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Introduction



On the afternoon of December 11, 1978, a woman in her sixties with well-coiffed snow-white hair climbed the steps of the federal courthouse in downtown Los Angeles, her husband at her side. Looming over the couple was the seventeen-story buildings slab-like tower of polished granite veneered in pale pink, glazed terracotta, with lower portions massed in front. As the workplace for government and law, the complex boasted an ordered geometry. Stylized eagles soared fifty feet over the double bronze doors of each of five entryways as Ruth and Elliot Handler entered.

Following Ruths lawyers, the couple entered Judge Robert Takasugis cavernous courtroom on the second floor. Elliot sat in the audience as Ruth took her place at the defense table. The handsome young assistant U.S. attorney John Vandevelde, from the Special Prosecutions section, had settled himself at the prosecution table when the bailiff called the courtroom to order. Ruths sentencing hearing was about to begin.

Ruth was not the first celebrity defendant to carry a worried frown into this Los Angeles courthouse. Clark Gable and Charlie Chaplin had both argued paternity cases there in the 1940s. Bette Davis had forced Warner Brothers to defend itself in a breach-of-contract suit in the second-floor courtrooms. Only a few years earlier, the federal government had prosecuted Daniel Ellsberg, a military analyst for the RAND Corporation, for leaking the Pentagon Papers. But there had never been a felon like Ruth.

She had founded Mattel, the biggest toy company in the world; created Barbie, the world-famous iconic doll; and helped build the modern toy industry. At a time when few women had any corporate power, she was in the top echelon. She got there not by rising through the ranks or by heredity, but by creating a company that she controlled. She had also allowed padding and other falsifying of the company books, and her protestations of innocence, her refusal to take responsibility, made the prosecution determined to push for a severe sentence.

Ruth had been well represented, but she still sat in anxious silence. Herbert Jack Miller, a powerhouse lawyer from Washington, D.C., headed her defense team. He had served four years as assistant attorney general in the Criminal Division of the U.S. Department of Justice under Attorney General Robert Kennedy. There he helped convict Teamsters Union boss Jimmy Hoffa, and later he represented President Richard Nixon in the Watergate tapes case. That day, Miller, as always, wore the PT 109 tie clasp given to him by President John Kennedy.

Two months earlier, after various legal skirmishes had failed to defeat the charges, Ruth had pleaded nolo contendere, or no contest, to federal fraud charges involving Mattel, Inc. She knew the charges could land her in jail, a fate she hoped to forestall with her plea. The Justice Department, however, had other ideas. To them she was a criminal, a woman who had lied and defrauded people. It did not matter that she was beloved by fiercely loyal employees and the woman who had given children countless hours of fun, or that she had eased the pain and embarrassment of hundreds of breast cancer survivors with the prosthetics she had manufactured after her own mastectomy. For prosecutors, she had committed a federal crime. That crime was all the prosecution and the shareholders who had lost millions of dollars cared about.

Ruth anxiously watched Judge Takasugi, hoping the unreadable jurist would be lenient. Before him sat a wife and grandmother beset by illness, beaten down by years of litigation, and terrified she would be incarcerated.

How had it come to this moment? Ruth and Elliot had celebrated their fortieth wedding anniversary that summer. How had she gone from that time of hope and promise so many years before to this moment of fear and despair? She had conquered so many challenges. She had controlled her destiny, fought for it, gambled with it, but always she had wonuntil now. Try as she might, she could not find anything in her vast arsenal of talent or charm or brains or guts that could help her.

The courtroom fell into a cold, expectant silence. Judge Takasugi was ready to announce Ruths fate.






Chapter 1

The Doll Nobody Wanted


Little girls just want to be bigger girls.

Ruth Handler




Ruth Handler could sell anything. In 1959 she arrived in New York for the nations Toy Fair, confident that she could sell a new doll she had created. She had been fighting naysayers, however, for seven years. The doll was a terrible idea, they had told her.

As the forty-three-year-old executive vice president of Mattel, Inc., Ruth had created an industry upstart in 1944 that was now the third biggest toy company in America. Mattel, based in Hawthorne, California, just outside Los Angeles, was a $14 million business. Ruth, a petite 5-foot2 -inch hard charger with a quick smile and quicker temper, had tripled the size of the business since the start of the decade. With her husband, Elliot, as chief toy designer, she had outmarketed and outmanaged her chief rivals, Louis Marx and Company, and Kenner Products. Her revenues would soon exceed theirs.

Ruth headed straight for the New Yorker Hotel, where a room had been converted into display space. So many companies came to Toy Fair with so many toys to display that they overflowed into hotels neighboring the main hall. Beds, chairs, and desks were all carted out to make room for elaborate displays like the one for Ruths doll.

