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At the end of 1984, Polo Ralph Lauren acquired a twenty-year lease on the landmark Gertrude Rhinelander Waldo House, a five-story French Renaissance Revival palace completed in 1898 at the corner of Madison Avenue and Seventy-second Street in Manhattan. Waldo, a socialite, had spent half a million dollars erecting her tribute to a chateau in France’s Loire Valley. A riot of bay windows, dormers, statuary, and chimneys, its Gilded Age exuberance contrasts with the neo-Gothic brownstone plainness of its next- door neighbor, Saint James Episcopal Church, where New York’s oldest families—families with names like Rhinelander—still worship.

For reasons unknown, Mrs. Waldo never moved in, but her sister, Laura, and her son, Rhinelander, a hero of the Spanish-American War and future New York police commissioner, lived there until 1912, when a bank foreclosed on the property. In the 1920s, it was converted for commercial use and was occupied over time by an antiques dealer, interior decorators, the Phillips auction house, a society florist, and one of Eli Zabar’s specialty food boutiques.

After it reopened in 1986, with its newest owner, the Rhinelander mansion became the Polo mansion, the engine driving Lauren’s image—his Disneyland and Disney stores rolled into one. It also became New York’s newest tourist attraction, with its oak floors, Honduran mahogany paneling, vaulted ceilings, ornate plasterwork, Waterford chandelier, antique Cartier vitrine and green glass Art Deco panels etched with polo players (discards, appropriately, from the old Polo Lounge in New York’s Westbury Hotel), gas-burning fireplaces, and a plethora of “real” old drawings, photographs, bound volumes, aristocratic bric-a-brac and shabby chic gewgaws: elaborately framed photos, walking sticks, picnic baskets and hatboxes, steamer trunks and sticker-covered old luggage, antique tennis racquets, fishing rods and lacrosse sticks artfully left about as if waiting for the house’s long-departed occupants to finish packing for a summer in Newport, on the Cape, in the Adirondacks, or in Sun Valley.

But most of all, people came to see its central staircase, modeled after the one in London’s Connaught Hotel. Dressed up with antique carpets, green felt walls, and hand-carved balustrades, it’s studded with the sort of gilt-framed ancestral portraits one might find in a drafty old English country house. Whose ancestors are they? The forebears of the worshippers next door at Saint James, no doubt.

No matter. Lauren has claimed them as his own, as props for his personal movie.

On the day the Rhinelander opened, Lauren took Marvin Traub, the former chairman of Bloomingdale’s, the New York store most associated with Polo, and his wife, Lee, on a private tour of what the designer called “the ultimate Ralph Lauren shop.” Traub admired the detail, the fanatic perfection of each department, each display, each luscious, colorful pile of Shetland sweaters. Then, Lauren walked them down that ceremonial staircase and stopped beneath one of those portraits of an unnamed and quite likely unloved English gentleman—a man whose descendants, assuming he had any, had long since disposed of his picture.

“That,” Ralph said, pointing up at the old Anglo-Saxon’s face, “is Grandpa Lifshitz.”

As with all good jokes, there was pain underneath it. Ralph Lauren admits he has little or no idea where he came from—and he’s never stopped to look. So his heritage has remained a mystery to him throughout his sixty-three years. What Ralph didn’t know, and may not to this day, is that through his mother, who was born Fraydl Kotlar, he is related by marriage to a Jewish dynasty that was considered aristocratic as long as, if not longer than, the Anglo-Saxons whose portraits hang on the walls of the Rhinelander.
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No one ever painted a picture of Ralph’s grandpa, Sam Lifshitz, né Shlomo Zalman Lifshitz—and the word pictures painted by his remaining relatives have all the depth of gossamer. As far as they know, he was a nobody with nothing from nowhere.

The public record offers up precious little to counter that impression. Ralph’s oldest sibling, his sister Thelma Fried, by all accounts the most traditional and family-oriented member of his brood, is said to know more. But Lauren, who let all but a few friends and business associates give interviews for this book, wouldn’t let her speak. “He doesn’t want me to discuss our family—not that we’re ashamed of anything,” she says in a brief phone call. Before declining an interview, Thelma says she knows very little and expects that Ralph knows even less.

None of this is uncommon. Many descendants of eastern European Jewish refugees know nothing of their families, whose desperate desire to leave their homelands at the turn of the twentieth century was outweighed only by their subsequent determination to leave their memories behind as well. “They left a great deal of unpleasantness,” says a distant relative of Lauren’s, Carol Skydell, the executive vice president of jewishgen.org, the leading Jewish genealogical website. “So what’s to remember?”

After World War II, most of those memories disappeared; the Jews and their towns were swept away by the Holocaust. An oft-asked question—Where did we come from?—was afterward, often as not, answered with a dismissive wave and some vague geography: “Russia.” “Poland.” “Minsky-Pinsky.”

That last phrase, joining two cities that are 123 miles apart in the country now known as Belarus, was meant to shut down conversation rather than dredge up the vast swampy area known as the Pale of Settlement, where Minsk and Pinsk were located. The Pale was a strip of eighteenth-century Poland that was taken over by Czarist Russia in 1795 and declared the only place in that country where Jews could legally live. By 1885, over 4 million Jews lived in a Pale expanded to include land annexed from Turkey. Six years later, seven hundred thousand more arrived, many of them deported from St. Petersburg, expelled from Moscow. (The Pale statutes were revoked after the Bolshevik revolution. Today, the homeland of Grandpa Lifshitz has been carved up into pieces of Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Poland, Russia, and the Ukraine.)

