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			PREFACE

			 

			The stairwell was where I went to escape.

			Most people in the apartment building used the elevator, unless it broke down. Even when it did, no one walked up the steps that led to the roof. So that’s where I sat.

			On some days Billy, my best friend, joined me. But mostly I sat alone when things got too chaotic at home. My bedroom, which overlooked a parking lot, wasn’t an option—I shared it with my younger sister and brother—and our apartment was so small and my parents’ voices so loud that even under my bedsheets I couldn’t escape. But sitting on those steps, I felt safe. That place was my refuge. An urban nest.

			The stairwell wasn’t quiet. I could still hear people arguing, or heavy doors slamming shut, or the thunder of other kids pounding up or down the steps on lower floors. Noise bounced off the hollow hallways’ concrete walls and echoed in my ears. But in that stairwell I found some peace. And while sometimes I cried, I mostly thought about playing basketball, or the Yankees—and the possibility of my becoming a switch hitter like Mickey Mantle. As I got older I sat on those steps and fantasized about leaving home, trying to picture life beyond the borders of childhood. Images were hard to summon but I knew what I wanted to feel. I wanted to shed the anxiety that could ripple through me when I turned the doorknob to apartment 7G.

			
			I was three years old when we moved into the cramped two-bedroom apartment in the Bayview housing projects in Canarsie, located on a swath of former swampland on the southeastern edge of Brooklyn. In 1956, my family was one of more than one thousand low-income households that qualified to live in the freshly baked brick buildings constructed by the New York City Housing Authority. It was a new alternative to the decaying city slums. Projects like Bayview were not designed to be dead ends, but to jump-start lives. I wasn’t so sure what that meant for me. Over the years, my mom tried to instill in me the notion that there was something better beyond Canarsie and within my reach, but it was hard to see. What I did see, every day, was my dad, who spent so much time lying on our couch that my mother nicknamed him Mr. Horizontal. The scent of his malaise and frustration—with himself, with us, with bosses I never met, with a system I didn’t understand—seeped into the fabric of our family’s life.

			In the stairwell, I created a little distance between me and the suffocating air of home. Sitting on the cold, hard steps shrouded in dim light, I felt some peace. But I struggled to see past the concrete walls around me.

			Canarsie, Brooklyn, was, and still is, the last stop on the L train from New York City. As I sat in the stairwell, the idea of what might lie beyond my small world began to take shape in my imagination.

			

			—

			Throughout my life I have been haunted, and fueled, by childhood memories. From my father, I saw what can happen to a life when a person’s dignity is stripped away. From my mother, I was imprinted with the belief that the last stop on the train was not going to be the last stop in my life—that I could work and learn and plan and dream my way out of the place I was born into.

			The juxtaposing forces of a father who had less than he wanted and a mother who wanted more for her son spurred me, eventually, to imagine a different future for myself. To see my world not as it was, but as it could be. This became a lifetime habit. And in some ways, that’s the story I’ve tried to tell in this book: how we can all reimagine a better future by learning from the past with as much clarity and wisdom as we can muster, and by summoning the will and doing the work to bring that future into being. This has been my life’s journey.

			
			The stairwell was the first place where my imagination took flight, but not the last. When I began my own business in the mid-1980s, I was inspired by old, even ancient, influences: coffee, which has been consumed for centuries, as well as the human need for connection and community, which is embedded in our DNA. I envisioned a different way to bring those things together: Starbucks stores. When I opened my first espresso bars, I wanted to create places where people could escape the chaos of the day and feel a sense of belonging. More than forty years later, going to Starbucks has become routine and respite for millions of people across more than seventy-seven countries. Not home, not work, Starbucks stores have become known as a “third place.”

			For me, the idea of a “third place” is not just something that exists between four walls. It is a mind-set. A way to exist in the world. That’s why I set out to build a profitable business that also expressed a core ethos: that people of all kinds can come together and uplift one another.

			In that respect, aspects of the Starbucks journey reflect aspects of the American journey. Not because the country is a business, but because the business of the country has always been a constant struggle to balance the seemingly competing priorities of humanity and prosperity. I fiercely believe that Starbucks attempts to be a different kind of company—one that my own father, a working class laborer, never had a chance to work for—are worth sharing at this fragile yet auspicious moment in our country’s history, when truth and dignity need to make a thunderous comeback.

			In a sense, these pages are less about Starbucks and my childhood than about the place in which we were both born: the United States of America. The intertwined narratives of my youth and my final years at Starbucks tell a bigger story. It’s a story about reinvention and renewal. About possibilities. About the power of people to change the lives of others as well as their own. It’s a story about what we can do for ourselves and for each other, as well as the responsibility we all have to reimagine our shared future. And reimagine we must.

			
			Ideals that our nation was founded on, including equality and liberty for all, have yet to be fully realized. In some corners, their very existence is being threatened. The continuation of American democracy also is not a foregone conclusion. In fact, the American Dream that I have lived and still believe in—the notion that everyone should have an equal opportunity to rise from the ground up—is at a crossroads. More people need to have a fair chance at their dreams, however humble or ambitious those dreams may be, and now is the time to talk about what those chances might look like for everyone. Together, we have the potential to reimagine and deliver on the promise of our country, as I hope this book reveals.

			Ultimately, I wrote From the Ground Up because I am optimistic about the future and I wanted to share what I’ve learned from the past. While not a memoir, it is an honest reflection about how my earliest experiences—some of which I’ve never made public until now—pervaded and informed the life I led once I got out of the stairwell and headed west, beyond everything I knew, in search of what I imagined was possible. And while this is also not a business book, it is a behind-the-scenes exploration of one business’s journey to try to answer a vital question of our time: What can we do to effect meaningful change and create the just, fair, and secure future we all desire?

			I hope From the Ground Up will spark something in you, perhaps even inspire a movement, to embrace all that is right with our country, face what needs to be fixed, and discover how we might use our vast resources and individual assets in new ways to lift ourselves and one another to greater heights. Not just by deploying our money, time, and voices, but by unleashing expertise, ingenuity, influence, empathy, social networks, collaborative spirit, courage, technologies, as well as transforming our common physical and virtual spaces into places where people can connect with civility and respect. None of us exists in isolation. Healthy, happy communities rely on the interdependence of their members. We are in this together.