Ruth dressed that morning to look sharp and show off her slender waist and full bust. Moving restlessly around the room, she adjusted and scrutinized each twelve-inch scaled scene, no doubt thinking about what was at stake. She had ordered a huge amount of inventory from her Japanese manufacturers. Twenty thousand of her petite-size fashion dolls were on weekly order, along with forty thousand pieces of the various outfits that had been designed to fit the dolls tiny, voluptuous figure. But the cost of moving that inventory onto and off store shelves was not all that was on Ruths mind.

Ruth was also worried about her credibility. She had founded the company, and the men in her mostly male industry gave her credit for brilliance as an entrepreneur. But she had never invented or designed a toy. She also possessed the sometimes irrational optimism that fuels leaders and allows little tolerance for failure. Even though her designers told Ruth many times that making this doll profitable would be impossible, she pushed it through anyway.

Ruth lit one cigarette off the last. She barked orders laced with four-letter words and swiped at specks of dust. Her bravado hid another more personal reason that made this toy important to her. For her, this doll was more than a plaything. She was determined to make the buyers understand that this small plastic toy had a giant place to fill in the lives of little girls.

Toy Fair shimmered with all the hype and hoopla of a three-ring circus and a Broadway show rolled into one. The extravaganza was about innovation, design, a touch of genius, and companies betting on hitting the cultural zeitgeist. Toy manufacturers, intent on mesmerizing retail store buyers, spilled out of the main convention venue, the Toy Center at 200 Fifth Avenue, a legendary address in the history of toy making. Built just after the turn of the twentieth century, the building saw tenants move in as World War I ended and the center of toy manufacturing moved from Germany to the United States.



Large, gaudy banners draped the entrance to the fair. Adults promenaded in character costumes, and toys blinked, whirled, and stared from elaborate displays. Childs play cloaked the serious business of making toy sales. Nearly seven thousand retail buyers milled around 200 Fifth Avenue on an unseasonably warm day. New items at the 1959 fair included a working child-size soda fountain, a walking hobbyhorse, a gas-operated car that could go as fast as 22 miles per hour, and a Dr. Seuss zoo.

Starting in 1903, toy companies had arrived at Toy Fair to unveil their inventions and try to grab the attention, and shelf space, of store buyers. The first fair had been held near the docks to accommodate toys imported from Europe. That year, the American toys included the Humpty Dumpty Circus, Crayola crayons, Lionel trains, and teddy bears, supposedly named for the president who had refused to kill an orphaned bear cub.

Before Toy Fair started, the media had ignored Ruths doll. With the space age dominating Americans imaginations, the New York Times focused on Mattels two-stage, three-foot-long plastic rocket, which could shoot two hundred feet into the air. Jack Ryan, a former project engineer on the U.S. Navys Sparrow missile project, was lured from a job at Raytheon Company to design the miniature missile. Mattel had the trappings of a major aircraft company, with its own research and development department and twenty graduate engineers with a large budget to dream up the next hot toy. Picked for their unique creativity and fierce competitiveness, they were called the blue-sky group, and they were expected to think two to four years into the future.

A toy like the plastic rocket would be sent to a team of ten industrial engineers, who planned the production. On a new item, Ruth explained to a reporter, we will run as many as a hundred cost sheets before we fix on a design. She had boundless faith in the management and productions systems she had designed. Mattels factories were more mechanized and its costs more refined than any of its competitors. With typical grandiosity, Ruth told the New York Times, With our system we might just as well be turning out real airplanes or missiles. Instead, fueled by Elliots genius for invention, Ruth sold toys to a postwar marketplace starved for them.

Ruth and Elliot had built a reputation for clever, well-priced toys that capitalized on popular culture. To avoid having their ideas stolen, Ruth never unveiled her products until Toy Fair. She also used designs difficult for others to copy and easy for Mattel to copyright. By 1959 Mattels showrooms spilled over into the hotel where Ruth waited for buyers to arrive. Hundreds of smaller companies would be corralling buyers in lobbies and hallways, trying to coax them to see a new toy, but Mattel gave out appointments for their scripted, dramatic presentations. Buyers for the biggest companies might turn their badges upside down to try to avoid aggressive salespeople from the smaller companies, but they sought out Mattel representatives. As she smoothed her thick brown hair, which she had swept into a roll off her broad forehead, Ruth kept a sharp eye out for the man who could make all the difference.

Of the thousands of registered buyers at Toy Fair, none was more powerful than Lou Kieso from Sears, Roebuck. He could make or break a toy in the marketplace. An order from him meant shelf space across the country and page space in Searss coveted Christmas catalog. Kieso had done well by Mattel in the past, and Ruth was determined to convince him that her pet toy that year belonged in his companys stores.

