, hence the “penny loafer”—or white “bucks,” named for the buffed texture of their soft nubuck. With apologies to M. Louboutin, bucks were the original red-soled status shoe. They walked straight off the tennis lawn and into the hallowed halls of “white shoe” law firms and Wall Street brokerages.

The sacred, secret ingredient to this recipe was one that a striver could easily miss. It wasn’t enough to wear the right things—you had to wear them the right way. Even in 1933, looking like you tried too hard was a kiss of death. Pulling the look off required a studied negligence. What the Japanese call wabi sabi. What the Italian Baldassare Castiglione pegged as sprezzatura in the sixteenth century: “a certain nonchalance, so as to conceal all art and make whatever one does or says appear to be without effort and almost without any thought about it.”12

Nothing identified an outsider like a too-crisp collar or a spit-shined brogue. Men who could not afford the best might have felt insecure, walking around in these unironed shirts, crushed hats, and frayed jackets. But young scions liked their clothes slouchy, roughed up.13 Their patched elbows were both affectation and necessity. “Waste not, want not” was pure old money frugality; decades later, the Preppy Handbook would note that no item of the upper crust wardrobe was replaced until “all possibility of repair, restoration, or rehabilitation” had been exhausted. But it was more than that, too: A man who confidently strolled into class or an office in well-scuffed bucks didn’t have to worry he’d be held back by some bourgeois triviality. He knew where he stood. So did everyone else.

When prep’s pendulum swung back to egalitarianism in the 1950s, it was not because of some style whim, but because of a piece of legislation. Between 1945 and 1957, the G.I. Bill flooded American colleges with 2.2 million veterans. A generation of men from blue-collar backgrounds (who were almost exclusively white14) found themselves on the path to a newly burgeoning corporate America fueled by the postwar boom.* Like Brooks Brothers’ nineteenth-century strivers, they needed clothes that were “correct.” On campus, where jackets and ties were still required for class, the well-established “collegiate” look did the trick. Funny thing: this look perfected by the rich consisted of fairly straightforward, affordable building blocks that were built to last and never went out of style. Blue, white, and pale pink OCBDs. A tweed jacket. A pair of Bass Weejuns. The G.I.s stirred their regulation chinos into the mix—sturdy, standard issue trousers, the inverse of everything “campus” had long implied—and made the look their own.

America’s singularly advanced manufacturing industry—kick-started so long ago by Brooks Brothers’ ready-made operation—was standing by, ready to churn out the campus look for the masses. (It would take Europe, recovering from back-to-back wars, decades to catch up to factory-made, off-the-rack garments that Americans had been ordering from the Sears catalogue since the ’30s.) Sprinkle in rabid postwar consumerism, a booming economy, and the desire-stoking efforts of real-life Madison Avenue Mad Men, and you got a bona fide fashion trend: a clean-cut, optimistic wardrobe sold at the one-stop “college shops” that popped up in department stores across the country. Even people who had no intention of going to college could look like they did. Suddenly, “our clothes” seemed to be everybody’s. The campus look was widely acknowledged to be the “American” look. Yet what did everybody call it, in the ’50s? “Ivy style.” The rarefied birthplace was baked into its appeal.

What that meant was that, among Ivy Leaguers, “authenticity” mattered more than ever. Details separated the insider from the arriviste, in his telltale shiny penny loafers. Ivy Style founder Christian Chensvold points to the memoir Out of Place, by Edward W. Said, a Christian Arab born in Jerusalem and raised in Cairo. When Said arrived at Princeton, class of ’57, he looked around at the sea of identical white bucks, chinos, OCBDs, tweed jackets—and saw a look that struck him not as aspirational, but rather as hopelessly drab: If these boys could afford to wear anything they wanted, why were they wearing this? It was as if Said had just touched down on Mars. He watched “in astonishment” as students who “knew that by virtue of race, background, or manner, they could not make the club of their choice . . . set out to transform themselves into WASP paragons, usually with pathetic results.” In years to come, fashion companies (including J.Crew) would employ high-tech wizardry to etch wabi sabi into brand-new clothes. But in 1957 the process was manual: “Two classmates in an adjoining suite applied sandpaper to a pair of new blue button-down shirts, trying in a matter of minutes to produce the effect of the worn-out aristocratic shirt that might get them into a better club.”15

