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            Dedicated to all the Home Depot associates and customers. None of this would be possible without you. 

            Dedicated to my wife, Billi, who has been such a big part of this journey.
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            Preface
Breakfast with Bernie

         
         
            Frank Blake, former chairman and CEO of the Home Depot

            When I became CEO of Home Depot on January 3, 2007, replacing Bob Nardelli, the first call I made was to Bernie Marcus. Along
               with Arthur Blank and Ken Langone, he founded the retail icon, served as the first chairman and CEO, and led it for nineteen
               years through a period of explosive growth. Nobody knew more about Home Depot’s business, culture, and values than Bernie.
               I knew it was important to talk with him. But I was not prepared for what followed.
            

            
            Ken and I flew down to Boca Raton, Florida, to meet him for breakfast. It lasted four hours, long past the clearing of eggs, toast, and coffee. This was not a friendly, leisurely meal. It was like being in a blast furnace. Bernie was furious about what had happened to the company under Nardelli. He talked at length about what had gone wrong and was specific about what needed to be changed. He did all the talking. What poured out was the passion and love of a man for the business he founded, for the associates who worked there, and for the principles and values that made it unique. He would not tolerate those things being compromised in any way. This was personal, and I took it to heart. It was the most consequential breakfast of my career, and I kept my notes and drew upon Bernie’s leadership lessons as I tried to fill his shoes. 

            
            I have a long list of what I call “Bernie-isms”—observations about human nature, business, generosity, and life. He once told
               me: “Frank, you have a prominent job at Home Depot, but not a significant one. Significant jobs are the ones serving customers.
               Never forget that.” Another favorite: “When you go into a meeting at Home Depot and tell a joke, everyone will laugh. Just
               remember: You are not funny.”
            

            
            A few weeks after the Florida breakfast, I asked Bernie if he would speak at the Home Depot store managers’ meeting in Dallas in March. This was the company’s signature annual event, setting the tone for the whole year. It is attended by over three thousand leaders from around the country, from managers to merchants. I kept it a secret that Bernie was going to be there. I did the welcome and casually said, “Let me bring out the next speaker.” When Bernie stepped out onto the stage, the crowd erupted in applause and cheers. To this day, it is the loudest, most heartfelt, and sustained cheering I have ever heard. It went on for more than five minutes. Grown men were crying. Truly. Full on tears. Bernie proceeded, without a script, to tell story after story. But what he really did was reconnect us all to what made Home Depot special. 

            
            He also did something else for me at that meeting, and the full weight of it would not hit me until later. When I took over as CEO, not many people outside of the top leadership at Home Depot knew me. My job was in business development, not in the day-to-day retail operations that are the core of the company. And I came to Home Depot after a decade at General Electric (GE). I was an unknown and an outsider. There was no reason for anyone to have any confidence in my selection. At that meeting, Bernie, literally and figuratively, put his arm around me. The thousands of HD leaders figured: “Well, if Bernie likes this guy, I guess we should give him a chance.” How do I know this? Like all good companies, we polled the attendees afterward, and variations of that comment came up again and again. In all the years since that meeting, Bernie never once mentioned it to me. He never took credit for my success. He never said: “Frank, you owe me for that.” He never expected anything in return—except that I lead the company with the values and integrity that made Home Depot so successful. 

            
            Henry Kissinger once said about Senator John McCain that “Heroes inspire us by the matter-of-factness of their sacrifice.”
               Bernie inspires me by the matter-of-factness of his generosity. The managers’ meeting story is one small example. There are
               so many others captured in this book. You will learn about Bernie’s extraordinary efforts in building the largest aquarium
               in the world in 2005. Notice that he named it the Georgia Aquarium, not the Marcus Aquarium. Most visitors have no idea that
               Bernie gave the money to build it. I like to joke that if I were in a position to make such a gift, I’d call it “Frank’s Fish.”
               But Bernie needs no such recognition. He just wanted to thank the people who helped him build Home Depot.
            

            
            This book is loaded with stories and anecdotes that show Bernie’s impact on the lives of millions. Home Depot is only part
               of the story. He sees needs before others recognize them, as with autism, cancer research, and veterans’ health. He finds
               opportunities where others are thwarted or frustrated. He has built things from scratch and changed the trajectory of struggling
               institutions, as he did with Grady Hospital.
            