			
			Sometimes it’s hard to see beyond what’s in front of us, especially when chaos clouds the view. The will and ability to reimagine the future is at the heart of this country’s beginning, as well as a concept that crept into my consciousness when I was just a boy. Why I grabbed hold of this idea, and how it manifested itself over the years, are parallel stories I’m finally ready to tell.

		

	
		
		
			
			PART

			ONE

			Beginnings

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			 

			Conflicted

			Our memories of our parents are incomplete scrapbooks. As children, we’re only privy to slices of the lives that our mothers and fathers lead. What happens out of earshot or beyond view is as invisible as air, so the person behind the parent often remains a mystery.

			And yet their full effect as human beings is potent. Our parents imprint upon us values and ideas, desires and behaviors. As I’ve looked back on my own youth to connect the dots between past and present, the scenes that stand out chill and comfort. I can see how my own decisions—for myself, for my loved ones, and for Starbucks—have been shaped by two people I never really knew.

			When I was a grade-school kid, my heart would beat faster whenever I opened the door to our apartment. If I saw the kitchen table covered with a sheet and more than the usual five chairs crowded around it, I knew our already-cramped home would soon be taken over by Nana’s bossy voice, the pungent smell of borscht, and the boisterous laughter of strangers.

			On those evenings, my father, Fred, would come home from whatever job he had at the time and lie on the couch while my mother fed my younger sister, my baby brother, and me an early dinner. Then she would send us off to bed—the three of us shared one room—and remind us to be quiet and to keep the door shut. In her voice and eyes, I could hear and see a calm resignation. She wanted the night to end as much as I did.

			
			After we were put to bed, I’d sometimes get up and poke my head out of our bedroom door, or sneak a peek into the kitchen to take in the unfolding scene. At around 8 P.M. the cast of characters would begin invading our home. They arrived in packs of two and three, shedding worn coats onto the plastic-covered living room couch if it was winter, and shuffled to our kitchen, where they plunked into chairs and lit up the first of the night’s cigarettes. For hours this motley crew grumbled, gambled, cackled, and, on some nights, slurped the chicken soup that Nana would make from a freshly butchered bird.

			These raucous poker games could happen several nights a week. During Brooklyn’s humid summers, the men sat around in their worn-out undershirts, bits of hard-boiled egg collecting in their stubble. The ladies, some of whom showed up with rollers tucked under headscarves, would shrug right out of their housedresses and sit in their girdles and cotton bras, fanning themselves against the heat with their playing cards. Hard-edged chatter filled the apartment as the players yelled over and at each other. I would stare in frozen, wide-eyed wonder at how our family’s kitchen had been turned into a backdrop for this rough-and-tumble Brooklyn crew. The hum of their unfiltered banter now filled our small apartment, a shift from the more common instances of icy silences and adult arguing. For me the effect was disorienting. Clearly these adults were having some kind of raucous fun. For them, it was a cheery night out, a break from workaday lives, a change in scenery from their own homes, a chance to win some cash. But their brand of fun coated me in discomfort. Sensing that my parents were not eager hosts, but subservient to the chief, my nana, I felt diminished in my own home, driven to the margins as I retreated back to my room. But even then the fast patter of a fresh shuffle would reach me under the sheets that I pulled over my head, letting me know the night was far from over.

			“Ante up, suckers!”

			The volume rose by the hour and by the drink.

			“Full house beats three of a kind.”

			
			“You gonna call, Breshafski?”

			“Kiss my ass, ya shiksa!”

			“Hey, get me another rum and Coke.”

			Someone on a losing streak would curse the deck for their bad luck, and I might hear a metal chair slide across the linoleum and hit the stove and then a storm of footsteps moving toward our bathroom, where players relieved themselves next to the sink where I brushed my teeth.

			The pack sat in our kitchen as if it was their private club, and in a way it was. Each person had to pay to play. The fee included a chair at the table and a meal. Once hunkered down, they followed their own rules and rituals.

			My mom and dad served as the party’s hired hands, and if the games got contentious the players could take out their frustrations on them. Some directed obscenities at my mom as she delivered heaps of food on our family’s plates and refilled our milk glasses with liquor. My parents took it. They were subordinate to the paying customers—and to Nana. My grandmother was, unequivocally, the boss. She could be nasty and abusive, barking at my father and hurling insults at my mother that no daughter, or grandson, should ever have to hear. But I heard it all.

			Eventually I would fall into a restless sleep and at some point the house would fall quiet again. When I wandered into the kitchen the morning after, I’d find empty chairs askew and a room that reeked of smoke. I’d eat my cornflakes next to ashtrays filled with cigarette butts. My mother was always awake, too, and she’d pack me a lunch, which I carried as I groggily joined the streams of kids who, I assumed, had slept soundly in apartments more peaceful than my own. I never knew when the poker players would return—at least not until the next time I opened the door to our apartment and saw the kitchen furniture rearranged.

			

			—

			My maternal grandmother, Lillian, started hosting the illegal card games after she and my Poppy, Woolf, divorced. For years Nana made a living running the games out of her modest house in East New York and eventually from our apartment, too, where she gathered a revolving cabal of players. Once assembled, they would gamble their meager paychecks, government subsidies, or the cash my grandmother lent to them, for which she charged high interest.

			
			Nana was bank and hostess. She arranged for her customers to be picked up by a driver, who was often my father. While bets were placed, a hired waitress—or, more often, my mother—served the drinks and home-cooked food. Sometimes Nana sat in on the games, but even if she didn’t she walked away the biggest winner because she took a cut of each pot. At the end of the night, my father would chauffeur the players, who were almost certainly drunk, back home.

			On nights the card games were held at my nana’s house, my parents left my sister, Ronnie, baby brother, Michael, and me alone for hours while they performed their duties.

			Nana’s customers were not rich, but the gathering was worth the price each paid to be part of it. For them, the card games were serious entertainment. For my grandmother, they were business. For me, they were traumatic.

			When the games were at our apartment, I never felt in physical danger, but I also didn’t feel safe. I was a skinny boy with brown hair and a wide smile who relied on manners more than muscle to get by. In the projects, I realized early on that my best defense was a good offense: being well behaved and well liked, and trying to keep control. I was like many kids, especially those from volatile circumstances: because of my feelings of vulnerability and powerlessness, I was drawn to order and stability. I gravitated to things that seemed to be missing at home, like predictability and transparency and kindness, especially from adults. That was the way I wanted life to be, the normal way I thought it should be. The card games violated that ideal. The experience overwhelmed me with anxiety and shame. I only hoped no one else would find out about our abnormal home.