Yes, despite its mainstreaming, Ivy style’s original DNA remained intact—its symbolism still redolent. This made it a powerful tool. In 1955, Miles Davis walked onstage at the Newport Jazz Festival in a boxy striped seersucker sport coat and bow tie purchased from tailor Charlie Davidson, whose Andover Shop sat right on Harvard Square in Cambridge.16 At that moment, Davis was the coolest cat on the planet. He was also the son of a doctor, familiar with the uniform of the WASP establishment and its meaning. In 2021, the book Black Ivy captured Black leaders in the ’50s and ’60s from the worlds of literature (James Baldwin), film (Gordon Parks), and music (Thelonious Monk), in whose hands Ivy style looked inimitably chic—and politically forceful. These men weren’t appropriating the style “out of a desire to be white, coming from a deep sense of inferiority,” or as a “sign of conformity and compliance,” writes author Jason Jules. “Black Ivy was a kind of battledress, a symbolic armor worn in the nonviolent pursuit of fundamental change.”17

Indeed, both Martin Luther King Jr., the pacifist, and Malcolm X and Louis Farrakhan, the radicals so feared by white America—armed themselves in the quiet, unshakable dignity of Brooks Brothers. On these civil rights leaders, the uniform held as much sway, in its quiet way, as the black berets and leather jackets of the Black Panthers that were to come. Brooks Brothers had made the suit Abraham Lincoln wore when he was assassinated; it was the garb of American presidents. King’s pacifist troops “were not fighting to escape the system; they were working to become fully integrated into it,” wrote the Washington Post critic Robin Givhan in 2018. “Their style was conciliatory rather than confrontational. These were not clothes for a fight but clothes for a gentlemanly—or ladylike—negotiation.” Their fashion said, “We are just like you. . . . What is there to fear?”18

But that came to a quick end. In 1965, Malcolm X was assassinated. In ’67, one hundred thousand hippies in buckskin fringe and body paint converged on Haight Ashbury; Vietnam protestors took to the streets; the National Guard opened fire on race rioters in Detroit. When Bobby Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr. were gunned down in 1968, the time for politely demanding change was past. An anticonsumerist, antiestablishment revolution was here. On campuses awash in tie-dyed tees and paramilitary jackets, dusty dining-hall dress codes were out the window—and, just like that, the clean-cut look sank like a lead balloon. “Once the Ivy League Look ceased to be fashionable on campus, it ceased to be fashionable period,” Chensvold has noted. “One could argue that once guys at Princeton stopped wearing it, it was over.”19

A LITTLE MORE THAN A DECADE LATER, LISA BIRNBACH WAS DEBATING whether to quit her job at the Village Voice to work on some silly stocking stuffer of a book. What she could not have known was that in 1981, America would inaugurate Ronald Reagan. Society, pulled left for two decades, was about to take a hard right. Despite its blue-jeaned populism, the ’70s—the era of disco and quaaludes and suburban key parties—had been hard on Americans, who weathered a deep and sustained recession. Inflation soared; we lined up for gas. “I think I went to high school for a year in the dark,” Birnbach quips. As that decade drew to a close, light was beginning to appear at the end of the recession’s long tunnel. In a few years, the go-go ’80s would be upon us. “Morning in America,” Reagan’s 1984 reelection ad called it: interest and inflation rates at rock bottom, businesses across the board riding high. After a decade of distrust of the rich, it would suddenly feel not so repugnant for a young person to be frank about the desire to earn money—and to have a look to match.

Not everyone was on board. In the fall of 1980, a group of Princetonians—offended to be lumped in with the prep revival—sold “Nuke the preppies” tees on campus. They featured the Lacoste croc detonating in a mushroom cloud.