            
            There are people in this world who radiate energy and people who absorb it. There are people who take their gifts and blessings and share them with others. And there are people who jealously guard what they have and keep their blessings to themselves. Bernie radiates energy and shares his gifts. He did that during our first breakfast, in the store managers’ meeting, and in every interaction we’ve had since. He has taken what he helped build, multiplied it many times over, and shared it broadly and selflessly. 

            
            I have been fortunate to work for and learn from extraordinary leaders, including a Supreme Court justice (John Paul Stevens)
               and three U.S. presidents (Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and George W. Bush). I also love reading biographies about public
               figures, because you can glean so much from their experiences. But in the worlds of business and giving, there is no better
               source of inspiration than Bernie Marcus.
            

            
            In reading this book, you will have the same opportunity that I had to learn from one of the world’s most successful leaders. You get your own breakfast with Bernie. You can read it for the advice, the inspiring stories, and the humor. But you can also read it to get a sense of the animating passion underneath it all. We all want our work and lives to matter. In this book, Bernie gives you a blueprint to help make that happen. That is his gift to us both. 

            
             

            Frank Blake was the chairman and CEO of the Home Depot from January 2007 to May 2014. Prior to this, he held several executive
               roles at General Electric. He also served as general counsel for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, deputy counsel
               to Vice President George Bush, and law clerk to Justice John Paul Stevens of the U.S. Supreme Court. In 2017, he and Brad
               Shaw started the podcast “Crazy Good Turns.”
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Foreword
We Can Face Everything and Rise

         
         
            Pitbull

            After we met, Bernie asked me to come visit him at his house in Boca Raton. My crew and I drove up to the security gate, and
               they wouldn’t let us in. I can’t imagine why. I didn’t have my identification, and I told them, respectfully, “I’m here to
               meet with Bernie Marcus.” But they weren’t buying it. No matter how many times Bernie called security, we weren’t getting
               in. So, Bernie finally jumped in his car to come get me. When he arrived, the security team figured out that we weren’t lying,
               but it seemed they just couldn’t imagine a world where Pitbull and Bernie Marcus were friends.
            

            
            On the surface, we couldn’t be more different. He was a poor Jewish kid from Newark who became a pharmacist and hit it big
               with Home Depot in 1978. I’m a rapper and hustler who grew up in Miami in the 1980s around entrepreneurs selling a different
               kind of product. I learned English from watching Sesame Street and released my first album at the age of twenty-three. He’s Bernie. I’m Mr. Worldwide. Take a closer look, and you’ll see
               something else. We’re like Warren Buffet and Jay-Z, Martha Stewart and Snoop Dogg. Our connection may not be obvious, but
               it’s powerful.
            

            
            We’re both the children of immigrants. His parents fled Russia and Ukraine, and my grandmother resisted Fidel Castro. My aunt
               was a political prisoner. My mother was part of Operation Peter Pan in the early 1960s, and my father escaped Cuba and brought
               refugees over to America during the Mariel boatlift. Both of our families struggled to survive. Bernie’s dad was a cabinetmaker,
               while his mother worked in a factory, like my grandmother. My father made sandwiches and hustled anything he could, and my
               mother cleaned houses and sold anything she could get her hands on.
            

            
            Bernie and I both grew up on the streets—he joined a gang, and while I was never a troublemaker, I was always around trouble.
               We worked hard as kids—I parked cars at the Orange Bowl, cleaned birdcages, and worked at flea markets. Bernie cleaned toilets
               and worked at a bowling alley. But we had loving parents who believed in this country and risked everything for freedom and
               a slice of the American Dream.
            

            
            Bernie and I first met in my hometown, in the Little Havana neighborhood of Miami. He came to see what we were doing at SLAM!
               (Sports Leadership Arts and Management Academy)—our first public charter school for students, kindergarten through high school.
               As a kid, I went to all kinds of different schools in all kinds of neighborhoods. Most were built to fail. But I learned that
               a great teacher or mentor can save your life. For me, it was Hope Martinez, who taught me in high school. She believed in
               me and gave me that boost I needed. I’ve always believed that life has a way of putting amazing people in our paths, so I
               invited Bernie to come to our school and tell his story. I’m sure the kids were thinking: Who is this old guy? What does he
               know about our lives? But then he started talking—and they started listening. He was funny, blunt, and not afraid to tell
               the truth. Kids love that. It all came down to one message: Work hard and challenge yourself. He didn’t tell them what they
               wanted to hear, but what they needed to hear: Nobody is going to do it for you; you’ve got to do it yourself. I couldn’t have
               said it better. We now have twelve SLAM! schools, and we’re building more every year. We get to help this new generation stand
               up, make a difference, and change the world. I’m proud that Bernie got to see that firsthand, and I’m grateful for the wisdom
               he shared with those kids.
            