			Trying to keep it hidden from other people, including my friend Billy, who lived across the hall, was exhausting. If anyone asked me about the late-night hoots and howls coming out of our apartment, or the strangers who spilled into the hallway at odd hours, I was stricken with embarrassment.

			
			In my later years, I found out that my parents hosted Nana’s card games to make money. Nana paid them to be her waitress and chauffeur. But I didn’t know all that then. My parents never explained anything to me. Just go to your room, Howard, shut the door, be quiet.

			

			—

			My father never completed high school and spent his working life ricocheting between odd, low-paying jobs. He had few if any employable skills aside from driving. And while there is dignity in a day’s labor, no matter how simple or technical, my father didn’t derive any sense of pride or purpose from his work. “Daddy’s tired, let him sleep,” my mother cautioned if we approached when he was lying on the couch. But even when he was awake, he was closed off and unapproachable, masked by fatigue. At some point in his past, the man my nana called “a bum” had been stripped of ambition and will. It was as if life itself seemed to tire him out.

			My father also spent more money than he had. Even though we lived in subsidized public housing where the rent was less than one hundred dollars a month, my dad was always short. He’d buy used tires for his car at the junkyard, but then treat himself to a manicure and pricey haircut. Arguing over money at the kitchen table while counting the leftover cash from his slim paychecks, sketchy loans, and assorted off-the-book income sources, including the card games, was a contentious ritual for my parents that I tried to avoid. Luckily, I had my stairwell retreat.

			I also tried to avoid my father’s temper. He was quick to yell at Ronnie, Michael, and me, and it wasn’t uncommon for him to whack me or, occasionally, improvise other forms of physical punishment. One night at dinner he shoved my face into a plate of steaming spaghetti.

			The ringing telephone was another source of anxiety. The sound of the clanging rotary box hanging on the wall could stiffen my wiry frame. My mother often had me answer the phone for her, in case it was a bill collector. “Sorry, my parents aren’t home,” I’d say as one or both of them looked at me. I’d hang up, ashamed of the lie. Later, when my parents sent me to borrow money from people we knew, I did so with my head lowered, ashamed of the truth.

			
			I feared my father and at times I loathed him because of how his behavior made me feel. But there were also moments when, even as a kid, I could sense his pain.

			

			—

			I was seven years old on a cold winter day in 1961, in the middle of a snowball fight behind our building, when my mother leaned out the window of our seventh-floor apartment and waved wildly for me to come home.

			“Dad had an accident,” my mother told me when I came running into our apartment. “I have to go to the hospital.”

			My father’s job at the time had been driving a truck, delivering clean cloth diapers to people’s homes—and picking up the dirty ones. For months he’d been coming home from work complaining about the odor and the mess. Sometimes I’d get a whiff of what he was talking about from his clothes. He said it was the worst job in the world and I believed him.

			On that wet, slippery winter day, he was making deliveries when he fell on a sheet of ice. The fall broke his hip and his ankle. For the next month, every time I opened the door to our apartment I saw my father sprawled on our couch, his five-foot, eight-inch frame immobile, imprisoned in a cast. His fingers clung to a Marlboro cigarette, and his handsome face was fixed in a pained grimace.

			In America in the 1960s, an uneducated, unskilled worker like my dad who got hurt on the job was typically dismissed without notice. The accident left my father with no income, no health insurance, no workers’ compensation, and because my parents had no savings, they had nothing to fall back on. My mother couldn’t get a job; at the time of the accident she was seven months pregnant with Michael. If not for a local charitable organization, Jewish Family Services, my family would have run out of food.

			In years since, I’ve tried to imagine the situation from my father’s point of view. How did being trapped inside the cast, the victim of an accident, shift his view of life? He had enough sense of responsibility for his growing family to take on the “worst job in the world” to support us. But what did he get for it? Abandonment by the company whose work broke him. Maybe that incident tipped the scale, and a man who thought he had a sliver of a chance to make something of his life discovered, during a long, cold winter, that one slip-up can lead to purgatory. I’ll never know what was going through his mind and heart at that moment. But the sight of my helpless father slumped on the couch wedged itself into my consciousness forever.

			
			In the years following his accident, my home life became even less inviting. The stairwell wasn’t my only sanctuary. My other refuge was the playfield of the projects. On its concrete grounds, I discovered a hard-edged paradise of possibilities and belonging.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 2

			 

			Connection

			My apartment was shrouded in a fog of anxiety and shame, but I had a wholly different experience outside. The playgrounds and ball fields of the projects were where I found myself.

			On summer days and weekends, or in the marvelously empty hours between school and dinner, hundreds of kids living in Bayview would push through the metal-and-glass front doors of our buildings and spill out into our thirty-three-acre backyard, where we came together in unsupervised packs for rounds of stickball, spitball, punchball, slap ball, or ring-a-levio. But skelly may have been my favorite.

			Under the hot summer sun—Bayview’s young trees weren’t yet tall enough to cast the shade they were planted to provide—we’d crouch on bony knees and, with crinkled foreheads and squinting eyes, try to calculate the ideal force required to flick a flattened bottle cap into one of the thirteen painted boxes of skelly’s asphalt game board. The player with the most on-target flicks won. For an edge, I’d use my mother’s oven to melt crayons into our dented bottle caps. Wax gave the caps more weight so they were easier to control, and the wins we racked up were worth my mother’s anger when she found stains of color in her oven.

			For hours my friends and I huddled together, our sticky arms touching, oblivious to the onion scent of our kid sweat. With each flick we called each other out. When someone was declared the winner, we played again or peeled off to play a different game. Sometimes a dad, even mine, joined in. Games were serious business. We all felt the need to prove ourselves. At the very least, we wanted to avoid losing. And yet, we also felt connected. As we sat so close, our minds pinned to the same goal, a kind of intimacy emerged. A web of camaraderie bound us together.