But plenty of people seemed to have just been waiting in the wings, biding their time for the Ivy look to come out of hiding. Indeed, throughout the late ’60s and early ’70s, prep had been alive, if not exactly au courant, retreated into the spiritual bunker from whence it came: the cozy confines of private schools, golf greens, yacht clubs. It had become “our clothes,” all over again.

In fact it was in 1967—the very year Christian Chensvold cites as the death of prep—that Ivy’s ultimate arriviste founded his empire selling luxe, ultrawide ties. He was born Ralph Lifshitz, younger son of a Jewish émigré artist and painter from Pinsk, Belarus. Restyled as Ralph Lauren, he was savvily repackaging the fantasy he’d harbored as a kid in the Bronx, raised under the ever-present spell of Manhattan, memorizing the suave moves of Cary Grant (born Archibald Alexander Leach)20 in the dark of the movie theater: the dream of upper-class belonging. The signature Ralph quote on the matter is now a meme: “People ask, how can a Jewish kid from the Bronx do preppy clothes? Does it have to do with class and money? It has to do with dreams.”

By ’69, even as Woodstock shook the universe and 250,000 Vietnam War protestors marched on Washington, Lauren was turning out buckle-back white linen trousers and anchor-print shirts, a look the San Francisco Chronicle said recalled F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 1930s, revived in “all-American” red, white, and blue. Not everyone can be a revolutionary, after all. In the midst of cultural upheaval, Lauren made “instant heirlooms for the legacy deprived,” wrote Michael Gross in Genuine Authentic, his unauthorized biography of the designer. And Lauren wasn’t afraid to step on his forebears, either. In 1972, his Polo pony came galloping right for Rene Lacoste’s sacrosanct crocodile. By that time, Lacoste was cutting its shirt in a synthetic blend fabric, in the name of progress: less fading, shrinking, and wrinkling. But Lauren saw that a shirt that never aged could never acquire the “real” preppie patina. So he made his polo in 100 percent cotton, introduced it in twenty-four colors—a marketing coup: that much choice, new at the time, looked rich in store displays and ads—and advertised it specifically for its ability to fade and age. (Soon he’d sell it pre-aged, leading the way for everyone from Gap to J.Crew to Abercrombie & Fitch.) Voilà. An easy-to-wear, relatively inexpensive staple that met the burgeoning preppy moment, worked on men, women, and children, and gave Macy’s shoppers ownership of the same logo that the rich had begun to sport inside their designer suits. The polo was a single item that would fuel an empire.

For years, Lauren thrived by running counter to the counterculture. But the ’80s fit him like a bespoke suit. Soon lavish Ralph Lauren ad campaigns shot by Bruce Weber would stretch across a dozen pages of the New York Times Magazine, inviting believers into more than a label, but an entire lifestyle—men’s clothes, women’s clothes, sheets, perfume, bedding, paint chips: a world.

But did Ralph Lauren make the cut for The Original Preppy Handbook? Nope. Plenty of old-liners were not so thrilled by the mass-marketing of their codes. Polo shirts pre-aged to look like they’d already spent a few years in rotation? That patina was supposed to be earned, not bought! And membership to their club could not be faked. “The only thing genuine about [Lauren’s look] is the money required to swathe oneself in it,” noted Jonathan Yardley in the Washington Post.21

HANDBOOK-ERA PREP MANAGED SOMETHING THAT NEITHER THE campus style of the 1920s and 1930s nor the Ivy look of the 1950s had bothered to do: It invited women to the party. The female of the species had been appropriating the look, to great effect, since the ’30s, when Vassar girls perfectly scuffed their saddle shoes and wore their Brooks Brothers’ camel hair “polo coats” (purchased in the boys’ department) intentionally oversize and with the buttons on the mens’ side as a badge of honor.22 For decades, Ivy-adjacent women had been forced to borrow their menswear from their brothers or buy it under the counter from menswear purveyors. Brooks Brothers, by its own admission “pathologically reluctant” to cave to the demands of its female clientele, did not get with the program until 1949, when it begrudgingly launched a lone, pale-pink button-down for women—an event so significant it was covered in both Life and Vogue—and installed a women’s customer service desk, “in a dark, unassuming corner”23 of its wood-paneled New York flagship.