The Jews of the Pale were Russia’s middle class: middlemen, merchants, trades people, craftsmen, tax collectors, and tavern keepers. Christian nobles, landowners, and the serfs who slaved for them filled out the population. Many of the Jews descended from ancient Palestine; some bore names that dated back to biblical times. These wandering Jews made their first appearance in Russia in the tenth century. They came via the Crimea, the Caucasus Mountains and present-day Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and later, middle Europe.

When Grandpa Lifshitz arrived at Ellis Island in New York harbor in 1920, with two of his five children, a daughter Mary and a son Frank, who would become Ralph Lauren’s father, he said they’d come from Pinsk. The first Jews in Pinsk—which was at various times part of Lithuania, Poland, and Russia—arrived in about 1500.

Pinsk was hardly nowhere. It was a center of Jewish population and produced renowned religious leaders and scholars. Jewish culture flourished in the Pale—they spoke their own language, Yiddish; had their own schools and houses of worship; their own theater, literature, and newspapers—despite the fact that Jews there had been insecure for centuries. Protests against their presence and confiscation of their property were the norm. Organized massacres of Jews were common enough at the turn of the twentieth century that they had their own name: pogroms. Through it all, the Jews persisted.

When the Pale became part of Russia, Jews were forced to urban areas and tiny villages called shtetls; among them were Ralph’s great-grandfather Yosef Lifshitz and his wife, Leah Schmuckler, who had a son named Shlomo Zalman. Most Eastern European Jews had both secular and religious given names, and were also known by nicknames. Shlomo, aka Schleime and Shmuel, was born just before Christmas in, depending upon which of the contradictory documents you believe, 1870 or 1872. The Lifshitzes were Ashkenazim, German Jews, and their surname, too, came from someplace in present-day Germany or the Czech Republic, where there were towns named Liebschuetz, Leobschutz, and Liebeschitz. One of them was the source of Grandpa Lifshitz’s name, which means “loving support” in German.

Though Ralph Lauren would drop it, Lifshitz is a Jewish name of renown. The first prominent Lipschuetzes were rabbis in sixteenth-century Poland—and their line is unbroken to this day. Descendants of the family used many spelling variations—and so did other Jews who were forced by law to assume Christian-style hereditary surnames beginning in the late eighteenth century when the Hapsburg ruler Joseph the Tolerant sought to integrate them into the European society.

How did Yosef Lifshitz get his name? It’s hard to say. Surnames were often assigned by Jewish administrators. If Yosef was a typical case, his father would have adopted the name at the start of the nineteenth century, when imperial Russia decreed that all Jews had to take surnames—and stick with them. “Perhaps, some Lifshitz are indeed unrelated to the rabbinical families,” says Alexandre Beider, an authority on Jewish names. “But I can hardly see how a person unrelated to these rabbinical families could adopt such glorious names without being ridiculed by other Jews.”

Ralph Lauren’s grandfather Shlomo Zalman Lifshitz bore the exact same name as the first rabbi of Warsaw, circa 1821. He could also be a descendant of the sixteenth-century rabbis Moses ben Isaac Lipschuetz of Gdansk or Isaac Lipschuetz of Poznan. But then again, young men born in the Czarist empire would sometimes change their names in order to avoid compulsory conscription into the Russian army. Who is to say? Ralph Lauren may not be the first in his family to reinvent himself into a better life.




3

The Jews of Pinsk were a prosperous lot. As Shlomo Lifshitz was growing up, the town was a business hub and import-export center. Jews formed a large merchant class; some of them even kept yachts on the Pina River and sailed throughout Europe on rivers and canals. At least one local Lifshitz family was wealthy. They lived in a shtetl near Pinsk called Antopol, where they were leading citizens. Ralph’s mother’s family—they were called Kotlar in Europe, Cutler in America—came from Antopol, too. And they were even more distinguished. Neil Rosenstein, a researcher into Jewish genealogy and a distant relative, has traced the Cutler lineage and found connections through marriage to the elite of Jewry, and to two of the greatest rabbis of all time. Ralph’s mother’s family socialized with aristocrats.

In the beginning of the heritage Ralph unwittingly turned his back on, there was Moshe Heller-Wallerstein, a Bavarian who, in 1579, begat a son named Nathan who begat a son who became the chief rabbi of Prague.

Yom Tov Lipmann Heller was one of the great rabbinic scholars of middle Europe. Lipmann Heller and his wife, Rachel Ashkenazi, begat a daughter named Nissel who begat a son, Nathan, who married into another of the great rabbinical clans, the Katzenellenbogens, descendants of Meir Katzenellenbogen, the sixteenth-century rabbi of Padua, whose descendants include prominent rabbis through history. Through them, Ralph is related by marriage to the founders of several Hasidic dynasties, and also Karl Marx, Helena Rubenstein, England’s Montefiore and Salomon families, two of London’s lord mayors, Moses Mendelssohn, the eighteenth-century philosopher and proponent of assimilation, his grandson, Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, the composer, the matzoh-making Horowitz-Margareten family, and the Hirshhorns, who created the teabag, as well as doctors, diplomats, aristocrats, artists, actors, archaeologists, historians, bankers, scientists, industrialists, and mystics.