The nations store by 1959, Sears had been building large stores in the suburbs for more than a decade. Americans relied on Searss credit cards for everything from clothes to toys to appliances and the service contracts that went with them. Some people even lived in Sears houses assembled from mail-order kits that were sold until 1940.

In the room where Ruth waited, the heavy hotel curtains were closed so that the lighting could be adjusted to highlight each of the displays. The most dramatic setting featured a doll-size curving white staircase that seemed to come out of nowhere. A lone doll, just eleven and a half inches tall, stood two steps from the top. She wore a white wedding gown, her broad skirt sweeping the stairs. A tiny, realistic veil hung over her blond hair and smooth face. Her arms, moveable at the shoulder, carried a proportionately large bouquet of flowers, and she seemed balanced on her toes, although an invisible rod through each tiny foot anchored the doll to a stand. Around the room, twenty-one other outfits, including a Plantation Belle striped sundress and matching hat, and a simple zebra-striped strapless bathing suit with tiny sunglasses, gold hoop earrings, and open-toed shoes, were displayed in thematic settings on dolls that varied only by hair color. Blonds outnumbered brunettes two to one.

Ruth had spent years convincing her designers, including Elliot, that there was a market for a mass-produced adult doll. Watching her daughter, Barbara, playing with friends in the early 1950s first brought the idea to mind. Ruth listened many times at her home in the Beverlywood section of Los Angeles as the girls played make-believe with paper dolls.

There were many manufactured paper dolls on the market in the early 1950s. Animals, babies, toddlers, families, and folk characters were popular. Of all the choices, though, Ruth noticed that the girls focused their attention on one type of doll: grown-up women.

Barbara and her friends did not play with the popular Betsy McCall paper doll, found in McCalls magazine, or others like it. Betsy, a girl about their age, was shown each month playing the piano, gardening, baking a cake, or doing other wholesome activities. But Barbara and her friends were drawn to the kind of dolls that were often pushed in the pages of comic books. To attract girls as readers after World War II, comic book publishers included paper dolls in their pages. They even invited readers to send in fashion designs. The reader with the best ideas had her name published along with her design. Many of these paper dolls were portrayed as models, a career that gave girls good reason to change the dolls clothes.

The way the girls held the thin cardboard women up like puppets and carried on conversations about adult life as they imagined it fascinated Ruth. She saw that they were seeing themselves in the role that they imagined for the doll. They were also mimicking adult conversation.

The cardboard cutout dolls had the advantage of a changeable paper wardrobe, but the clothes attached with frustratingly ineffective tabs and never looked right. The dolls themselves were one-dimensional placards, the barest tools for imagination.

How much richer would the girls play be, Ruth wondered, if instead of flimsy paper dolls they had a real grown-up doll? I knew that if only we could take this play pattern and three-dimensionalize it, she told interviewers years later, we would have something very special. She imagined a miniature woman made from molded plastic with realistic clothes, perhaps some makeup, and manicured nails.

There were fashion or glamour dolls at the time: Dollikin, Little Miss Ginger, Sindy, Miss Revlon, and others, and although some were labeled teenaged, they looked like baby dolls with makeup and styled hair. Although they had changeable adult outfits, their bodies were childlike or pubescent and varied in size. They were so ugly and clumsy and had child bodies for grown-up play situations, it just did not go, Ruth recalled. Ruth envisioned a more sophisticated version of these dolls, more obviously a woman and more lifelike than any then available. She wanted a doll like the King Features Syndicate cartoon character of the time, Tillie the Toiler, and her adolescent male counterpart from the Chicago Tribune Syndicate, Harold Teen. Tillie worked at a fashionable womens wear company run by clothing mogul J. Simpkins. She worked in the office, did a little modeling, and even joined the army during World War II. All the while, Tillie was impeccably dressed.

Manufacturers of fashion dolls were not sensitive to the subtleties required to give the doll the kind of imaginative value Ruth envisioned. Their dolls had baby faces, cramped necks, rounded stomachs, flat chests, and straight legs, and looked comical in bridal or prom costumes. Ruth believed that teenagers could not engage in teenage play with these babyish dolls.

Fashion dolls were a 1950s innovation on the ubiquitous baby doll. Newly developed plastics, and later vinyl, made it possible to manufacture smaller, detailed dolls. Retail store buyers saw potential for selling them as collectibles as well as toys. But the buyers clung to the conventional wisdom of the 1950s. In that postwar era, little girls were encouraged to hold marriage and motherhood as their highest aspiration. As a result, baby dolls still dominated the market. Toy companies, their designers also predominantly male, followed suit.