			
			The playgrounds weren’t the only place we found connection. My family came to the Bayview housing projects in 1956. Our building was among twenty-three identical apartment towers. In ours alone were twenty boys about my age. We grew up together, running up and down long hallways and venturing in and out of each other’s apartments with ease. Most doors were left unlocked. Because each maroon door looked the same, it was common to accidentally walk into the wrong apartment, assuming it was your own. And when you realized your mistake—Hey, when did we get new furniture? Why do I smell cabbage?—you laughed it off, and so did the apartment’s occupants. No one worried about intruders.

			Fights in Bayview didn’t typically escalate to deadly violence, but they were tough in their own way. Years later, my friend Billy talked about the projects where we grew up as a place where kids who weren’t strong, fast, or funny didn’t last long. That might be true—for all our connection, we were still piled on top of each other in a space that was separate from other Brooklyn neighborhoods. When I told people outside Bayview where I lived, I felt branded as one of the poorer kids. Living in government-funded housing defined me. Inside Bayview’s perimeters, where we were all poor, another kind of status had to be earned, especially among boys and young men. Through games, sports, hurled insults, jokes, and fistfights, we proved our worth to one another. But even with that, the urban outdoors where I grew up felt more than safe. It was the first community I ever knew.

			In retrospect, I can see the projects themselves as a sort of sprawling third place. Not home, not work or school. These outdoor spaces were without much obligation. They were places we chose to be. Places where our lives could intersect with the lives of others who became friends, or at least familiar faces. The grounds—with their benches and play areas—invited engagement among neighbors. In turn, they served up a kind of social sustenance.

			
			In junior high and high school, my passion switched from games like skelly to more intense team sports. The ratio of kids to courts in the projects was so unbalanced that it bred a competitive culture with real stakes. Anyone who wanted to join a pickup game of basketball or touch football just had to show up, but the price to stay on the field or court was you had to win. It was a ruthless meritocracy. If your team lost, you got kicked off the court to take your place in the line of bystanders waiting their next turn. Hours might pass until you made it back in. Standing on the sidelines, feeling useless and bored, or returning to my apartment, feeling anxious and bored, were unacceptable outcomes for me. If winning required diving on the unforgiving concrete and scraping off a layer of skin, then that’s what I did. I rarely went home before dusk. When I got hungry around lunchtime, I stood under our apartment window and hollered up to my mom, who dropped a tuna sandwich seven stories into my waiting hands. I’d eat it in four bites as I ran back to rejoin a game.

			In spring and summer, the basketball court was where I would try to prove my worth. I’d jump out of bed, knock on Billy’s door, and within seconds we’d be out of the building and on the court. I was hypnotized by the flow of banter, grunts, high-fives, and methodical thumps of a dribbling ball. And when a player broke away, a swarm of cheap-soled sneakers chased him up or down the court like our futures depended on blocking or making the next basket. To win, you had to play tough. Calling foul was a sign of weakness, and sometimes fights broke out. I loved it all. But mostly I loved being among other kids on the center court, constantly competing for the right to stay and play.

			In the chill of fall, the boys turned to football, and because there were no large fields nearby we played on the asphalt basketball courts. It wasn’t tackle, but touch football with Brooklyn rules can still take a kid down hard, especially the quarterback, which was my usual position. When I played tackle football in high school, my nose broke and I had a few concussions. I also suffered a hairline fracture in my neck, which would not be discovered until many years later. But the intensity of sports did not diminish my desire to play, and year after year, pass after pass, block after block, I endured bruises and skinned flesh from crashing down on the cold hard ground. The projects I grew up in may have been safe from crime, but there were no soft landings.

			
			Sometimes I organized pickup games, going door to door to recruit players or shouting an invite to a potential point guard or wide receiver I saw walking across the yard. I’d easily corral enough kids for a defense and an offense. All willing players were eligible. They just had to prove themselves once they had the ball.

			Every time I played sports, I stood a little taller, partly because I was inches above most kids my age, but also because I felt more confident as an athlete than I did as a student or as a son. I had some natural athletic ability, but the real reason I held my own on the court or field was because with a ball in my hands I always felt good enough.

			I didn’t have to exchange a lot of words with fellow players to feel connected. When we came together in a huddle, or if someone cocked a chin in approval after I threw for a touchdown or made a basket from outside the key, I felt a bulletproof sense of belonging, something I rarely experienced among family. These moments seemed to last forever in my childhood. But they disappeared from my life much too soon, and with them went my sense of community. It was years before I found it again.

			

			—

			“Buon giorno!”

			A thin older man behind a counter greeted me like I was a neighbor who had opened the door to his home, unannounced but welcome. Savoring the aroma of freshly ground coffee, I returned his smile and walked up to the counter. It was early morning in Milan, Italy, and I was in the city for the first time to attend a trade show for work. I had popped into this espresso bar on my way to the show.

			It was 1983, the year I turned thirty.

			Sidling up to the counter, I couldn’t take my eyes off the man behind it. With an athletic precision, he ground coffee beans, measured the dark grounds, and then packed them into a short-handled basket that he inserted into a gleaming chrome machine, which gurgled before he pulled a lever. Streams of amber liquid dripped into a tiny white porcelain cup. Throughout the dance, he chatted in quick bursts of Italian with three other customers who stood side by side at his coffee bar. Peering into his workspace, I thought, Who is this person? On some invisible cue, he placed one of his beverages before me. Holding the dainty cup in my hands, I felt as if I had been given a precious gift. I sipped the punch of flavor.

			
			“Grazie!” I said.

			The way he prepared and served coffee was unlike anything I’d seen in American restaurants, where coffee sat in reheated pots before being unceremoniously dumped into dingy mugs. But this! This was theater!

			What is this place? I was utterly enthralled at what was clearly an ordinary occasion to the locals at the bar. I wanted to stay.

			I was working at the time as the director of marketing for a small coffee roaster and retailer in Seattle with a rather risqué mermaid as its logo. The company was named after a character in Herman Melville’s novel Moby-Dick, Ahab’s first mate, Starbuck. Starbucks Coffee Company specialized in roasting and selling whole-bean coffee from all over the world. At Starbucks, I had already learned that coffee wasn’t just an efficient caffeine delivery system; it was a nuanced and flavorful beverage to be savored and appreciated.