Moshe Heller, Nathan’s son with Hanale Katzenellenbogen, begat a daughter whose daughter married another rabbi named Yoel Buchover, whose son, Ze’ev Wolf, yet another rabbi, begat a daughter, Dvora, who begat a daughter named Rivka, who married a man from a family called Gerstein. Their daughter Freda Chaya married Zahar Hirsch Waldman, whose sister Chana Waldman married Yakov Koppel Kotlar, a coppersmith in Antopol (kotlar is Yiddish for kettle maker).

Chana Waldman and Yakov Koppel Cutler were Ralph Lauren’s maternal great-grandparents.

Koppel’s children moved away from Antopol. Ralph’s maternal grandfather, Netanel “Sanya” Cutler, lived in the next shtetl, Droghicyn, midway between Pinsk and Antopol, beside a railroad line. He’d married up, too. Rachel Pomerantz, Ralph’s maternal grandmother, was connected to a prominent family in the Pale. Rachel’s uncle Mordechai Perkovitsky had married into another of the great rabbinical families.

The news that he is related to Lauren makes Perkovitsky’s great-grandson Rabbi Yechiel Yitzchok Perr let out a resigned sigh. Ralph Lauren, he says, “has a whole family he doesn’t know about.” Several, in fact.

Antopol and Droghicyn—part of the greater Pinsk community—were in a swampy area called the Polesian Plain, a treacherous terrain that stopped Napoleon Bonaparte’s troops in the nineteenth century and the German army in the twentieth. The Jews who lived there, like their counterparts in Pinsk, had a decent life punctuated with periods of frightening instability. In 1882, for instance, they were ordered out of their homes, which were saved only by the payment of bribes. A few months later, Droghicyn’s Jews were the target of a pogrom. Still, in 1897, there were 3,140 Jews in Antopol, out of a total population of 3,870, and they were on their way to becoming the majority in Droghicyn as well.

Fraydl Cutler, Ralph Lauren’s mother, was born in February 1905. That year, the big news in Droghicyn was the installation of wooden boardwalks on the one street that ran through the town, which flooded whenever it rained. When Fraydl was five, a second road was built between the city and its train station, which the Russians had situated several miles away after the townspeople refused the chief engineer a bribe. A synagogue sat to the south of the road, a market to the north.

After World War I broke out in 1914, Droghicyn and Antopol were invaded by Germans who occupied the towns until fall 1918. Jewish homes were burned, and the children were sent to labor camps. Anarchy reigned in the months after Germany’s defeat as the invaders were replaced by Ukrainians, then Bolsheviks, then Poles who killed residents, took their property, and plundered their homes. In July 1920, war broke out between the Poles and the Bolsheviks, and in March 1921, a peace treaty was signed giving the entire Pinsk region to the Poles, who instituted new laws against the Jews. Antopol’s rabbi began urging his flock to leave for America, even walking the first mile out of town with any who chose to go.

At fifty-one, Ralph’s maternal grandfather, Sanya Cutler, left Droghicyn, sailing to Philadelphia from Antwerp with his wife, Rachel, aged fifty, and four of their eight children, according to the ship’s manifest, Szaja (or Charlie), nine, Pesla (or Bessie), seven, Sora Zysla, nineteen, and Ralph’s future mother, Fredja (or Fraydl—she would take the name Frieda in America), seventeen.

An older daughter, Sophie, had paid the family’s way to America. She’d come before and married a man who owned a factory that pleated skirts, “the only garmento in the background,” says Lenny Lauren, Ralph’s older brother.
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Ralph’s paternal grandfather, Shlomo (later Sam) Lifshitz, was meantime living in Pinsk, working as a bookbinder and, Lenny’s belief notwithstanding, a dressmaker. He was married to Tamara Schneider and had five children. Three left for America before Sam did in 1920. Their older son Eisik sailed from Bremen, Germany, to New York, aged seventeen, a year before war broke out in 1914. Left behind with their parents were Mary, born in 1900, and Frank, Ralph’s father, who was born in the spring of 1904.

Unlike the Cutlers, no Lifshitz knows the whole story of their family’s immigration. Eisik Lifshitz’s son Seymour Linden says his two older aunts, Basche and Rose, left Pinsk first, but no one knows more than that. The only Basche Lifschitz from Pinsk listed in Ellis Island arrival records of the era left from Bremen in March 1914. No arrival record for Rose can be found.

Neither Linden nor the Rothenbergs even know Basche’s American name. “We weren’t a very close family,” Ralph’s cousin Seymour says. “It’s kind of touchy.”

“Some families were close,” says one of Mary’s sons, another cousin of Ralph’s named Irving Thomas Rothenberg. “Ours wasn’t. It was really a motley crew. It hurts me.” Though he went to Ralph Lauren’s 1964 wedding, Irving Rothenberg has seen his cousin only a few times since.