Ruth and Elliot had been considering getting into the doll business, but they wanted to find a unique point of entry. We never entered any business the same way other people entered. We never copied people, ever, Ruth recalled. But when Ruth suggested her idea for an adult doll to Elliot, he balked. Ruth, no mother is going to buy her daughter a doll with breasts, he told her, despite his usual support for his wifes ideas. She was devastated by his reaction, Ruths friend Fern Field said. The rest of the all-male team agreed with Elliot. They were comfortable with toy guns and rockets, musical instruments and pop-up toys, but the doll Ruth described defied their imagination. They told her that mothers would be horrified by a sexual-looking doll. What she was proposing was much too curvaceous. Parents would object. Boys and girls did not just play with different toys; they grew up to be men and women who created different toys.

Further, a small plastic doll with the detail Ruth wanted could not be made, they told her. Besides, even if it could be made, it would be too expensive to sell. Ruth wanted realistic clothing, with zippers, darts, and hemlines. She wanted eyeliner and rouge on the tiny face and colored polish on the fingers. The costs for engineering the molds and machinery, not to mention postwar wages, made Ruths vision a very expensive experiment. Why doesnt she stick to management and marketing, the designers muttered.

But nothing fueled Ruths drive like being told something could not be done. She pushed back, and the impasse dragged on as Barbara entered her teen years still playing with paper dolls. Then, in 1956, on a Handler family vacation in Europe, Ruth found exactly what she needed to change the minds of her designers.



The Handlers had arranged for a six-week grand tour of Europe from mid-July to early September. With their two children, they sailed on the Queen Mary from New York to England, where they stayed a week in London, and then went on to Paris. From there, a private car drove them into the Alps to the Grand Hotel National, overlooking the lake in Lucerne, Switzerland. The first day they rode the railway to the top of Mount Pilatus and later did a grand alpine tour, seeing the spot where the Rhine and Rhne rivers rushed from glaciers. Before they left for Venice, they had a free day in Lucerne to shop and tour the picture-perfect Swiss town. As they wandered the cobbled streets, they found a toy shop, likely the Franz Carl Weber shop, named for the famous toymaker. Ruths son, Ken, who was twelve years old, wanted to go right in, but Ruth and fifteen-year-old Barbara stood outside, transfixed by a display in the window. Wooden dolls hung next to a hard plastic doll. That doll was named Lilli.

The Lilli dolls looked elongated and cartoonish and were dressed in gorgeous costumes. One was in a ski outfit; another had a distinctly European costume. Ruth and Barbara had never seen dolls like these before, and Ruth offered to buy one for Barbara to put on display in her room since she had passed the age for playing with dolls. Barbara was delighted, but she had a hard time choosing among the dolls with their distinct outfits. Ruth wanted to buy the clothes separately but was told that they were not sold that way. If a customer wanted a different costume, she had to buy the doll that went with it.

Later in the trip, in Vienna, Ruth and Barbara saw more Lilli dolls in a local store, packaged in clear round plastic cases, with different outfits that Barbara loved. Ruth was certain the Lilli doll manufacturers had made a mistake by not offering separate costumes. Ruth bought several dolls to bring back to Mattel, as well as another for Barbara.

The plastic Lilli dolls were just under a foot tall, all with the same face of an adult woman, narrow eyebrows sloping up in a sharp inverted V, eyes glancing to the side, and red lips provocatively puckered. They had long, shapely legs; well-endowed breasts; and tiny waists.

Bild-Lilli, as the doll was called, was not primarily a childs toy in Europe. She started life as a sex toy. She originated in a comic strip in a tawdry gossip-sheet newspaper called Bild-Zeitung. Lilli pursued rich men by striking provocative poses in revealing clothes and spouting comic-strip bubbles of suggestive dialogue. In one cartoon, as she holds a newspaper over her naked body, Lilli tells a friend, We had a fight and he took back all the presents he gave me. She was naive and clever at the same time, with her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail and one large curl coming down over her forehead.

Lilli had been born as a doll only four years before Ruths trip to Europe when Reinhard Beuthien, her cartoonist, teamed up with designer Max Weissbrodt. The two saw the potential in taking Lilli off the page and making her a lascivious three-dimensional toy. Weissbrodt worked for the Hamburg-based company O & M Hausser, famous since 1904 for its molded figures made of Elastolin and by the 1950s for its innovative work with molded plastic. Lilli, her long legs ending in a molded black shoe, was a high heel away from being a prostitute, which in Hamburg was a job licensed and allowed by the government.

Lilli dolls could be bought in tobacco shops, bars, and adult-themed toy stores. Men got Lilli dolls as gag gifts at bachelor parties, put them on their car dashboard, dangled them from the rearview mirror, or gave them to girlfriends as a suggestive keepsake. Lilli was also a marketing tool for the Bild newspaper. Over time, the unusual doll with her wardrobe and accessories became a childrens toy as well. But Ruth knew nothing of Lillis past and did not care. She finally had the model for a doll she was certain would be a hit. Back in California, dolls in hand, she went to work.