But in the ’80s, women were acknowledged as full-fledged prep consumers. With women flooding the workplace, the timing could not have been better. Fashion scholar Patricia Mears, the deputy director of the Museum at the Fashion Institute of Technology—who in 2012 curated “Ivy Style,” an exhibit examining the codes, as she puts it, of “these card-carrying antifashion people”—recalls her own arrival in Washington, D.C., in the early ’80s. Armed with a freshly minted M.B.A., Mears saw almost no women on the corporate ladder ahead of her. In one job, she was sexually harassed, she says, “every single day. It was a sort of psychological warfare.”

In prep, Mears saw not the power of looking like a “richie,” but the safety of looking correct—like she belonged in a corporate world in which most women had hitherto appeared only as secretaries. Every move a woman made at work was critical to how she was perceived and promoted—not least how she dressed. The men Mears saw running law firms and Wall Street brokerages had come out of Ivy or pseudo-Ivy colleges and never parted with their trusty, banal Brooks Brothers basics. As Mears recalls it, fashion-conscious women at the time could have chosen a Diane von Furstenberg wrap dress—the curve-hugging style synonymous with the sexually liberated modern woman—or, by 1985, Donna Karan’s fashionable “seven easy pieces,” a feminized version of corporate dress for the rising alpha female. But either of these options would have made her stand out. That wasn’t going to help her fit in.

Mears, like many of her sisters-in-arms, found safety in the female version of the gray flannel suit. She bought OCBDs at Brooks Brothers and tweed jackets at the preppy enclave Britches of Georgetowne. “There was a group of us who were not Ivy Leaguers, we were not people raised in that culture,” says Mears. “We were looking for ways to assimilate and advance, and just not to be a target.” Not only did the Handbook reset the style goals of popular kids at lunch tables across America—sending landlocked Midwesterners who’d never set foot on Nantucket to the mall in search of boat shoes—it also “gave a whole generation of young women coming into the workforce these guideposts,” Mears says. “Here, let me follow this.”

Who was going to clothe these prep-hungry hordes? Ralph Lauren had an uncanny nose for the nuances of the upper crust, but if you weren’t already anointed, most of his clothes would break your bank. Brooks Brothers, likewise, was expensive—and, at the dawn of the ’80s, was enduring a rather ill-timed identity crisis. The old school preppy specialist J. Press and its ilk were niche operations, not in the business of catering to the masses (or to, say, women). And while L.L.Bean might have been the sleeper hit of the late ’70s—in the prep awakening, it found itself on trend for the first time in its existence—at its core, it was a delightfully fusty outdoor outfitter. No one was capturing the elusive, seemingly effortless simplicity and broken-in cool that lay at the heart of prep, this “American” dress code. More to the point, from a boardroom perspective: no one was doing a cooler version of prep at a price that the nonelite could afford to buy into.

And almost nothing about Arthur Cinader—owner of a downmarket, family-run catalogue based in the fashion no-man’s-land of Passaic, New Jersey—indicated he was the guy for this job. But as Lisa Birnbach skipped across the country introducing America to prep, she was opening a door that Arthur Cinader was about to walk through.




Chapter 2

Cognitive Dissonance

It all started in the least “J.Crew” place imaginable: the Botany Worsted Mills, a grim-looking complex of Victorian-era factory buildings sprawled across thirty-seven acres of Passaic. By the 1980s, the original mill was long kaput, leaving enough rental space to house dozens of companies. One of these was Arthur Cinader’s Popular Club Plan.

When an ambitious young catalogue executive named Ted Pamperin parked his rental car in front of the Mills in October 1981, he had the same thought a lot of people had upon first laying eyes on this place: This looks like a prison.