The two older Lifshitz sisters appear to have become estranged from the family in America. Though one of Mary Lifshitz’s sons thinks his mother lived with her sister Rose when she first got to America, he doesn’t dispute the notion of familial estrangement. Part of the reason for that distance may be found in the belief of these nephews that both aunts married well—one or both of their husbands owned real estate in the Bronx—but they don’t seem to have helped in the effort to bring their relatives to America, or provide them with a soft landing here.

Back in Pinsk, life had been hard. Ralph’s aunt Mary would later tell her sons about the deprivations of war, how she liked the Germans who would care for them and feed them, but not the Bolsheviks who would storm the town on horseback. Mary would hide potatoes in her bloomers to keep them from the hated Russians. “My father [Frank] guided her and took care of her,” says Ralph’s brother Lenny. “He must have been seven or eight years old. He was always running and hiding and scrounging food, trying to stay away from the Russians.”

Frank Lifshitz delivered the books his father bound, sewing them by hand. “Besides delivering them, he also read them,” says Michael Fried, one of Ralph’s nephews. “In this way, he told me, he learned the whole Book of Psalms by heart.”

Ralph’s uncle Eisik, now calling himself Izzy, was working in a leather factory in Newark, making luggage and saving the little money he earned. It took him seven years to get his father, Sam, and two youngest siblings to New York. Ralph’s grandmother Tamara Lifshitz had died, likely in the flu epidemic spread by troops at the end of World War I that killed half a million people between 1917 and 1919.

Immigration slowed to a trickle after that war began, but afterward, it picked up, and not only because borders were open again. In 1919, the Jews of Pinsk lived under the shadow of a new wave of pogroms. Jews were regularly robbed on the street and held hostage for ransom by Polish soldiers. On April 5 of that year, thirty-five men and two teenagers attending an organizational meeting for a charity to aid the town’s poor were lined up against a monastery wall and shot by Polish soldiers who’d heard they were Bolsheviks. They were buried in secret, but word of the massacre leaked out, and an international outcry ensued.

Fifteen months to the day later, Sam and his children Frank and Mary Lifshitz left Antwerp, Belgium, bound for New York aboard the S.S. Lapland, a 620-foot steamship flying the British flag. It held 2,536 passengers, 1,790 of them in steerage. They got to America on July 14, 1920. On the ship’s manifest, they are listed as Schleime (i.e., Sam) Lifschutz, fifty, and his children Berg (Frank), sixteen, and Marime (Mary), twenty.

Three Hebrews from Poland.
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Rootless now, the Lifshitz family moved from home to home, job to job, in the concrete strangeness of New York City. When Sam’s eldest son, Eisik, arrived in 1913, he told officials he was joining Max Wilewski. Wilewski would later be listed in the New York City Directory address book as a “huckster”—a peddler—living on the Lower East Side, the Jewish ’hood.

Izzy, as Eisik called himself in America, relocated to the Bronx. In 1917, an Isadore Lifshitz, usher, is listed living at 1381 Franklin Avenue in a downscale neighborhood in the core of what is now called the South Bronx. In 1918, an Isadore Lifshitz, a tailor, lived at 1330 Franklin. In 1920, when Grandpa Lifshitz arrived with Frank and Mary, he gave Izzy’s address as No. 1342 Franklin—and said that was where they were heading. From 1920 to 1923, an Ike or Isaac Lifshitz lived at No. 1379. In the 1920–21 City Directory, a Samuel Lifshitz of the Manhattan Metal Spinning and Stamping Co. lived on Franklin. From 1922 to 1925, Samuel L. Lifshitz, a salesman, was at No. 1330. So was Jack Lifshitz, an actor, one of five children of Israel and Fanny Lifshitz. Another was Dora, twenty. Sam Lifshitz had a niece named Dora whose family owned a grocery in the Bronx. Izzy would soon own a grocery store, too. Whether or not Izzy, Eisik, Isaac, Ike, Isadore, and Israel were the same, or related, or totally different people, Franklin Avenue was Lifshitzville.

Sam’s son Frank (the former Berg) didn’t live there anymore. But tracking his movements isn’t easy in the few, and often contradictory, records of the time. In 1923, on his Declaration of Intention to Naturalize, the diminutive—just 5 feet 3 inches—brown-haired, blue-eyed, almost-American gave his address as 283 South Fifty-seventh Street, Brooklyn. That address did not exist in the 1925 census. And there is no South Fifty-seventh Street in Brooklyn today—just an east-west Fifty-seventh Street—near the waterfront. No Lifshitzes lived anywhere nearby. No matter. By 1928, according to his naturalization papers, Frank had moved back to the Bronx.

That October, he married Frieda Cutler and they moved to Kelly Street, not far from their first Bronx address. Lenny Lauren thinks his parents met through a Jewish organization, one of the many societies for Pinskers, Antopolers, and the like that sprang up all over New York. They were married in their new apartment by Abraham Isaac Cutler, Frieda’s second cousin, who’d also come to America and become a Brooklyn rabbi. Then they procreated in the face of the Depression that began after the stock market crash of 1929. Thelma Lifshitz was born in 1930, Lenny in 1932, and Jerry, who they called Yussi, in 1934. Ralph came along just as the clouds lifted from the economy—the brink of World War II—October 14, 1939. “She called the other children by their names,” says one of Frieda’s cousins from Antopol, Hilda Riback. “But she called him ‘my Ralphie.’ Maybe because he was the baby.”