Jack Ryan, head of Mattels research and design team, was about to fly to Japan on a project. Ruth stuck a Lilli doll in his suitcase. While youre over there, she said, see if you can find someone who could make a doll of this size. Well sculpt our own face and body and design a line of clothes, but see if you can find a manufacturer.

In a rare admission of her own vulnerability, Ruth later said that the doll could have been made in the United States if someone had had the will and the motivation, but we did not have anyone that had that strong motivation during that period, and even I was not that secure. She wanted to soften the brittle hard plastic of the German doll, but softer plastics were a recent innovation and suppliers were scarce. Then there was the problem of casting the new material to get the detail Ruth envisioned in the dolls face and body. And finding workers to mass-produce the doll and its tiny, realistic clothes at wages that would keep the toy affordable was daunting. Ruth believed Ryan would find a manufacturer in Japan, known for its workers skill with detailed design. But Ryan would find problems in Japan, too. The Mattel designers had been right about the difficulty of producing the doll Ruth wanted.

When Jack Ryan and Frank Nakamura, a young product designer Ryan took with him to Japan, showed Lilli to Japanese manufacturers, they reacted with distaste. They thought she looked kind of meansharp eyebrows and eye shadow, Nakamura, who spoke Japanese, explained. Finally, Ryan found Kokusai Boeki, a small company that distributed toys and other items in Japan. Their rotocasting equipment, used to make low-cost dolls, was very crude, and they were accustomed to working with hard plastic. They melted hard granular polymer material that formed the plastic into a liquid and squeezed it into a mold, filling its cavities. The plastic was then chilled to its original hard state, shrinking during the process, and thus easily removed from the mold. But softer vinyl did not always fill the tiny indentations during this injection molding process. If Mattel wanted Kokusai Boeki to make the odd-looking doll, the Japanese told Ryan and Nakamura, a better material and molding method would have to be found.

Back in the States, Ruth started the plastics search and soon learned about a malleable form of polyvinyl chloride, or PVC. In 1926, Waldo Semon, an organic chemist for B. F. Goodrich, was attempting to bind rubber to metal. As he experimented with the polymer vinyl chloride, he discovered that he could turn it into the jellylike plastic we now know as vinyl. He tried his new material out, making golf balls and shoe heels. Semon later found that vinyl was inexpensive, durable, fire resistant, and easily molded, but it was not until the late 1930s that this plasticized PVC was commercialized for tubing and gaskets. World War II boosted the industry through military-funded PVC plants for the vinyl-coated wire used aboard U.S. military ships. By wars end, B. F. Goodrich dominated the market, producing more than ten million pounds of PVC a year. Polyvinyl chloride was used for everything from pipes to beach balls, squeezable toys, syringe bulbs, soft-sided bottles, air-filled cushions, and upholstered couches.

For all its advantages, however, the new vinyl still required a special casting method called rotational molding in order to get the fine detail of the doll Ruth wanted. This technique required near constant turning of the hollow metal mold over an open flame, and the process was slow and inconsistent. But early in the 1950s, Goodrich discovered a form of powdered PVC that worked particularly well in rotation molding, and the process itself was revolutionized by a new type of hot air oven. With more control over the heating, the special grade of plastic powder could be coaxed into the tiny channels of the mold as it was rotated during the heating and cooling process.

While the process was faster and produced more predictable results, the advances were so new that neither the doll makers in Japan, nor Seymour Adler, head of production and engineering, whom Mattel sent from the United States to help, had ever tried the new method. They had to basically figure it out, explained a Mattel designer. They had to create the manufacturing process and to work perfectly with the Japanese to do that. They had trouble working out the molding. When they took the hand out the fingers would break offthere were bubbles on the nose. Adler landed in Japan clutching the latest plastics industry journals, but he and his Japanese colleagues had to make up the process as they went along.

As the Japanese team worked on perfecting the mold process, simple castings from the electroplated molds were sent back to Mattel for approval. The doll looked too much like a prostitute for the companys taste, so she was being put through a makeover. Mattel hired Bud Westmore, who had been a makeup artist since the 1930s and worked on dozens of movies as well as the television show Alfred Hitchcock Presents, to do the dolls face. Lillis widows peak curved like the top half of a heart, accenting a high forehead. Her hairline was altered to make it more conventional. Designers relaxed Lillis exaggerated puckered lips, although they were still bright red. Her arched eyebrows sank into a straighter line, and her face became less pointy, while her hair was rooted so it could be brushed and styled. The changes were subtle, but Ruth wanted them anyway. In the end, Lilli and her new sister were barely distinguishable except to the new dolls creator.