Pamperin made his way through an alley webbed with steam pipes, up a flight of stairs set on oddly short risers—later, he’d learn these had been built to accommodate nineteenth-century child laborers—and into a cavernous office space. The Popular Club Plan HQ was “industrial” in a way that, a few decades hence, would be considered cool—the kind of place startup founders now furnish with Ping-Pong tables and matcha bars. Circa 1981, it was industrial in a purely Dickensian sense: creaky wooden floors, fifteen-foot ceilings, factory-style metal casement windows covered in sheets of plastic that failed to keep out the drafts. Workers sat in a hodgepodge of makeshift cubicles fashioned from the kind of wooden partitions Pamperin remembered from church-basement Sunday school. Trying not to let his face betray him, he told a receptionist, “I’m here to meet Mr. Cinader.”

As he stood there waiting, Pamperin’s mind flashed to the comfy, Frank Lloyd Wright–inspired office building he’d left back in Minneapolis. Hadn’t he always said his one rule for a job was he’d never move to New York City? Now here he was, twenty miles from the Holland Tunnel, in an armpit that wished it was New York, about to interview with a man well-known in the catalogue business as eccentric, combustible, unpredictable. Arthur Cinader was said to be brilliant, but a bear to work with. When Pamperin had told colleagues whom he was flying east to meet, he’d been met with raised eyebrows: That guy? You sure?

But then a wiry, bespectacled man in his midfifties—balding but trim, energetic, and full of purpose—trotted into the waiting area, vigorously pumped Pamperin’s hand, and introduced himself as Arthur. While most of America was recovering from the leisure-suit era, Pamperin included, Arthur dressed in scuffed white bucks and sport jackets that looked as if they’d once been expensive but now bore patches on the elbows, and not for the sake of fashion. If there was a whiff of preppy authenticity in this getup, it was thoroughly lost on the midwestern Pamperin. But he did like that Arthur put on no airs. To Pamperin’s surprise, Arthur appeared perfectly charming, if rather immune to the shortcomings of his surroundings. “He was wonderful to meet,” Pamperin says.

Arthur led Pamperin back to his own cubicle. What Pamperin would learn about the company he was walking through, he would mostly glean from others. Arthur Cinader was not one for small talk, and as Pamperin well knew, he had not brought him here to discuss Popular Club Plan. Pamperin was here because both he and Arthur Cinader wanted to build something new, something different—something ambitious.

Popular Club Plan was founded in 1947 by Arthur’s father, Mitchell Cinader, and a cousin, Saul Charles, a modest enterprise that started out selling candy by mail order. By the ’80s the company sold a vast array of midtier goods—everything one might find today at, say, Target or Walmart: towel sets, sweatsuits, V.C.R.s, exercise bikes—all featured in a fat catalogue and sold via a model called “party plan selling.” It was a bit like Avon or Tupperware: everything was sold through local sales reps known as “club secretaries,” who often were secretaries, or secretary types, that worked at, say, a doctor’s office and sold Popular Club steak knives and dinette sets on the side. What made the company tick, though, was the way its customers paid: in small weekly installments spread over months. If J. C. Penney wouldn’t give you a line of credit, you could still get your kid an Easter dress at Popular Club Plan. “It was a store of last resort,” says a former executive. The customer it attracted was “kryptonite to everyone else.”

By the time Pamperin showed up, Popular Club had thousands of secretaries shilling $50 million worth of goods a year. It’s safe to say this wildly exceeded the expectations of Saul Charles and Mitchell Cinader, back in 1947. But it did not satisfy Arthur. Popular Club still worked, but it was out of runway. Processing tens of thousands of individual checks a week—most for tiny sums—was an administrative horror. And the business model had only really taken off in tight-knit Irish, Italian, and Polish communities of the Northeast, where families knew their club secretaries from church or work. Arthur wanted a new offshoot, a business that could work on a national level and grow at double, triple, quadruple the rate Popular Club was capable of. He’d spent the late ’70s casting the net wide: What kind of enterprise would have that kind of payoff? In the end he settled on one close to home: a catalogue.

Arthur’s cubicle was no fancier than his employees’, though slightly roomier. Pamperin took a seat at a cheap folding table, but almost before he could sit down, Arthur was pumping him for information: How do you build a mailing list? What would the back-end operation look like? What infrastructure was needed to take orders, to receive credit card payments, to accept returns? Questions to which Pamperin—who had started catalogue businesses for General Mills before moving to the Minneapolis-based mail-order family of Fingerhut—knew the answers. Questions that lots of entrepreneurs were asking circa 1981, with the catalogue industry on the brink of the single greatest boom in its history.