			The company had been founded in 1971 by Gerald Baldwin, Gordon Bowker, and Zev Siegl. After I first met Jerry and Gordon in 1981, they taught me that the coffee most Americans consumed came from beans called Robusta, which were cheaper and inferior in flavor compared to the finer Arabica beans that Starbucks purchased. Starbucks roasted their coffee beans “dark,” a European tradition that many aficionados believed brought out more of a bean’s flavor. Most Americans, myself included, were accustomed to beans that were more lightly roasted, which was why, when I had my first taste of Starbucks coffee, I was overwhelmed by its flavor. My parents only drank instant coffee, or ground coffee from a can, which my mom made in a tin electric percolator when we had people over. The stuff I guzzled to perk me up during college, or during my morning commutes, was swill compared to my first sip of Starbucks’ bold dark roast.

			
			One year into working at Starbucks, I figured that I had discovered all there was to know about coffee. Then I walked into that espresso bar in Milan.

			After drinking my espresso, I was excited to taste more and to know more, so I thanked the gentleman behind the counter and paid the cashier. As I made my way to the trade show, I couldn’t walk a block without passing another coffee bar. I spent the next week exploring more throughout the city. Many were stripped of ornament—espresso pit stops. In their narrow, smoky interiors, customers, mostly men, stood at counters and lingered over their drinks, bantering in Italian. Other coffee places were more elegant, stylish, and spacious, destinations for a diverse clientele: women with or without children in tow, kids in school uniforms, students with books, retired folks. Friends just hanging out. Customers also sat alone reading, writing, gazing. There was a pulse of energy even when a shop was quiet. In many establishments, chatter mixed with a soundtrack of Italian opera. The environment was also nothing like those clanky, fluorescent New York diners I was familiar with.

			The workers making the espresso, I learned, were called baristas. Sitting at the espresso bars, I discovered that many of them spoke English, so I asked a lot of questions. I found out that “pulling” shots of espresso requires just the right combination of water flow, temperature, pressure, and time to extract the fullest, strongest flavor from just the right amount of finely ground coffee beans. This complicated maneuver involves pouring, grinding, weighing, tamping, waiting, dripping, and then cleaning the equipment so the next shot has a chance of being as good as the last. The performance—as choreographed as a dance, as energetic as a football play, as sacred as a ritual—takes place just inches from discerning customers, one small cup, or demitasse, at a time. I was told that the dense foam that forms the top layer of espresso is called crema, and when espresso is infused into warm, frothy, steamed milk, it creates a drink that Italians call a caffè latte. My first sip filled my mouth with a symphony of sweetness and silk. I’d never tasted anything like it.

			
			Of the many coffee experts I had met since moving to Seattle and joining Starbucks, none had introduced me to the theater and romance of espresso.

			Italians understood the emotional relationship that people could have with coffee and had built a vibrant culture around it, elevating a commodity into an art and creating warm, welcoming spaces where baristas and others knew your name. Coffee could bring people together in a place. Like wine, it was a social beverage, but unlike wine it was a stimulant. Consumed while in conversation or when people were alone, coffee could become fuel for conversation or powerful introspection. These gathering places were part of people’s routines—spaces for simple, improvised, familiar comfort and community.

			The cafés and espresso bars I visited could not have been further from the playgrounds and sport courts I grew up in, but they drew out of me old feelings I’d left behind in my youth: the sense of belonging.

			The thrill that met this epiphany was visceral. My body felt electric and my mind swam with ideas. Nothing on par with Italy’s cafés existed in the America I knew, but I intuitively believed that people would respond to the espresso bar experience just as I had, with curiosity and delight. I became convinced that translating that experience in America was the next step for Starbucks.

			At the time, Starbucks was not serving beverages. We just bagged our roasted beans in our five stores and sent loyal customers on their way. Our little company—with its reputation for exceptional coffee—was in an ideal position to introduce the United States to the theater and the convivial community of the espresso bar.

			I could not let this idea go. On the flight back to Seattle, I jotted down plans. I even drew designs for how to integrate an espresso bar into our existing stores. I arrived back at Starbucks’ offices exuberant.

			Starbucks founders did not share my enthusiasm. They wanted to stay true to their vision of selling whole-bean coffee, period. I respected their singleness of purpose, but my heart was pulling me in another direction. Eventually, I convinced Jerry to let me open a tiny espresso bar inside a new Starbucks store at the intersection of Fourth and Spring streets in Seattle. Despite being tucked away in a corner of the store, it attracted a lot of customers, many of whom tasted their first caffè latte and came back each day for another. Success, I thought. But Jerry and Gordon weren’t interested in expanding the concept.

			
			I was heartbroken. “Starbucks can be a great experience, not just a great coffee roaster and retail store,” I argued. I was relentless but their faces never lit up. They didn’t see what I saw. To their credit, Jerry and Gordon respected my passion even though it was not theirs. These two men had risked so much to build their business, and so they understood what it felt like to love an idea so much that you can’t let it go.

			I stayed with Starbucks for one more year before leaving to start my own company—and to control my own destiny.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 3

			 

			A Different Kind of Company

			“Howard, let’s take a walk.”

			My father-in-law tapped my shoulder and motioned me toward the front door of our house. It was barely 5 P.M. but already dark, a typical December day in Seattle, where sunlight makes brief, dingy appearances.

			It was 1985. Ronald Reagan was in his second term as president, Microsoft was ten years old, Live Aid concerts were raising money to help feed people in Africa, and the Dow Jones average was on the verge of passing 1,500 for the first time. I was thirty-two years old. I pulled on a windbreaker, put our dog, Jonas, on a leash, and the three of us left my wife, Sheri, and her mom, Rae, at home.

			Sheri and I had met seven years earlier, when we both lived and worked in Manhattan. In 1978, I’d done what lots of young people living in New York City still do: I’d rented a house with a group of friends in the cluster of beach towns at the east end of Long Island known as the Hamptons, where we could gather on weekends to escape the city’s hot, smelly streets. I was making good money, but not enough to afford an equal portion of the rent, so my friends agreed to give me a reduced rate if I ran the house, which meant I put my name on the lease, collected everyone’s portion of the security deposit, and got our rent paid on time. We all shared the cooking and grocery shopping, and as much cleaning as a group of guys living together is willing to do.