            
            Another thing I love about Bernie is his generosity. People who make it big either sit around and count their money, or they
               get to work helping people. When my career took off, I realized that I could use my fame to make a difference in others’ lives.
               I could have an endless string of number one records, but on their own they mean nothing. I could keep performing in front
               of the sold-out crowds around the world, but in the end, it has to mean something. Giving back to my community matters because
               it provides me the opportunity to build more, do more, give more. When you read this book, you’ll see that Bernie does the
               same thing. He cares about education, free enterprise, medicine, and veterans. He cares about the community the same way I
               do.
            

            
            Kids of immigrant parents know something that other kids don’t: The biggest gift you have is your freedom. When I talk to
               people who are on the fence about the United States, I always say that I’m here to make sure we stay the United States, not
               the divided states. Freedom isn’t perfect, but freedom is priceless. This country has problems, but when you see what’s happening
               in other parts of the world, you understand how lucky you are and how much your parents sacrificed for you to grow up here
               in America. I know, and Bernie knows.
            

            
            If you’re an entrepreneur, you’ve got to be a bit of a hustler. Nothing should hold you back from your vision or your goals.
               If you focus and you believe, you can make anything happen. And when you do, you should reach out and help those who haven’t
               had their chance yet. I like to say there is only one race—the human race. We all have the same blood. We all breathe the
               same air. We all deserve the same opportunity. My parents and Bernie’s parents took the biggest chance of all, so I look in
               the mirror every day to ask if I’m making the most of the opportunities provided to me. Am I doing my best for myself and
               for others? Figure out how to answer that question, and you’ll see that the harder you work, the more opportunities will come
               your way.
            

            
            I’m glad you’re reading this book. Bernie is a very special man with a very special vision, and we have a strong connection.
               We both figured out what the world needed at exactly the right time. Home Depot helped people build homes, neighborhoods,
               and communities. In his vision for it, he made it affordable. He made it easy. He made it possible for you to do it yourself.
               I did it with music across languages and cultures around the world. My first name, Armando, can be translated to mean “to
               build”—another point of connection between us. Music builds bridges and puts joy back into the world. That’s where my inspiration
               for “I Believe That We Will Win” came from. With the right attitude, we can face everything and rise.
            

            
            Bernie and I have talked a lot about what really matters—and how to make a difference. I tell him that my mother taught me
               that you shouldn’t take “no” for an answer. I like when people say “you can’t, you won’t, you never will,” because it lets
               us prove them wrong. Read this book, and you’ll see that Bernie also believes that every “no” is just a new opportunity. In
               “can’t” there is “can.” In “don’t” there is “do.” And in “impossible” there is “possible.” In Miami we’d say, “Ponte las pilas, pa lante que no ay mas nada, pasos cortos y vista larga siempre,” which translates roughly as “put your batteries in (and get going)” and “short steps, long vision,” or as Bernie would
               say, “You gotta find the chutzpah to kick up some dust.”
            

            
            Armando Christan Pérez (Pitbull) has sold more than 25 million albums and over 100 million singles worldwide, and he has over
               15 billion YouTube views. He has performed in over fifty countries for millions of people and is also a motivational speaker
               and global brand ambassador. In addition to his music and business endeavors, Pitbull focuses his philanthropy on education
               and the environment.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue
Capitalism Is Not a Dirty Word

         
         The start of Home Depot sounds like the beginning of a bad joke: “Two Jews and an Italian decide to build a new kind of hardware
            store . . .” My father was a cabinetmaker, and my mother suffered from debilitating rheumatoid arthritis. There were four
            children in my family, and we never had any money. I graduated from Rutgers, worked for two different pharmacies and then
            a chain of discount stores called Two Guys, before taking the helm at Handy Dan Home Improvement, headquartered in Southern
            California. Who would have ever guessed that being fired by Sandy Sigoloff—Mr. Chapter 11—would be the best thing that ever
            happened to me? That is not what I was thinking on April 14, 1978.
         