CATALOGUES HAD BEEN AN AMERICAN NECESSITY AND A PASTIME since 1872, when traveling salesman Aaron Montgomery Ward wrote up a one-page menu featuring 163 items, including hoop skirts, grain bags, and a “very stylish” writing desk that could be ordered through the mail and delivered to even the most far-flung rail station.1 The prominence of the Montgomery Ward catalogue in the national psyche was matched only by that of Sears (established in 1888), which famously sold everything from build-it-yourself homes to serviceable undergarments. In the Cold War era, the Sears catalogue became required reading for spies in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union: it was a head-to-toe guide on how to look, act, and think American.2

For more than a century we snatched these books from the family mailbox and dog-eared them with desire. But by the early 1970s, with malls mushrooming across the country, catalogues had largely lost their luster. Why drop a check in the mail and wait weeks for something to arrive when you could get instant gratification, and an Orange Julius to boot, at the mall?

But shortly before Ted Pamperin arrived in Passaic, a rush of infrastructural and societal change had changed the math on mail order.3 The Wardses, Searses, and Penneys of the catalogue world had long made a fortune by selling at enormous scale; for most smaller companies, catalogues cost too much to produce and post to be a get-rich-quick scheme.

But now we had MasterCard! Credit cards had been a slow burn when they were introduced in the ’50s, taking decades to catch on among the middle and lower classes—but by the early ’80s, they would be almost ubiquitous: mail-order customers could pay instantly, over the phone—using an 800 number. Long-distance calls had long been a luxury, but the new 800 number meant customers could order for free. Plus, the United Parcel Service (UPS) was finally operating in all forty-eight contiguous states, giving the sluggish postal service some healthy competition. Even the humble zip code—first introduced in 1963—had a part to play: with zip codes, retailers could presort their catalogues in-house, dramatically cutting the cost of mailing.

On top of all this, the mini-skirted women’s libber of the 1970s was giving way to the shoulder-padded career woman of the 1980s. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, college graduating classes had reached fifty-fifty gender parity.4

Women were starting to see work as a career, not a stopover between school and motherhood. In boardrooms across the country, companies were strategizing for the dawn of this modern woman. They could see that “having it all” would leave precious little time for browsing at Bloomies. But a catalogue . . . now that, a woman could peruse anytime, anywhere.

The early-’80s mail-order boom this all added up to was not so different from the revelation of online shopping that would dawn some fifteen years later: Suddenly, it was possible to shop from the comfort of your own couch, 24/7, for anything you could think of, that would arrive faster than ever.

That day in Passaic, in 1981, Ted Pamperin was as close as anybody got to being a smash hit with Arthur Cinader. The Popular Club Plan boss was always the smartest guy in the room—and he wanted you to know it—but in Pamperin, he’d made a rare find: someone who knew something he didn’t. On that first day, as 5 P.M. approached, the two were already deep in sketching business plans and nowhere near finished. Pamperin’s ticket back to Minneapolis was rescheduled, a hotel room booked: their work together had already begun.

Before he knew it, Pamperin had rented an apartment in New Jersey and lucked into one of the few real offices at Botany Mills—his had wall-to-wall orange shag. But even as he began to settle in, his new colleagues whispered, Don’t get too comfortable. Arthur frequently soured on new recruits, and was quick to cut bait. Ted could be gone within the month. For Pamperin, this was a chance worth taking: he had a hunger to start a new company, and Arthur was giving him the leeway, and had the finances, to do just that. Still, for the time being, Pamperin’s wife and three school-age daughters stayed put in Minneapolis. There was no telling how this experiment, whatever it turned out to be, was going to shake out.

COMPANY ORIGIN STORIES HAVE A WAY OF BECOMING STREAMLINED and glossed over with time, and J.Crew’s is no different. Lore has always held that Arthur Cinader envisioned a catalogue that sold upscale prep at an entry-level price. But in truth, when Arthur hired Pamperin, all he knew was that he wanted to make a catalogue. What kind of catalogue? Pamperin’s first task was to answer that question.