Each change in the mold required at least six sample castings. Language and cultural barriers led to mistakes. The Japanese did not understand American taste or quality standards, and their factory was fairly crude. Mattel felt that the first shipment of dolls had eyes that were too slanted. Then the dolls breasts were made with nipples, despite Jack Ryans repeated requests that they be smooth. Finally, he abandoned words and picked up a doll. I took my little fine Swiss file, Ryan said, and very daintily filed the nipples off.

Ruth treated her creation like a child, naming it early in the design process for the dolls inspirationher daughter, Barbara. She wanted to use her daughters nickname of Babs, but that name was copyrighted, as was the name Barbara. But Barbie was available, so she took it. Consumed with the dolls manufacturing, Ruth sometimes called her daughter by the dolls name, a mistake the teenage Barbara did not appreciate.

As Barbies manufacturing moved ahead, Elliot made a trip to Japan to check on the dolls progress and to start the production of dollhouse furniture he had designed. Ruth loved the new doll furniture, which was modern and made from wood. She saw the possibility of using Elliots idea as an accessory for her new doll, but Elliot would have to make his furniture Barbie-size. As Ruth explained later, however, when she tried to talk to him about it, Elliots bias against the doll came out. He insisted that his furniture was something totally different, although he could not explain why. Ruth felt that they were not communicating, and she was certain he was making a mistake. She sensed that he was going along with Barbie but did not really believe in the doll. Faced with the many production and marketing problems that Barbie created, Ruth gave up trying to convince him.

Ruth did succeed in getting her doll a couture wardrobe. She had started gathering ideas by contacting Obletter Spielwaren, the German toy retailer, in November and ordered more Lilli dolls. Although the Lilli doll clothing could not be bought separately at toy stores, Ruth convinced the company to send her individual outfits. She ordered six dolls in different costumes, including a light blue dress and a carnival costume. She also picked out nine other outfits, including a blue evening dress, a womans blouse, and a dirndl dress with a short yolk and belt. The next month she ordered twelve more Lilli dolls from the Franz Carl Weber stores.

Armed with her trove of Lilli doll models and clothing, Ruth searched for a dress designer. Elliot suggested calling Los Angeless Chouinard School of Art. There they found Charlotte Buettenback Johnson, an American fashion designer who had worked in the New York City garment industry from the time she was seventeen. Divorced with no children, Johnson had moved to California, where she had a business designing and sewing childrens clothes. She was also teaching a fashion design class at Chouinard. Ruth asked her to become the personal clothing designer for a new doll, telling her, I want American clothes, and I want play situations which teenage girls would go through. I want things like prom dresses, wedding dresses, and career-office dresses. I want her to be able to dress up, and I want slacks. Interchangeable outfits, Ruth decided, would be the key to enhancing the dolls play value. Clothes also had the potential to be the most profitable part of the new project.

Johnson influenced every part of the design process, and some people said the final doll had the same shape head and hair as the statuesque designer. At first, Ruth brought dolls to Johnsons apartment once or twice a week at night, and together they decided on the outfits. Johnson found a Japanese woman in her neighborhood to sew the tiny samples. But as the line developed, Ruths production staff told her that all the zippers, snaps, buttons, darts, and hemlines made the clothes far too detailed to be manufactured cost effectively in the United States.

Johnson quit her jobs and spent the next two years in Japan working with local suppliers to design a wardrobe appropriate for an adult woman or a teenager, in accord with Ruths sense of little girls desires. She searched for fabrics that had the right weight and small enough designs for the proportions of the clothes she planned, all fashioned with tiny snaps, buttons measuring less than an eighth of an inch in diameter, and miniature zippers.

Born a year after Ruth and raised in Omaha, Johnson was tenacious. She also held strong opinions about fashion and design, which served her well in her new job. In Tokyo, living at the Frank Lloyd Wrightdesigned Imperial Hotel, she made unrelenting demands on the Japanese designer and two seamstresses she met with six days a week. She convinced textile merchants to make cloth to her specifications in small, and therefore costly, batches. She insisted on pastel-colored tricot for the undergarments. Her early designs included two strapless brassieres, one half-slip, one floral petticoat, and a girdle. No detail escaped her attention.

Ruth emphasized that detail was the key for making this doll unique and marketable. She believed mothers and their daughters would appreciate the care that went into the clothes. In later years, Ruth said that her competitors never successfully copied Barbie because they did not create the quality product that she insisted on.