			
			One weekend in early July, a bunch of us were playing football on the beach. Near us, a group of young women was hanging out in the sun. I was drawn to one of them in particular—a woman with a striking shock of wavy blond hair and a warm, wide smile. I walked up to her and we started chatting. Aside from being beautiful, she was easy to talk to and made me laugh. But there was something more. I called her that night. When we spoke the next day, I asked if she would have dinner with me when we got back to the city.

			I wanted to know everything about Sheri Kersch. I soon learned that she had grown up in the small, middle-class city of Lima, Ohio, had studied political science and psychology at the University of Denver, and had gotten into law school but had chosen to study interior design in New York City instead. I wasn’t surprised. She had great style.

			From our first date we both felt a magnetic connection. We just wanted to be around each other, and I quickly discovered that Sheri possessed attributes I’d hoped to find in a life partner, including a broad view of the world, intelligence, and strong family values. She was also adventurous yet grounded, and had an ease and energy that felt comfortable and exciting at the same time. Sheri was ambitious but had no sense of entitlement, and I was especially smitten by her confidence; she had strong opinions and stood up for what she thought was right. She was also more mature than other women our age whom I’d met, yet didn’t take herself too seriously. And like me, she dreamed of a bigger life for herself, even if she didn’t know what that life would look like.

			Not long after we met, I invited Sheri to a birthday party at my apartment in Greenwich Village. At some point during the evening, my mother phoned me, upset about a family matter. Her calls for support, emotional and financial, were frequent, and I went into my bedroom to get away from the noise so I could try to calm her. I didn’t know it at the time, but Sheri overheard a snippet of the conversation. Much later, she told me that my promises to help my mother had made a positive impression upon her.

			
			In me, Sheri said she saw a responsible young man. I was definitely serious, probably too serious for a twenty-five-year-old, but I was working hard to make a living and had a mother who routinely called me in emotional disarray. Being her ballast was a role I had assumed in childhood and never shed. Meeting Sheri brought a welcome levity into my life, a lightness of spirit that became among the many, many reasons I fell in love with her.

			We married in 1982, in a small ceremony in the Hamptons with only our families in attendance, followed by a party with friends and relatives. The affair was simple and inexpensive; Sheri’s touch made it elegant. For me, it was also magical. I could not believe that the stunning, bright, kind woman I had met on a beach was now my wife.

			By the time we were married, I had also come to love and respect Sheri’s parents. The Kersch family, with their modest Midwest ranch house and warm family dinners, felt “normal” compared to my own. But of course they had their own stories.

			Sheri’s mom, Rae, was one of six children orphaned at a young age, after their mother died in childbirth and their father was later killed in an auto accident. When Rae and her siblings were separated, she moved in with a great-aunt who made her drop out of school to cook and clean. Eventually, Rae moved out and got a job to support herself in Detroit. That’s where she met and married Harry Kersch.

			Harry was born in Canada, one of five kids, and came to the United States as a teenager after high school. For many years he worked in a factory that cleaned uniforms. Then, in his midthirties, when Rae was pregnant with one of Sheri’s older brothers, Harry spied a tiny ad in a newspaper. A retail laundry business in a small Ohio town was for sale. Harry found two investors and bought the modest company. For one year, he slept in the laundry facility during the week and took the train back to Detroit on weekends to see Rae and their two sons.

			In 1954, the year Sheri was born, Harry and Rae bought their first home, a one-story ranch house, in Lima. He spent the next thirty years building his business, expanding it into a commercial enterprise. New Method Laundry and Ohio Coverall Service rented uniforms to many of the plants and factories in the area, picking up the dirty clothes and delivering clean ones. The industrial laundry business was not glamorous. The plant was hot and sticky, and Harry often took the wheel of his own delivery truck and drove more than a hundred miles to pick up the oil- and chemical-streaked coveralls worn by workers at the region’s big car and steel manufacturers.

			
			Growing up, Sheri and her brothers worked at the company. When she was twelve, Sheri began manning the cash register for the dry-cleaning side of the business.

			The company’s success allowed Harry and Rae to raise Sheri and her two older brothers in a simple and comfortable lifestyle. They put all three children through college, and sold New Method when they were in their midsixties. I was struck by the energy and focus Harry brought to his endeavors; he offered a model of hard work, responsibility, and entrepreneurship that my own father hadn’t given me.

			These days Harry was in good humor and enjoying the fruits of his labors.

			

			—

			As we walked in silence I could sense that my father-in-law was not about to deliver a genial pep talk.

			I had left Starbucks to pursue the espresso bar idea that had enchanted me in Italy, and for eight months I’d been trying to raise nearly $1.7 million to fund a capital-intensive retail start-up. I’d named the company Il Giornale, which means “newspaper” in Italian, and can also mean “daily.” My business model was based on the premise that Il Giornale cafés and espresso bars would become a daily ritual for people in Seattle, and eventually in other cities.

			I wasn’t taking a salary, we barely had any savings, and our first child was due in less than a month. As planned, we were living off Sheri’s income as an interior designer until Il Giornale raised enough money and could afford to pay me a salary.

			At first, raising money had been deceptively easy. My former bosses Jerry and Gordon, despite their lack of interest in building espresso bars for Starbucks, said they believed in me enough to invest $150,000. They even let me work out of Starbucks’ offices and provided helpful advice. I was grateful for their money and their mentoring. My second investors were originally friends of Sheri’s. Carol Bobo also was an interior designer, and her husband, Ron Margolis, was an obstetrician who invested in new businesses. Carol had told Ron about us, and they invited us for dinner to hear more about my plans. I didn’t know Ron as well as Sheri knew Carol, but our families had a lot in common. Carol and Ron were new parents and had a gentle giant of a dog, an Irish wolfhound that liked to romp with Jonas on the path around a local lake.

			
			Seated at their dining room table, I was ready to make my pitch. I’d brought architectural drawings, and the stack of papers next to my plate documented a rigorous business plan that accounted for how I would spend every dollar people invested to build one hundred stores. First, however, I spoke to Carol and Ron about my trip to Italy and how I had been captivated by the espresso bars, and my belief that the coffeehouse experience had a place in American culture. I got more enthusiastic with every word.

			As I began to unfurl my papers, Ron stopped me. “Howard, our ability is reading people,” he said. “How much do you need?” That evening Carol and Ron wrote Il Giornale a check for $100,000. They were not investing in my idea; they were investing in Sheri and me. I left their house elated, but also conscious that I had new friends’ money in my pocket. I did not want to lose their money—or their friendship.