Behind Door No. 1: computer gear. Time would soon shake up its annual “Man of the Year” issue to name the personal computer the “Machine of the Year”—the first nonhuman recipient since the award was founded in 1927 (much to the fury of Steve Jobs, who wanted to be celebrated as the man behind the machine). According to Time, by 1982 80 percent of Americans believed that “in the fairly near future, home computers will be as commonplace as television sets or dishwashers.”5 At the office, Pamperin and a colleague, Lawrence Lee, sketched up their new business plans on the tiny, square monitor of an Apple II, which looked as glamorous as a beige shoebox and was the first personal computer equipped with spreadsheet software. Even a year earlier, they’d have had to do this using pencils and graph paper. Big-box electronic stores did not exist. Techies were building DIY computers, ordering parts from ads in the back of Byte magazine. A catalogue that served this growing realm? A slam dunk.

Behind Door No. 2: prep. On the one hand, you had Ralph Lauren, making a mint mining the codes of prep—the very thing all the kids were suddenly talking about. On the other, you had L.L.Bean and Lands’ End, both killing it in ’81. Lands’ End, in particular, was an early winner in the mail-order boom, selling middle America sturdy, inexpensive basics in a wide array of colors. Ralph was too pricey for the wannabes, and Lands’ End was the Prairie Home Companion of catalogues, full of folksy articles and models who looked like your next-door neighbors—it had no reach, no romance. What about a catalogue that sold the dream, at a price that was in step with reality?

Pamperin presented Arthur with two choices: Computers? Or clothes? After much deliberation, Arthur went with Door No. 2. Pamperin recalls this as a decision based not on a passion for fashion, or for prep, but on straight business sense: Popular Club Plan knew how to source, photograph, and sell apparel. Preppy was a stretch, maybe, but not totally outside of its wheelhouse. They had a formula: take the best of Lands’ End, and sell the look of Ralph Lauren.

Pamperin says the spectre of Ralph Lauren was palpably perched on the shoulder of every person involved in building the new brand. Indeed, it served as an excellent filter. The rule was, “If Ralph wouldn’t do it, we won’t do it,” Pamperin says. The new brand’s photographs would feel rich and layered; their fabrics and finishes would be excellent. After all, WWRD?

First, though, they needed a name. Arthur wanted to find a dusty-sounding surname with the ring of old-world lineage. “G.Frick” was an early contender, but the one he really loved was “Sir Edward Coke.” The only problem was that nobody other than Arthur had the slightest idea who that was. “He’s a famous English magistrate!” Arthur sputtered. “Doesn’t everyone know this?” (Wiki it. Sir Edward Coke: greatest jurist of the Elizabethan and Jacobean eras.)

It was Emily, his eldest daughter, then earning a marketing degree at the University of Denver and weighing in from afar, who talked him down. No way, Dad, she told him, with a directness that few at the office would have attempted. Not only was capital-c Coke the most famous brand name in America, but lowercase-c coke was also a popular ’80s commodity in its own right.

Who came up with J.Crew? Lots have taken credit. Everyone Arthur ever hired got the distinct impression it was the founder’s own idea. A Harvard Business School study once stated that young Emily, sitting by a river one day—as every young prepster does—spotted a scull rowing past and thought: That’s it!6 (Never happened.) A respected art director who worked on the early catalogues once listed to a reporter all the reasons he had chosen the name—yet others say it had been chosen before he was ever hired. Lots of people believed Arthur’s story, dreamed up well after the fact, that it was named after a chap called Josiah Crew. And Emily once heard from a friend who had been to a party where someone claimed to know the real “Jay Crew.”