         
         Here I was, unemployed, just when most of my friends were looking forward to retirement. But I was not alone. My friends Arthur Blank, Handy Dan’s chief financial officer, and Ron Brill, our comptroller, also found their heads on the chopping block. Long before that fateful day, I had been dreaming of transforming the home improvement business by creating a huge warehouse-style store that stocked everything you might need at low prices. Add great customer service to the mix, and I was sure this would be a winning formula. I briefly mentioned the details of my plan to Ken Langone, who would later organize the financing for Home Depot, a few years earlier, but didn’t share any of the details. When I called Ken to tell him about being fired, he laughed and said, “Bernie, you just got kicked in the ass with a golden horseshoe.” It took me awhile to see that he was right. Now I had the opportunity to start the new business that I had been imagining—to reach my very own American Dream. It was beshert—destiny—something that would happen again and again throughout my life. Sometimes things work out just the way they should,
            whether you want them to or not. 
         

         
         On opening day, June 22, 1979, our kids stood at the entrance giving out $1 bills to lure in shoppers. By dinner time they still had plenty of cash. We were devastated, and I remember that my wife would not let me shave the next day because she did not want a razor in my hands. But we were passionate about our idea, understood the risks, were not afraid of failure, and told our story to anyone who might help us meet our goal. These four factors helped us become the world’s largest home-improvement retailer. At the heart of it all was the belief in the concept of do-it-yourself. 

         
         After Home Depot went public in 1981, I was playing golf with a friend, and he told me that we were going to go out of business.
            That was news to me, so I asked him to explain.
         

         
         He said, “I came in to purchase a $200 faucet, but they told me that I needed a washer that cost less than two dollars. And
            the guy showed me how to fix it. So, you guys lost a big sale. If you keep doing that, you’ll be bankrupt in no time.”
         

         
         Leaning on my sand wedge, I smiled. “Tell me this. Where would you go if you had a problem with your plumbing again?”

         
         “Home Depot, of course,” he answered.

         
         We weren’t geniuses, we just knew that people were hungry for help and needed the confidence, tools, and support to take on
            their own home improvement projects. This story illustrated our core values, and we trusted our associates to do right by
            the customer. That’s how we transformed an industry and made it big.
         

         
          

         You might say that “do-it-yourself” has been the theme of my entire life. By the time I was fifteen, I had held more than a dozen jobs, joined a gang, worked as a comedian and hypnotist in the Catskills, and saw my mother, a survivor of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, scrape our pennies together to help people she would never meet. We had no safety net, and I learned early on that if I was going to survive, I could not wait for others to solve my problems. If I wanted to go to a baseball game, I had to find my own way to Yankee Stadium. If I wanted to make more money in tips, I had to come up with a good comedy routine. If I could not afford medical school, I had to pursue a different degree. If I wanted to break into retail in a big way while working at Two Guys early in my career, I had to figure out how to beat our competition at selling one of our most popular and profitable items—Revlon lipsticks. If I wanted to change the way hardware was sold in America, I had to think big. 

         
         The belief in do-it-yourself extended well beyond Home Depot into my giving. My wife, Billi, and I long ago promised to donate our money in our lifetimes, and we were early supporters of the Giving Pledge. When I co-founded Home Depot, we were broke. But I knew that I lived in a country where a simple idea—do it yourself—helped create a company that now employs nearly 500,000 people and has helped thousands of other companies succeed. I was given plenty of opportunity, and I feel a deep sense of debt and gratitude to those who made it possible. 

         
         I am proud of the thousands of Home Depot associates and millions of customers that have made it possible for the Marcus Foundation
            to donate more than $2 billion to charity. I feel a responsibility to them to put in the hard work to truly solve a problem
            and save lives. I’m sure that you have things that you care deeply about, problems you want to see fixed. Donating money is
            easy; getting involved and making a difference is hard. The same kind of energy that made you successful in your business
            can shape your giving. You have to put your heart and soul into what you care about, and “do it yourself.” This book is not
            about me. I tell my story with the hope that it will help you see how your own effort, dedication, and sacrifice can bring
            hope and satisfaction in your life. All great causes need help, and if you have skills in marketing, law, public relations,
            sales, or any other field, you have a duty to get involved. Let me show you what I mean.
         