			Foolishly, I assumed that raising the remaining $1.4 million from individual investors would be just as easy as the first $250,000. I was not prepared for the steep climb.

			I knew nothing about raising money from venture capital firms, which in the late eighties were not as abundant or accessible as they would become during the next decade.

			A bank loan was not an option I wanted to consider. Memories of my parents arguing about how to pay their bills, and the shame I felt when they put me on the phone to talk to debt collectors or ask friends for money, still tasted bitter. My exposure to their financial trials had instilled in me an aversion to debt, even though I had learned, as a businessperson, that debt was not dangerous if managed well and that credit is essential to jump-starting a small business. Access to capital allows companies to buy equipment, pay rent, and employ people. But because the mere idea of debt still stung, I didn’t think I could sleep at night if I funded Il Giornale with a bank loan.

			
			Behind my suit, tie, and friendliness, I was a young businessman haunted by the anxiety of a childhood steeped in financial insecurity.

			So instead of trying to get a bank loan, I was asking individuals to invest their own money in exchange for a percentage of ownership in the company. Having investors would dilute my personal stake, but that was a sacrifice I preferred to taking on debt.

			In the months after Jerry, Gordon, Carol, and Ron said yes, more than one hundred potential investors said no—in various ways. People didn’t return my calls. They hung up on me. They regarded me with skepticism or suspicion when we met, then said they’d get back to me but never did. Some lectured me that they knew more about retail than I did, and implied, not subtly, that my idea to build espresso bars and sell odd-sounding drinks in paper cups was silly and stupid—and by association so was I. Some of Seattle’s more successful business leaders mocked the idea while condescending to explain why I would fail. The rejections took a toll. Sometimes, before meeting with potential investors, I’d walk around the block a few times to calm my nerves.

			Many nights I came home to Sheri feeling dejected. But because she was pregnant, I tried not to saddle her with my stress. I’d wake up the next morning, walk Jonas, and knot my tie again. This will be a good day, I’d tell myself, and off I’d go. I met with potential investors for breakfast and lunch. I sat at the lonely end of long conference tables in office towers with pricey views of Seattle’s magnificent waterfront. Repeating my pitch over and over and over, I’d summon once again the enthusiasm that had come over me in the cafés of Milan, and try to convey my deep belief in my ambitious business plan.

			The rejection was daunting. It would be so easy to believe the critics. But I would not relent. Just because others cannot see your vision doesn’t mean that vision isn’t achievable. Still, the line between forging ahead and giving up can be so thin for an entrepreneur that it’s easy to cross over, especially when your father-in-law suggests, on a chilly December evening, that it’s time for you to quit.

			
			“Howard,” Harry said, halting my thoughts, “I respect what you’ve been trying to do over the last year, but let’s look at the facts. Sheri is working and has a salary. You have a hobby and no salary. And my daughter is going to give birth in a month.” He stopped walking and faced me with the love of a father. “Son, you need to get a job.”

			He said this with great respect, and the empathy of a fellow entrepreneur. I felt embarrassed. I had so much respect for Harry, and for Sheri, and of course the same thoughts had run through my mind. But hearing someone voice my fear—that I was creating a family life that in any way resembled the financial desperation and irresponsibility of my childhood—was devastating. Had he talked to Sheri? Did she agree? The part of me that sought stability knew Harry was right. I felt as though I were watching a bright, beautiful bubble burst. Standing in front of my father-in-law, whom I loved, I nodded, and then I cried. He put his hand on my shoulder.

			I didn’t mention anything to Sheri about our conversation until later that night.

			“I had an interesting talk with your father,” I said when we were alone. I told her everything he had said, knowing that if Sheri told me she wanted me to stop raising money and to get a job, even to work at Starbucks again, I would do it.

			“Howard,” she said, “there’s no way we’re giving this up.”

			In January 1986, our son, Jordan, was born.

			By the end of the summer, about 30 of the now 242 people I had asked to invest in Il Giornale had said yes. Among them was an angel of a man named Jack Rodgers, who gave me money even after his own investment group turned me down; another angel named Arnie Prentice not only invested, but introduced me to clients of his financial services firm who would also go on to invest. Two of the largest checks I received were from a man named Harold Gorelick, who was in the muffler business, and his nephew, the famous saxophonist Kenny G. People such as Jack and Arnie put their reputations on the line to support me, and because they were willing to, I was able to raise $1.65 million, enough to move ahead with my plans.

			
			I started to staff up, looking for people whose competence and friendliness reminded me of the baristas I had seen in Italy. The people I hired wanted to work at a job they would enjoy and for a company they could feel good about. Part of my business plan, I had explained to every investor, was being known as a great place to work. We would be a company that tried to ensure employees could be their best selves and had a chance to live their best lives. In fact, the first mission statement I ever wrote as the head of my new company, in 1986, included these words: “We expect our coffee bars to enhance the environment in which people work. We recognize that rewards must be psychological as well as financial, and strive for an atmosphere where each individual can share in the growth….”

			If we were going to build a business around the core ideas of community in our stores, then a sense of human connection had to exist in our offices. I was surrounding myself with people who felt passionate about the products we sold, who were ambitious and kindhearted.

			By now, I also had met so many people whose working lives were nothing like my father’s. From Sheri to Starbucks’ cofounders to my coworkers, I knew men and women whose work nourished them in ways that my dad’s jobs never did. I wanted Starbucks to be such a place. From the inside out, I was trying to build the kind of company that my father never got a chance to work for. Or, as I would phrase it in later years, to try to balance profitability with a social conscience. Our values were human values. Ethics, integrity, sharing, support, teamwork, caring, respect, and loyalty were all ideals I included in that first mission statement. I also wanted to instill a sense of ambitious camaraderie: “We will set aggressive goals and drive ourselves to achieve them,” the mission statement said. “It’s an adventure, and we’re in it together.”

			

			—

			Given the company’s size today, it can be hard to imagine that Starbucks was once a small retailer with a handful of locations that many people did not believe would grow beyond Seattle. I wrote about the company’s earlier years in my first book, Pour Your Heart Into It.