As Pamperin recalls, it went like this: “If Ralph owns polo, why don’t we claim crew?” It’s literally on Page 101 of the Preppy Handbook: Crew was “the sport of preps,” largely because it is so “capital-intensive.” According to Birnbach et al., circa 1980 an eight-man shell cost $10,000; a one-seater, $5,000; and the only institutions well-endowed enough to support crew teams were prep schools and elite colleges. But that also made the sport feel specifically collegiate. Polo was a colonial sport played by princes. But crew conjured crisp fall days, term papers, canoodling in the stacks. It was a sport performed on a hazy, early-morning river to clear the head before a day spent pondering Chaucer. It was also a sport that no one at Popular Club knew the first thing about, and most could not have used in a sentence: Did you do crew? Go crewing?

This world of prep seemed totally foreign to the group of outsiders who were building a catalogue around it. But if any of them had paused to pay attention, they might have noticed that, all along, there had been bread crumbs—little hints that one among them, Arthur himself, knew the codes of prep better than he let on. It was Arthur, for instance, who knew from the get-go that their fledgling company needed a backstory, a plausible-sounding fiction they could anchor the idea to, something loftier than “Ralph, on the cheap.” A true prep could spot a fake at fifty paces, after all. Arthur invented a history out of thin air: The company had started out as a men’s haberdasher in Princeton, New Jersey, outfitting Ivy Leaguers; later, women caught on to the clothes, and began to shop there for themselves. And when Crew became the new brand’s “surname,” it was Arthur who chose the first initial, J. The going explanation was that the swoop of the J added design flair. But Arthur was well aware that it also borrowed rather brazenly from J. Press, the storied Ivy League clothier founded in New Haven in 1902. Though he never spoke of it, Arthur had once been a Yale man himself.




Chapter 3

Puzzle Pieces

Photographer Michael Belk has never forgotten his first meeting with Arthur Cinader and Ted Pamperin. Belk was a tall, natty Southerner who shot for the menswear brand Gant, whose salesmen “looked like they’d walked off the pages of GQ,” he recalls. Now in walked two guys who say they’re starting a preppy catalogue. It was clear why they had come to Belk: his photos were vivid, active, and shared enough of the glossy, inside-the-gates vibe of Ralph Lauren ads that Belk once received an irate letter from the agent of photographer Bruce Weber—the secret weapon behind Lauren’s megabucks campaigns—demanding that he stop stepping on Weber’s style. Less clear, however, was what they had to do with this project. Belk took in Pamperin’s comb-over and Arthur’s cracked belt, “all bonded leather with most of the bonding gone.” Cinader looked “one step above a pauper” to the photographer. “These guys are starting a catalogue—what do they know about taste?”

Arthur, in particular, knew more than Belk would ever understand—and indeed, far more than he’d ever explicitly shared with Ted Pamperin. Arthur Cinader was a student of everything, a voracious reader and observer who loved, as one friend put it, “to roll around in ideas and concepts.” He could make casual reference to the Federalist Papers; loved the writings of Winston Churchill, Boswell, Samuel Johnson; studied physics and philosophy for fun. Long before most of the rest of the world caught on, he was fascinated by the abstract ideas of computer science. And Arthur knew how to stoke consumer desire. He had found a way to give Popular Club shoppers—“kryptonite” to upscale retailers—a path to the ever-expanding list of domestic trappings that, by the ’50s and ’60s, had become a presumed rite of an American existence.

But when it came to his own personal life, the man was a closed book. He built J.Crew, a brand reeking of provenance and backstory—a fantasy of the good life for more than one generation of upwardly mobile Americans—but when it became a hit, and reporters wanted to ask him about it, he usually declined. “Let the clothes speak for themselves,” he’d say. Most people whose wardrobes consist mostly of J.Crew have never heard of the man. One imagines that Cinader, who died in 2017 at the age of ninety, would be just fine with that.

Perhaps he just valued his privacy. Or perhaps he had an idea how a profile of Arthur Cinader—brilliant but also difficult, rife with peccadilloes—might read. Will Von Klemperer, a new C.F.O. hired soon after Pamperin, recalls that his first official undertaking in the Passaic offices was prosaic: heat. He took legal action to stop the landlord of the Botany Worsted Mills from shutting down the boiler on Friday nights—the place was an icebox till Tuesday afternoon. “I had accounting people wearing gloves with the fingers cut off just so
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