Author’s Note


I am making a commitment to you. I am giving you anybody that you want to talk to.

—RALPH LAUREN

Though I had met him and interviewed him a few times before, my relationship with Ralph Lauren really began in summer 1988 when he called to congratulate me on a controversial magazine article I’d written about Calvin Klein, the only other American fashion designer whose stature outside the fashion business rivals his. A few years apart in age, Lauren and Klein had grown up within blocks of each other in the Bronx, New York, had entered the fashion business around the same time, and had risen to fame together, locked in a spiral of opposition: Klein, square-jawed and handsome, a fashion and disco darling, projected a sort of polymorphously perverse hedonism; Lauren, a short, not terribly attractive family man, disdainful of and disdained by fashion, was seen as a straight arrow traditionalist. Though they both deny it, they have been and remain bitter rivals, in large part because of their shared origins, but also because they both grew rich and powerful as much through canny image manipulation as through designing skill.

My magazine story on Klein began with his cooperation, but ended up without it. Contrary to the prevailing ethic of fashion journalism, my editors and I believed that we worked for our readers, not our advertisers. “The Latest Calvin” was considered a blistering exposé, and was apparently widely read, as that issue was the magazine’s best-seller that year, even though it never openly stated the obvious fact of Klein’s bisexuality. Still, Klein pulled millions of dollars of advertising out of the magazine—and kept it out for years.

Lauren called to express his delight that someone had finally written “the truth” about Klein. Though the piece was “unauthorized,” Ralph clearly didn’t think it was unfair.

Things are different when the story is about you.

This story began on October 5, 1999. I was having lunch at Harry Cipriani, one of New York’s power dining rooms. Goldie Hawn and Kurt Russell were there, and so were Revlon’s owner, Ronald O. Perelman, and Ralph Lauren, who was with a mutual friend. I went over to say hello, and we chatted a bit. Just before I returned to my table, Ralph said, “Hamilton [South, then the president of his company, Polo Ralph Lauren, and an acquaintance of mine] and I were talking about you this morning. Would you be interested in writing my biography?”

I said I was and we should talk more about it.

Two months and two days later, I called Hamilton South and asked him if Ralph had been serious. I told him I was about to meet with my publisher and wanted to propose a Lauren biography, but he could stop me if he spoke up. South told me to go ahead.

A few days later, I got a box of frozen steaks from Lauren’s Double RL Ranch in Colorado as a Christmas present. The last time I’d received such a gift from him was in the mid-nineties, after I wrote a cover story about him for New York magazine; after I left the magazine to write a book about fashion models, he sent me a leather jacket. Considering him something of a friend, I kept it. A year later, I bought a Lauren wardrobe at a discount to wear on my book tour for Model. This was good for us both: I looked good, and my clothes got written up in the papers, as intended. Now, I decided that since we were about to do a book together, I would accept another gift. The Double RL steaks are really good.*

In January 2000, my publisher agreed to a Lauren book, and I called South to discuss it in more detail. Halfway through the conversation, he asked, “What about Ralph’s private life?” I told him biographies were about lives. I would want to write about both Ralph’s business life and personal life, and about the places where they mingled. South started to hem and haw, and I realized what the problem was.

“Shall we put a name to the elephant sitting on the coffee table?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

My next two words sealed the fate of this book, though I wouldn’t know that for months. I said the name of Polo Ralph Lauren’s Safari fragrance model from a few years before: “Kim Nye.” Lauren had had a messily public affair with Nye that was common knowledge in the fashion business—and had even been mentioned in the press. I would certainly have to write about her. A day or two later, South called back and said that he thought Ralph and I should speak directly from that point on. A lunch with Lauren was set up to take place at another power restaurant, the Four Seasons, on January 20, 2000.

That morning, Ralph’s secretary called. He wanted to change the venue to his office because it was snowing. A few hours later we sat on leather and chrome chairs around a low glass table eating chicken and mesclun salad prepared by a private chef in Ralph’s modest, all-white office on Madison Avenue—surrounded by a quarter century’s accumulation of Lauren memorabilia. There were models of classic cars, airplanes, and a Zeppelin; a mock-up of the Rhinelander mansion, Lauren’s New York City flagship store; framed magazine covers—including the issue of New York magazine that featured my story on him; photos of Lauren with famous favorites like Cary Grant and Audrey Hepburn; a framed invoice dated April 6, 1965, from A. Rivetz & Co., where Ralph had once been a tie salesman; a fire chief’s hat; teddy bears; a marionette; old clothes and shoes; CFDA Awards; a Mercedes steering wheel; and a framed poem penned by Lauren’s father, Frank Lifshitz, that began, “Hoping and praying that your dreams should be kept up. . . .”

Ralph, who wore hiking boots and a flannel shirt over another shirt, didn’t waste much time on pleasantries before he brought up Kim Nye and his concern over how I would portray his relationship with her.

The problem was his family, he said—especially Ricky Lauren, his wife of thirty-five years. He said he’d asked his personal trainer—Ralph is buff—whether he should allow a book to be written about him. The trainer had wondered why he would do that since a book would have to get into things he wouldn’t want publicized.