Barbies assembly was done by Japanese workers who worked either in factories or their homes. Part of what made the doll feasible to manufacture in Japan was the countrys low cost of labor, combined with the diligence and care of its workers. Much of the dolls wardrobe was stitched together by homework people, so named because their homes were their workshops. Like immigrant workers in the early part of the century in America, they worked quickly as they were paid by piece. Mattels efficiency expert, Joe Cannizzaro, marveled at the patience and cleanliness of these seamstresses. I never saw any dresseseven white wedding dressesget soiled, he said, though they were in the homes and on the tatami floors, because everything was so spotless. They were delivered by bike and by pickup truck. They were handled four, five, six times. And they never got dirty. For Mattel, these diligent low-cost workers were well worth the 35 percent import tariff.

The factory workers who assembled the doll came in from the Japanese countryside, willing to work for low wages until harvest time. They lived in company-run dormitories and ate at company cafeterias. In August they quit en masse to harvest rice. They machine-stitched blond or brown plastic Saran strands onto the dolls skulls and trained them into topknot ponytails and tightly curled bangs. A template covered the dolls face so her pouting lips could be painted, as well as her eyes with their sideways glance and snow white irises. Limbs reengineered by Jack Ryan were fitted to her sockets, and, as Charlotte Johnson had so carefully planned, her clothing slipped on easily.

Dressed in her first outfit, a zebra-striped bathing suit, the new doll seemed to beg for the rest of her wardrobe. For that, Johnson worked with Ruth to create the clothes of girls daydreams in 1950s America. Besides the wedding dress that would be on dramatic show at Toy Fair, the doll had outfits for attending a football game, playing tennis, and dancing as a ballerina. There was also a puff sleeve negligee and a ball gown with a pure white faux-fur wrap. The Donna Reed television show had premiered the previous fall. Ruths new doll would feed the fantasies of girls who imagined themselves, like Reed, happily married mothers and wives.



It took Ruth three years to ready Barbie for sale, and then she charged into the dolls marketing. We were so pumped up by Ruths enthusiasm, we became believers, said one of the sales representatives who was at the 1959 Toy Fair. The doll was radically different, but Ruths logic made sense to us. We thought kids who liked paper dolls would like this. Mattel called the doll Barbie Teenage Fashion Model, trying to downplay her sexuality and to play up, for parents, the idea that many girls would want to be as well groomed as a model. But no amount of ad copy could disguise Barbies proportions, estimated at 392133 in an adult woman.

In addition, the fashion dolls that Ruth hated glutted the market. Stores were loaded with them and their costumes, unable to sell their inventory and unwilling to add more to their stock. If they were inclined to buy, they were not likely to want a doll that they believed would horrify mothers because of its breasts and sexuality.

As she stood in the Barbie showroom at Toy Fair, Ruth exuded her characteristic confidence. One of my strengths is that I do have the courage of my convictions and the guts to take a position, Ruth told an interviewer. I can be very persuasive in getting others to see the light. But her bravado began to seep away as one buyer after another made a cursory tour of the room and took off, leaving few if any orders. For the most part, the doll was hated, a Mattel sales rep remembered. The male buyers thought we were out of our minds because of the breasts, and it was a male-dominated business. By the time Lou Kieso, the buyer from Sears, walked into the smoky room Ruth had no idea what to expect.

Ruth gave Kieso her most dazzling smile, shaking his hand and looking him straight in the eye. Showing him around, Ruth emphasized the professional market research Mattel had done for the doll and the television advertising that was planned. Kieso was unimpressed. He refused to take a sample of the doll back to the Sears headquarters in Chicago. He left without placing a single order, as did half the buyers that came through the Barbie display.

Ruth realized that her production projections were a disaster. Twenty thousand dolls a week had been ordered for delivery over the next six months, which seemed reasonable because of the distance of the Japanese plants. She also had planned on selling three or four costumes per doll. Ruth wanted to avoid inventory delays, but now she faced warehouses full of unsold inventory. Panicked, she wired Japan to cut production by 40 percent.

That night, in her room at the New Yorker, Ruth broke down in tears. She was very upset, Elliot remembered. I didnt think it would be successful, but she did. This was her dream. She put so much effort into pushing it. She did not cry often, but she cried because she had that heart, he said, pointing to his own. The doll was like a piece of art for her that held a piece of her heart.

Only Elliot could have understood how much of herself Ruth had poured into the Barbie doll. While he may not have believed in Barbie as a marketable toy, he understood why Ruth did. Over and over, with fierce confidence, Ruth had told those who doubted her idea that little girls just wanted to be bigger girls. She was sure, impassioned, and unshakable because she was not talking about just any little girls. Ruth was talking about one, the girl who, before she married Elliot, had been known as Ruthie Mosko.







Chapter 2

The Tenth Child


I idolized my sister.