         
         In 1988, Orthodox Jews in Israel sought to amend the Law of Return to restrict the definition of who is Jewish. The uproar around the world was fierce, especially in the United States, where less than ten percent of Jews identified as Orthodox. It was very personal for me because I had a daughter-in-law who converted to Judaism, meaning that my grandchildren would not be considered Jewish if the new law passed. Leaders around Atlanta held a meeting at the Jewish Federation on Spring Street, and afterward I called Dr. Ken Stein, professor of contemporary Middle Eastern history at Emory University, for guidance. Ken explained how broken Israel’s parliamentary system was and how much time they spent fighting internal squabbles, while existential battles raged all around them. The fight over this law was a symptom of a bigger problem. 

         
         I was no legal scholar, but I knew that the country needed help. Ken led me to Dr. Arye Carmon at the Israel Diaspora Institute
            at Tel Aviv University, who then introduced me to George Shultz, the outgoing secretary of state under Ronald Reagan. After
            a series of trips and meetings, I agreed to fund the formation of the Israel Democracy Institute (IDI) in 1991. The institute
            had a simple goal: to be an independent, non-partisan think tank supporting democratic principles. To do that, we hired lawyers,
            scholars, and graduate students to help members of the Israeli parliament—the Knesset—create a legislative infrastructure.
            We built a library and paid for staff to support committee members. George, who had long been engaged with Israel, created
            an advisory council that included U.S. Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer, Canadian Supreme Court Justice Rosalie Abella,
            and other legal giants.
         

         
         The most important thing George did was suggest building a round table to ensure that nobody sat at the head. He then promised any politician that they could have private meetings with scholars and policy experts from around the world. In this way, they could hash out controversial issues without having to accommodate their constituents, the media, or worry about reelection. As the only democracy in the Middle East, Israel is essential to stability in the region and is one of our main strategic partners. Because of IDI, Israeli leaders now use research and data about laws and programs that have succeeded or failed in other democracies to enact legislation that serves the Israeli people, from the ultra-Orthodox to Arab-Israelis. The lesson? Don’t be satisfied to solve little problems. Think big. Debate over one bad law led to the creation of Israel’s premier policy research and advocacy organization and a global model worthy of emulation. 

         
         My second example involves people we all care deeply about: veterans. During a tour in 2007 of the Shepherd Center in Atlanta—a
            facility the Marcus Foundation had been supporting for years—I picked up a copy of the summer edition of their magazine, The Spinal Column, and saw a young Army soldier on the front cover. His name was Eric Jordan. At twenty-three, I learned, he had been injured in Iraq by an improvised explosive device (IED). After being treated at Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in Washington, D.C., and later the James A. Haley Veterans’ Hospital in Tampa, he was released and told that he would just “have to live with his injuries.” It was as if this young man had been thrown out with the trash. The VA just gave up on him. 

         
         But Carrie, Eric’s mother, did not. Through intensive research, she learned about the Shepherd Center’s Beyond Therapy program.
            Drawing upon cutting-edge research, the intensive activity-based outpatient program helps people with spinal cord injuries
            maximize muscle and neural return, decrease complications, and promote lifelong health. But there was a big catch: It was
            expensive, and the Jordans could not afford it. Carrie started negotiating with the VA and Eric’s doctors to see if he could
            qualify for the program, and after months of calls her persistence finally paid off. In January 2007, he started coming to
            Shepherd three times a week. After two days, Eric stood on a tilt table; after four weeks, he could walk. Tina Candelaria,
            the outpatient services coordinator for Beyond Therapy, was so inspired by Eric’s journey that she started navigating the
            bureaucracy at the VA to see if she could help Jeffery Glasser, another soldier. When I saw the program’s potential, I called
            Alana Shepherd, whose family founded the center, to ask, “Do you get a lot of veterans coming for treatment?”
         

         
         She replied, “All the time, but we can’t take them. Most insurance will not cover it, and the VA is impossible to deal with. Sometimes they give veterans support, then it mysteriously disappears. The treatment can be tens of thousands of dollars, and most families don’t have that kind of money.” 

         
         I said, “Alana, let’s do something about this.” I was not a doctor, but I knew that these veterans needed help, and we needed
            to think big.
         