He’d made only one mistake in his life, he said—his affair with the model—and had regretted it ever since. He’d admitted it to his wife, and his marriage had survived. But whenever they watched a movie in which a character committed adultery, the wound reopened. Ricky no longer reacted violently, but Ralph still cringed. Certainly, a book would be worse.

I was cringing a little at that point. Then he claimed that the affair had never been made public. I reminded him of an item that ran in Spy magazine that had him licking Nye’s fingers in a restaurant. “Nobody read that,” he said.

Ralph Lauren’s skill at turning his fantasies into reality was one reason I was sitting there having this conversation, but another was my feeling that he’d asked me to write the book because I, too, had a reputation, and it had a value to him. In fifteen years of writing on fashion, I’d become a bit of a pariah for not pulling any punches, for saying out loud that fashion journalism is an oxymoron, for being the kid on the side of the road calling out the emperors of fashion for prancing around naked. So I told Lauren that I had to be free to write whatever I wanted, and I said aloud that an independent book would be better for him since he’s often tarred as a fake. My idea was to argue how authentic he really is.

We talked about Kim Nye for another half hour—and then for another nine months. But right there and then, I asked if there were any other skeletons in his closet; in my years covering fashion, I’d heard about several, but I didn’t want to show him my hand yet. He said, “I’m clean.” Not a one. Except Kim Nye.

In that case, it shouldn’t be an issue, I said. But then he asked about how I’d handle rumors about him. He told me that over the years he’d heard that he’d slept with many women—“any woman I walk down the street with,” including one of his top executives, Buffy Birrittella—and even heard rumors that he’d slept with other men. I kept to my message—there’d be no problem; I’d write about his one affair with sensitivity, assuming there was only one. Indeed, Kim would humanize him—and give the book a happy ending. He’d just celebrated his thirty-fifth wedding anniversary with Ricky at their Caribbean retreat in the exclusive vacation colony of Round Hill in Jamaica. I figured if he talked about Kim, I wouldn’t need to write about any others I might find. Others I was pretty sure were there.

Lauren finally acceded. We’d do a book together as long as I was careful about Kim. We shook hands. I told him I expected to announce the book publicly any day and asked if that was a problem for him.

“Go ahead and announce it,” he said.

I hoped to do that at Lauren’s fall fashion show, on February 9, 2000. I went backstage to congratulate him afterward, a regular aspect of the collection ritual. When I reached him, he shook my hand and held it. “I’m worried about Kim,” he said.

Ricky Lauren was standing inches away.

Something told me not to announce the book yet. Later that week, I was back in Lauren’s office, talking about Kim Nye—again. He was still worried. I tried to be reassuring. After almost two hours of talking in circles, I left; once on the street, I called my editor and made it clear that I didn’t think I could count on Ralph’s cooperation. I also said I’d decided to proceed with the book regardless.

In mid-March, I called Lauren’s secretary and left a message that I was finally signing a contract to write his biography. I made a date to see Lauren later that week—and then told a magazine gossip columnist and a newspaper editor about the book.

On Thursday, March 16, I arrived at Lauren’s office for a ten A.M. meeting. As was his habit, he turned up about fifteen minutes later, dressed casually, having come from his home where he’d again been with his personal trainer. Again, he started in on Kim Nye.

If I insisted on writing about her, he said, he would withdraw his cooperation before it had even begun. A biography of Hollywood mogul David Geffen had just been published; Geffen had stopped cooperating with its author midway through the book, and several magazines and newspapers had done stories on the ensuing controversy. Lauren said he didn’t want to be involved in anything like that.

Then it was back to Kim—“the only mistake I ever made, and I’ve been haunted by it ever since,” he said. Not only would he not allow me to write about her, he said he would bar any mention of any rumors or hearsay or gossip about him. I told him I would check rumors out, and, if they weren’t true, I wouldn’t write about them, except perhaps to knock them down. That wasn’t good enough. “You want to control the book,” I told him. He insisted that wasn’t the case. He just wanted veto power over Kim—and by the way, veto power over anything else that might come up that he didn’t like.

I said no, that wasn’t acceptable. A cloud crossed his face—quite literally; it turned scarlet, then almost black, and he scowled and his eyes seemed like gun barrels aimed at me. I’d later hear that this happened to employees; I wouldn’t have understood how scary it was if I hadn’t seen it for myself.

“You can’t do the book without me,” he announced.

This was not the Ralph Lauren I’d known for years. But, in truth, it was a far more fascinating Ralph Lauren. Rattled, I told him that I would consider leaving Kim out of the book in exchange for his total cooperation. “I want to live in your pocket and crawl into your head,” I said. But I also told him I couldn’t and wouldn’t agree to give him blanket veto power over the book. Then I got out of there as fast as I could and called my agent and my editor. “Maybe you’ll be better off without him,” my editor said.

Those words were still ringing in my head when I met Ralph again at ten-thirty A.M. on April 6 in his office. He arrived after me, wearing a brown leather fringed jacket, a skintight gray sweater, black jeans, and a belt with a big buckle. Quickly, I told him I couldn’t agree to what he’d asked at our last meeting. Two gossip items about my book had been published in the interim, and he answered by saying that they’d made him feel he was being stalked. He accused me of being dishonest with him. But I realized with a start that we were negotiating again. I did not yet know that constant vacillation was Lauren’s modus operandi.