Jacob Moskowicz, Ruths father, was a burly six-foot ox of a man. In 1907 he strode off the boat that brought him across the Atlantic from Warsaw, Poland. Processed through immigration at Ellis Island, he was told to head for Denver, Colorado, where his blacksmithing skills could be used on the burgeoning Union Pacific Railroad. Not liking what he had seen of New York City, Jacob went west.

Jacob left a Jewish community in Warsaw rivaled in size only by that of Manhattan. Warsaws Jews were bedeviled by the anti-Semitic whims of their Russian overseers, and Jacob had become a target for conscription into the Russian army, where the number of Jewish soldiers far outweighed their proportion in the general population.

Nicholas I started the draft of Jews in 1827 in a scheme to force assimilation and stamp out Judaism, a campaign augmented in the next century by vicious attacks on Jewish communities. Anti-Semitic army regulations made life increasingly harsh for Jews already forced into service and generally impoverished. Jacob fled his army unit while en route to Turkey, and managed to board a ship to America.

Jacob had left a family back in Warsaw and a mountain of gambling debt he could not repay. As he crossed the Atlantic, his thoughts and worries no doubt dwelled as much on his wife, Ida, and the seven children left behind as on what lay ahead in America. Would his eldest children, twelve-year-old Sarah and eleven-year-old Reuben, help their mother enough with the younger ones, Lillian, Louis, Doris, and especially the toddlers, Max and Joseph? And how soon would he be able to bring them all to America?

Jacob journeyed west with a new name, probably given to him at immigration, although some family members say he shortened it to make it easier to understand in a country where he did not speak the language. The thriving and diverse Jewish community in Denver would know him as Jacob Mosko, a tough and enterprising man.

Within two years, first by shoeing horses and then by building carriages and truck bodies, Jacob saved enough money to send for his family. Ida and the children made the crossing in steerage, part of the great mass of eastern European immigrants who flooded into America in the first decade of the twentieth century.

Jacob soon started his own company, supplying truck bodies for the Cohen family who owned the Denver Chicago Trucking Company, destined to be one of the largest moving companies in the country. Jacobs business grew as the Cohens business expanded. Customers liked Jacob and he had good business sense. He had his own shop, and he moved his family into a modest one-bathroom house at 21st and Gilpen streets. The growing Mosko clan often filled the big park near their house that marked the eastern edge of Denver. By 1915 the Moskos had become a household of nine children with the birth of Aaron and Maurice.

Jacobs strength and temper were legendary. His son Aaron remembered him as the strongest man I ever saw. I saw him lift people up by the shirt, two people at the same time. Hed pick up one end of a truck body while all of us were on the other end, lifting. I saw him lift a car out of a snowbank. According to another story, Jacob once ran his car into a streetcar. In a fury, he lifted the streetcar right off its track. He was proud of his work and a tough taskmaster for his sons who worked with him. They grew up with the threat of getting the back of his hand if they misbehaved.

Unfortunately for the family finances, Jacob sometimes worked as hard at poker as at his business. Sometimes other players came to his house. Other times he disappeared for days at a time. He had a regular game at a Turkish bathhouse, where players brought schnapps, rye bread, and herring, and settled in to gamble, drink, and eat for a whole weekend. Jacobs compulsion for gambling would be carried on in the family. All of his children became gamblers, some more in control than others, but all influenced by his example.

Jacobs gambling losses burdened his family. Ruths older brothers and sisters left school to work, to provide support for their mother and the younger ones. Sarah, the eldest, left school at fourteen to work at Golden Eagle Dry Goods, a discount store.

Ida ran the household, cooking, baking, cleaning, and watching over her children and the passel of neighborhood children who played with them. She had a warm nature, but the strain of her pregnancies and life in Denver made her increasingly frail. In the summer of 1916, Sarah married Louis Greenwald at Marble Hall in Denver. Ida stood nearby, pregnant at forty years of age with Ruth, her tenth and last child.

Six months after Ruth was born, Ida went into the hospital for gallbladder surgery. Sarah, the twenty-year-old newlywed, took her baby sister to live with her while Ida recovered. But when Ida came home, the baby stayed with Sarah. Weeks stretched into months, and Ruth never lived in her mothers house again.

There is no record or account indicating that Ida tried to take Ruth back to her house. It seems reasonable that Ida saw the charity and utility in leaving her youngest daughter with her oldest. They were all family, after all, and Jacob Moskos household had often been on the financial brink. Sarah and Louie, as he was called, were comfortable financially. The baby would be better off, Ida no doubt reasoned, but the arrangement would leave its mark on the one person who had no say in it.

Ruth vehemently denied that she felt rejected by her mother or that her upbringing led her to always feel that she had to prove herself. She argued that she always knew who her parents were. Elliot remembered that Sarah and Louie were her parents. They raised
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