         
         The Marcus Foundation gave a $2 million grant as seed funding, and Shepherd launched the SHARE  (Shaping Hope and Recovery
            Excellence) Military Initiative in 2008 with the tagline “Hope is Here.” That single magazine article helped change the trajectory
            of our community giving. We have devoted millions to veterans’ causes, supported dozens of organizations, and recently partnered
            with Arthur Blank to together give $40 million to create the Avalon Network to treat post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
            and traumatic brain injury (TBI), because no Americans deserve more support than the men and women who risk their lives to
            protect our nation. The lesson? True success requires help. The best solutions leverage the talent and energy of partners
            who share the same passion and goals.
         

         
         What do these stories have in common? I do not believe there is a single, winning formula for success either in retail or giving. But you have to begin with the belief that you can “do it yourself.” You don’t have to have millions or even thousands of dollars to make a phone call and do research to try to solve a problem. And you don’t have to do it alone. But you have to believe you have the ability to make a difference. I was no expert on Israeli law or traumatic brain injury, but I cared about each of these things deeply, was willing to ask questions, dig into the details, and then invest in a team of experts. That’s what we did at Home Depot. If you see a problem at your school or job or in your neighborhood, stand up and do something. You can’t just sit back and let others do the work—you have to kick up some dust. In the chapters that follow, I distill the lessons I have learned in my ninety plus years to show that when you “do it yourself,” you can make a difference and maybe even change the world. 

         
          

         These days, building a profitable business is regarded as something evil. It’s like everybody believes that famous Balzac
            quote, the epigraph to The Godfather: “Behind every great fortune there is a crime.” But I have nothing to apologize for. I am the son of immigrants who fled the violence of eastern Europe and came through Ellis Island in the early twentieth century with nothing. I grew up poor and made it the old-fashioned way: I had bold plans, took big risks, and helped build one of America’s most iconic businesses. The companies I helped run and build have employed hundreds of thousands of people, paid billions in wages, launched and supported dozens of other companies, and contributed hundreds of billions to the U.S. gross domestic product. Home Depot created thousands of millionaires, many of whom never went to college. The products and services we sold helped millions of Americans by lowering hardware prices and made home building affordable across the country. That is the miracle of the free market. 

         
         Throughout this book, I will show you that the secrets we used to build and run a Fortune 500 company are the same ones that
            can help you tackle big problems, bring about change to your community, and be a positive force in the world. You don’t have
            to wait until you are successful to give back, and when you retire, you should use the skills learned in your career to improve
            your community. Andrew Carnegie, the famous nineteenth-century industrialist, once said, “It is more difficult to give away
            money intelligently than to earn it in the first place.” The same things that my mother taught me and that made Home Depot
            successful helped us establish the Marcus Foundation. How we did it and how you can, too, is at the heart of this book.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Get Some Chutzpah

         
         A few years ago, a guy named Alex Katz came to my office to see if we would like to invest in the Cleveland Cord Blood Center’s umbilical cord research. We had been interested in funding new therapeutics and had done a lot with stem cells, so I was happy to hear his pitch. As the conversation wound down, I asked Alex what he did for a living. Turned out that he and his brothers, Peter and David, ran a family business called Kason Industries in Newnan, Georgia, about half an hour south of Atlanta. The company started as a five and dime in Brooklyn back in 1926. After probing a little more, we realized that his grandfather, Abraham, made hinges for the commercial refrigerators that my father, Joseph, used to build and sell to grocery stores. I used to go to Brooklyn with my dad twice a year as a child to visit their factory and remembered Alex’s grandfather well. What are the chances? How did Jews whose fathers worked together in New York and New Jersey end up in the hardware business in Georgia talking about cutting-edge medical research? Everybody has a story, and you never know where you might find a point of connection. After he left, I sat down at my desk only to look up and see my father’s carpentry tools framed on my wall. Boy, had we come a long way. 

         
          

         My parents immigrated to America with no money in the early twentieth century when they were children to escape the poverty
            and antisemitism in eastern Europe. My mother, Sara Schinofsky Marcus, was born in the Ukraine in 1896, and my father, Joseph
            Marcus, was born in Russia in 1889. They rarely discussed anything with their four children about their lives in Europe. We
            would occasionally catch an unfamiliar Russian word, and I remember that my mother once talked about the pogroms in her hometown.
            She used to say that Easter was the most dangerous time of the year, because the Cossacks, paramilitary units used by the
            Russians, would ride through the villages and terrorize the Jews, sometimes even cutting off men’s heads. This was a past
            they wanted to shield us from.
         