We discussed what I wanted to do with the book, how a writer’s job is to tease a narrative line out of events that can seem chaotic. I told him I was worried that he’d demand a veto again, reminding him how he’d bristled and refused even to discuss it when I mentioned the charge made by some that he was a self-loathing Jew. On this day, he was his old charming self. All he wanted was a ban on Kim Nye.

I told him how, at lunch a day or so earlier, the editor of a major magazine I sometimes wrote for had asked me, “Are you going to write about his girlfriends?” Ralph didn’t acknowledge the plural; instead, he demanded, “Who said that?” I would later tell that editor not to worry: I’d refused to answer; the magazine would not lose its Ralph Lauren ads. I have nonetheless never been asked to write for that magazine again.

I had yet to lose Ralph Lauren, though. “Don’t close the door on me,” I said. “Leave it open a crack.” He agreed and we parted with a handshake.

The conversation still wasn’t over.

Lauren called repeatedly the next day, tracking me down until he found me. Nye was still on his mind. The idea of their story being told in a book was “making me ill,” he said. He couldn’t look at his wife without getting tense. “You’ve got to tell me what you’re going to write about that,” he went on. “I like solutions. I want to know what you want to write about her, so people won’t knock you, and you’ve done what you’ve got to do.”

I said I couldn’t do that on the spot.

“I want you to react now,” he said.

I said again that I couldn’t.

He said, “This biography is not what I was interested in. I was interested in an overall picture of Ralph Lauren’s working career, what he achieved.” A book involving his private life made him “a lot more uncomfortable . . . not because I feel guilty but because people will buy it for the wrong reasons. It can be promoted for the wrong reasons. It’s not my life; it’s not who I am. I have nothing to be embarrassed about.” He said, “I don’t have problems, but I have nuances.” Then he returned to Kim Nye. Again, he demanded that I tell him immediately and precisely what I would write about her. I said I couldn’t until I’d reported the story. But he’d already decided what he wanted me to write: “There was a rumor and I don’t know if it’s true.”

By then, I was convinced that my editor was right: I’d have a better book without Ralph Lauren’s help; indeed, if I kept talking to him, I wasn’t sure I’d ever have a book at all. I spent the spring reading everything I could find about Lauren, and I found that though the literature is voluminous, there were huge gaps in the record. His interviews all read the same; he told the same stories over and over; often, he used the same words. And the story generally started with some variation of the words, “It started with a tie.”

On June 19, a media gossip columnist printed an item saying Lauren had decided not to cooperate with me—and I called Lauren to see if that was true. It was. But he wrapped his refusal in compliments. “Here is my feeling,” he said. “I feel like you can write a good book. And I like you. And there is a part of me that really wants to help you and work with you, and there is a part of me that says don’t touch this because it’s not the right thing to do. And the reason is the issue that I told you about.”

He’d decided that he had to be able to tell his wife that he had nothing to do with this book. “She is going to be sick,” he said. “She is going to be very upset.” Nonetheless, he agreed to not stand in my way—an important concession. “Whoever calls me, I will say, ‘You can talk to him, I have nothing against Michael. I think you should talk to him.’ Because I can’t see anything wrong with anybody friendly talking to you. I am making a commitment to you; I am giving you anybody that you want to talk to. I want you to get what you need.”

For a while, he nearly lived up to that commitment.

Lauren initiated our last lengthy conversation in June 2001, after I approached his aging aunt Bessie, who was very close to his mother, for an interview. Ralph called to tell me she was ill (she would die about six months later) and to ask me to leave her alone. This time, I taped the call.*

How, I wondered, would I go about finding out more about his family?

“I can’t help you,” he answered. “I don’t know.”

I told him about several others who’d refused to be interviewed, his brother Jerry Lauren and his best friend, Steve Bell, chief among them.

“They are all close to me,” he said. “I have spoken to every single one of them. They called me, and said, ‘Ralph, I don’t need this, it is not going to be good.’ So that is basically where they’re at. These are smart people, they have been around and they don’t like these books, they don’t want to get involved.”

The people closest to him wouldn’t talk to me unless he told them to, and he wasn’t going to do that. Unless, of course, I agreed to make Kim Nye disappear as surely as she’d disappeared from his life and indeed from the fashion world after their breakup.

“You are going to write whatever you want to write,” he said.

I sputtered, “You see, there you go. You think I’m going to write a bad book about you.”

“Michael, you know I did not want this book.”

“You did want the book.”

We argued like that for several minutes, both frustrated, interrupting each other. Finally, Ralph came back to where we’d started. “My aunt, she is ninety-eight years old; I know she should not do it, and my best friend, Steve, and my brother should not do it because they should not be a part of this. Nothing they are going to say is going to be important. Believe me.”

I told him I would get my information where I could, just as I had with Calvin Klein all those years ago. “I will get the story,” I said, “but your point of view can be reflected in this book in any number of ways besides you giving me more interviews. I know you have a great story. It might even be better then you think. I think that it will be even more nuanced and even more accurate and comprehensive and fair and honest if I can talk to somebody in your camp. You are not doing yourself any favors, and I wish I could get that across to you.”