			
			It was a time of exhausting twelve-hour days, of laughter-filled meetings, and of heated debates over pizza in my house. It was a time spent finding more investors, hiring staff, and meeting people who would become lifelong friends and mentors. Every day, I was learning how to lead, and maturing, through trial and error.

			It was also the period when Il Giornale bought Starbucks. The Starbucks Corporation of today is actually Il Giornale, which I founded in 1985. In an unexpected twist, Il Giornale acquired Starbucks Coffee Company in 1987 and renamed the new company the Starbucks Corporation. The new entity built off many of Starbucks’ original assets, including its roasting facilities, its name, its logo, its existing locations, and its people. The espresso bar concept, growth aspirations, and values were my own, baked into how I envisioned Il Giornale from its conception.

			But as the company grew, we never took our eyes off our initial mission. The first place for us to show our values was, of course, with our own workers. From the beginning, I wanted to create a business model that was different from the command-and-control relationship between employers and employees during my dad’s working years. I never shook off the indelible image of my father immobile on the couch after he slipped on the ice, helpless and abandoned by the company he was working for when the accident occurred. Workers deserved a different relationship to the companies they helped to build, one based on trust, mutual care, and honesty. This belief informed two of our earliest decisions at Starbucks.

			The first was that I wanted to extend healthcare benefits to employees who worked part-time. Few companies, especially in retail, provided it, and those that did tended to restrict it to people who worked no fewer than thirty hours a week. But two-thirds of Starbucks employees worked about twenty hours a week. Extending healthcare insurance to part-time employees went against the trend: in the late eighties, companies began trying to significantly reduce healthcare costs, not increase them.

			Most of our investors pushed back. Starbucks wasn’t yet profitable. I argued that it was the right thing to do, and it was a smart business decision. Giving healthcare benefits to part-timers could engender loyalty, reducing the costs of turnover. If a barista quit, finding and training a replacement cost about $3,000. Providing a barista with full benefits for one year cost half as much, about $1,500. Plus, some customers were such regulars that baristas knew their favorite drinks. If those baristas quit, customer connections would break—and those connections were essential to our business model.

			
			In 1988, Starbucks became among the first private companies in the U.S. to provide comprehensive health insurance to part-time employees working twenty or more hours a week. It was one of the best decisions we ever made.

			Over time we would broaden the coverage to reflect people’s needs.

			In 1991, one of Starbucks’ longest and most devoted employees, Jim Kerrigan, came into my office and told me he had AIDS. I had no idea Jim was sick, and I was devastated when he told me his disease had entered a new phase and he had to stop working. As we cried together in my office, I searched for words to console him.

			At the time, Starbucks’ health insurance did not cover people with a terminal illness. Our early workforce tended to be young and healthy. Because of Jim, we created a new policy. For employees who had terminal illnesses, healthcare coverage extended from the time they could no longer work until they were able to access government insurance programs, which then was about twenty-nine months.

			Jim passed away within the year. I spoke to him often and visited him at hospice during his final months and weeks. After he died, his family sent a letter expressing their gratitude, explaining that Jim would not have had the money to care for himself if it hadn’t been for Starbucks’ insurance. I still miss him.

			In September 1991, I made the next big decision about the relationship between the company and its workers. Starbucks became the only privately owned company we knew of to issue equity in the form of stock options, not just to full-time employees, but to part-time employees, too. This was the second-best decision we made during our early years. We called the program Bean Stock, and because it gave each employee part ownership of the company, we began referring to our employees as “partners.”

			
			There’s a fuzzy videotape of the day I announced Bean Stock in our Kent, Washington, roasting plant. I stood at a black podium and explained to the folks who had gathered what we were doing.

			“No matter where you are in the company—the roasting plant, the stores, the office—every person will have a stake in the success of the company.” The plan had taken more than a year to put together, because no model of a public or private company giving stock options to all its employees existed. It had never been done before. For a start-up that was not yet making money to do it was rarer still. Once again, I had to convince skeptical investors that sharing our success with our own people was core to our business. Like providing healthcare coverage, it was not only the right thing to do, but it would induce levels of loyalty and respect for the business that would enhance the company’s financial performance for years to come.

			For me, giving ownership to people regardless of their job description also felt quite personal. My parents had never owned anything. Not a house, and certainly not a piece of a company. Bean Stock was a chance to elevate people’s lives. As the company’s value grew, so did the value of our shares and partners’ sense of security, as well as the choices and options they had for themselves and their families.

			At first people did not understand how owning Bean Stock had the potential to make a noticeable difference in their lives. The first stock options were granted at $6 a share. Since then, Bean Stock has generated $1.5 billion in pre-tax gains for baristas and shift supervisors, as well as for store managers and managers in the field, augmenting base salaries and hourly paychecks. The stock’s increasing market value has helped people build retirement savings as well as put down payments on houses, afford college, pay off debt, take vacations, or start their own businesses. From June 1992 to November 2018, Starbucks total shareholder return was 21,826 percent. In other words, $10,000 invested at the IPO was worth $2,182,620.

			To this day, when I meet partners in our stores for the first time, I often ask if they have a Bean Stock story. Many also post their stories online. Sarah Swanson used her stock to pay for her wedding, buy a new car, and put money toward a down payment on her first home. A part-time barista and nurse chose to use her stock to pay for kidney dialysis treatments for patients in Nepal. Just recently, I was at an event and the woman who owned the catering company came up to me. “I used to work at Starbucks,” she said. “Bean Stock bought my business.”

			
			One of my favorite Bean Stock stories is about Kenny Kraning, who joined Starbucks in 1990 at the age of twenty-seven. Kenny has Down syndrome, and his first job at Starbucks was putting labels on packages of coffee as they came off the conveyor belt at our roasting plant. When the plant moved to a city too far for Kenny to commute to, I assured him and his family that Kenny would always have a job with Starbucks. For the past twenty years, Kenny has helped restock the many kitchens and coffee rooms throughout the company’s headquarters. He and his roving cart of glasses, coffee beans, and teas are beloved fixtures in the hallways, and Kenny has always done his work with pride. Those who know Kenny have great affection for him.

			He and I would have lunch together a few times a year in the company cafeteria or in my office, and often on his birthday. Kenny was born in Indiana, on the same day that John F. Kennedy was assassinated. He especially liked
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