         
         I cannot imagine the courage it took to come here—they did not speak English, they made a dangerous journey halfway around the world, and they left a country that had been home to their family for generations. They met in Newark and lived in a fourth-floor walk-up tenement on Rose Street. I was born in 1929, the youngest of four children. I used to joke that they tore it down to build a slum. 

         
         My father was a cabinetmaker. He was strong as an ox, and a great craftsman, but a terrible businessman. You might think that
            his profession explained how I came to build Home Depot, but you’d be wrong. Most nights, my father came home, took a bath,
            poured a small glass of schnapps, and sat by the window while my mother fed the four of us. When we finished, we left the
            kitchen and they ate together. We only ate with them on Friday nights and the weekends. I knew almost nothing about what he
            did, and he never taught me any of his woodworking skills.
         

         
         My most vivid memory of my father is the day that my mother caught me swinging from the fire escape on our building. She was hysterical. “Wait until your father gets home,” she kept saying. This was unusual because my mother was the disciplinarian, so this scared me. I remember waiting anxiously by the front door for him and even putting a book in my pants for padding, worried about what was going to happen. I recall that he took me into the back room, looking as uncomfortable as I was scared, and said, “Bernie, I have to spank you. Your mother insisted, so we might as well get it over with. And promise me that you will not ever swing from the fire escapes again. You could be seriously hurt.” He removed the book and hit me with a pot on my backside, and I was black and blue for a week. It is the only time he touched me, and it gave him no pleasure. He apologized profusely when he was finished; he kept saying over and over again in Yiddish—ikh bin nebekhdik—I am sorry.
         

         
         Newark had a big Jewish population, about 50,000, mostly concentrated near Prince Street in the Old Third Ward. The streets were always teeming with Jews speaking Yiddish and bargaining with pushcart owners who sold everything from herring to pickles—it was like Orchard Street in the Lower East Side of New York. You could find kosher butchers and delis—Halper’s Paper Goods, Bakalchuk the Tailor, Hupert’s Fish Market. My father had his workshop there, and there were five synagogues on Prince Street and eleven more close by, the oldest being Congregation Adath Israel Mishnayes. We were raised in an Orthodox home, keeping kosher and staying active in our community. My father went to synagogue, and we went as a family on the holidays. At first, we lived about a mile from Prince Street, then we moved a little farther out and had to walk four miles to get to synagogue in all kinds of weather. 

         
         It was a close-knit community. One day, I remember seeing a public auction for who would be on the bimah (the podium in a
            synagogue from which the Torah is read) for the High Holy Days. This was a way to raise money for the synagogue, and the winner
            would be called to the bimah to recite a blessing before the reading of the Torah, what we call an Aliyah. On this one occasion,
            two rival Jewish gangs were in the congregation and started to bid against each other. They bid the honor up to $5,000—this
            at a time when the minimum wage was twenty-five cents and an average annual salary was $474. So, imagine a sum like that.
            I can still see the stunned faces of the people just sitting there.
         

         
         These gang members were dangerous criminals, better known for murder, racketeering, and extortion. But they were also a source of protection for Jews, especially from the German American Bund. This antisemitic organization was made up of people of German ancestry who supported the Nazi Party in America. Formed in 1936, three years after Hitler came to power in Germany, the bund operated youth training camps and developed more than seventy divisions across the country. They are most famous for holding an “Americanization” rally at Madison Square Garden on February 20, 1939. The famous aviator Charles Lindbergh was a supporter of the bund and the America First Committee, the foremost isolationist group in the U.S. We saw the bund marching in Newark, Union City, and Griggstown with swastikas and Nazi salutes—a terrifying sight for any kid. But we also heard that the Jewish gangsters in New Jersey and New York—like the ones I saw in synagogue—beat up members of the bund on the streets with pipes and baseball bats. I always secretly hoped it was some of the guys that bid for the bimah. 

         
          

         
            A Little Diplomacy

            My mother, Sara, was a remarkable woman—the diplomat of the neighborhood. If there was an issue, people came to her for advice.
               She would have been a great rabbi because she had a way of always looking at the
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            It Was Just Becoming Too Dangerous
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