“You know my issue here,” Ralph said. “You know that it is going to cause a lot of misery, and you are the one who is going to be doing it.”

“All I am going to be doing is reporting something that you did.” I hadn’t had an affair with Kim Nye. It wasn’t me who’d licked her fingers in a restaurant.

“Michael, I’ll say this once more to you. I think more than anyone, you could do a good book.”

“And you know what? I’m going to. Your changing your mind, which is how I perceive it, isn’t going to change the initial impulse, which is, I can write a great book about this guy, this is cool, this is going to be important and fun and you can help me or not. It’s not black or white, Ralph. It’s shades of gray.”

“What does that mean?”

“That means that you can impede me—”

“I’m not—”

“—or you can be neutral, or you can be neutral with a slight bias toward helping him get what he needs so he can write a fair, honest, and complete book. I’m trying to get across to you, it’s good for you, too. And I’m just asking you to think about that.”

“Michael, why should I do that?”

“To make sure that it’s a fair, honest—”

“When I have issues with you ? I couldn’t care less how this book is—”

“You’re blowing Kim Nye out of proportion, Ralph.”

He let out a derisive laugh.

“If I write it as fully as I can possibly write it,” I pressed, “Kim’s a couple pages in a three-hundred-fifty-page book.”

“That’s not what’s going to get promoted.”

“I already have stuff that’s better than that.”

“I don’t think so.”

It went on for forty-five minutes. “What can I do?” Ralph asked me. “I’m not going to give you my brother. I can’t do that because that’s going to be totally cooperative. You’ve probably spoken to enough people. You know who I am. You know me by now. There’s nothing you’re going to not know.”

“I’ve learned a lot about you in the last year.”

He sighed, a bit glumly. “I would love to sit down and give you everything I know about my life.”

“I’m still hoping you will.”

“I can’t get myself to do it because it’s sort of painful.”

I asked for a surrogate—someone like his best friend, Bell, to speak for him, even anonymously. He asked what message I thought my book was going to send. I asked him what message his next collection was going to send. He changed the subject and asked me what I’d thought of his show several weeks earlier. “You’re usually very critical,” he said. So I played fashion critic and told him I’d liked it better than the one before, when he’d sent out nothing but black and white. “That was too pared down and simple,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong. It was beautiful—”

“I wish you were the editor of all the magazines. What did you see in this collection?”

“You being very true to yourself.”

“That’s good.”

It was like that throughout the ten-month-long negotiation over Lauren’s cooperation. And despite his promise of neutrality, he told some people not to give interviews and table-vetoed other key interview requests. As I worked, and called his friends, relatives, and current and former employees, his attitude seemed to harden—or at least that of those closest to him did. As a result, a handful of significant figures in his life, including his best friend, Bell, his sister, one of his two brothers, and the executives closest to him at Polo Ralph Lauren refused to give interviews, or, in some cases, even to confirm, deny, or clarify information gathered elsewhere. Lauren’s longtime spokeswoman Buffy Birrittella said she didn’t want to be seen “lending authenticity” to “a book we don’t control.”

I have done my best to make up for the absence of their voices and hope readers will agree that although this biography is unauthorized, it is neither inauthentic nor unfair.

In part, that will be because, in the years that preceded that negotiation, I spent a lot of time following Lauren around and interviewing him. I also had long conversations in those years with his middle brother, Jerry; his right-hand woman, Buffy; and many others in his life. Additionally, several very generous writers and journalists, notably Marty Friedman, Jeanette Friedman, and Charlie Rose, gave me access to lengthy interviews they had conducted with Lauren. They were invaluable.

I also gained insights, facts, and quotations from hundreds of articles about Lauren, and a previous biography, Ralph Lauren: The Man Behind the Mystique by Jeffrey Trachtenberg. For the purposes of fluid narrative, the sources of quotations from those interviews and other sources are not always made explicit in what follows. I hope it will suffice to say here that remarks made directly to me in interviews are generally attributed in present tense (i.e., he says), and quotes from interviews by others, as well as from previously published articles, interviews, and books, are similarly attributed in the past tense (i.e., he said, or he has said). More information on sources can be found at the end of the book.

It should also be noted at the outset that Ralph Lauren is a very rich and influential man; and despite his mostly benign image, he inspires fear in others, particularly those in the fashion, retail, and media trades. “I don’t want to get on Ralph’s wrong side,” said Louis Praino, a former production executive at Lauren’s women’s wear company, refusing an interview. Lauren’s current employees are instructed not to speak about him. And some even for good reason. “I wasn’t allowed to talk to the press because of what I did,” says Bob Melet, who for many years bought vintage clothes as “inspiration” for Polo designers. “I was behind the curtain.”

That’s where Ralph Lauren, the great and powerful Oz of fashion, also resides. So a significant amount of what follows—particularly in those parts of the book that deal with the present and recent past—came from sources who agreed to speak only on condition of anonymity. Having seen Ralph Lauren angry, I understood their concern. I hope readers will, too. Each of those sources is described as accurately as possible under the circumstances.

Biographies of the living are works about works in progress. So this is not intended as, nor should it be read as, the final word on Ralph Lauren—but only as an attempt to shed light on the remarkable journey he has taken so far.
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