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It may be the most brilliant marketing scheme ever devised, for it is based less on sales pitch than on friendship.

—Morley Safer, 60 Minutes
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Believe me, there can be no better thing in your life than the ability to wish, sincerely, to improve the world about you.

—Brownie Wise, Best Wishes, Brownie Wise
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For Brownie Wise, January 29, 1958, began unremarkably; it was just another of the sunny central Florida mornings to which she had long become accustomed. As the day’s heat started to set in, she pulled away from her fashionable lakeside home and navigated her trademark pink convertible on its usual route—Kings Highway, Neptune Road, and finally Orange Blossom Trail—toward the Tupperware headquarters she had helped to build. Now the head of the company’s Home Party Division, the forty-four-year-old, divorced single mother with an eye for fashion and flair had come up with the definitive method to sell Earl Tupper’s revolutionary product and then guided his company’s explosive growth.

Since Wise had perfected her approach—selling Tupperware through home parties that showcased a feminine, social, soft-sell approach—the world of direct selling had never been the same. From Hilo to Bangor, Battle Creek to Sante Fe, Americans were buying the money-saving pastel products in record numbers. By 1958, Tupperware boasted more than ten thousand dealers and $10 million in annual sales (which would be more than $80 million today).

“Build the people,” Wise preached, “and they’ll build the business.”

Many dealers idolized Wise as a kind of fairy godmother who spoke of wishing, not as whimsy or as psychobabble, but as a road map to success. In return, the dealers held Tupperware parties with sick children or ailing parents in the other room, pushing themselves to their physical limit in hopes of reveling in her presence and praise. These devoted dealers, in turn, inspired Wise to wake early each morning and grind out new ways to motivate the sales force to push their numbers higher.

Now arriving at Tupperware’s headquarters, Wise pulled into her parking space and prepared herself for another day. Leaving her convertible behind, she walked up to the front doors, and then back to her office, saying bright hellos to staff she met on the way. The chorus of responses she received left no doubt who Brownie Wise was, and who was in charge. However, beneath her assured countenance lay the stress of a tense standoff she’d been in with her boss—one that had put her career at risk. But she would have plenty of time to worry about that later. Right now, she had Tupperware to sell.



[image: ]
[image: ]




Earl Tupper, on the other hand, never made grand entrances. Instead, Tupperware’s eccentric Yankee inventor seemed to blow in and out of central Florida like afternoon thunderstorms sparked by a July sea breeze. He didn’t care much for the razzle-dazzle of Brownie Wise’s Home Party Division, the company’s sales arm that had helped him rake in millions. Nor did he enjoy the high-octane dealer pep rally known as the annual Tupperware Jubilee. The only picture Tupperware photographer Jack McCollum remembered taking of Tupper was of him sliding in the company’s back door. The cloak-and-dagger stuff, everyone knew, was just his way.

So when the phone had rung at the homes of top Tupperware executives Hamer Wilson and Gary McDonald on an otherwise unremarkable Monday morning, they had been surprised to hear Tupper announce that he was in town—and that they should meet him the next morning, January 29, 1958, at the Angebilt Hotel in downtown Orlando. Must be good news, McDonald had thought; maybe Tupper had a new idea or, better yet, a secret invention that he wanted to share with them. He had no inkling of the bomb his boss was about to drop.

Tupper had left behind gale warnings and heavy snows in the Northeast for balmy, chamber-of-commerce weather in the outdoorsman’s paradise that was central Florida in those days. On a cloudless January morning like this one, a fisherman could run a Carolina-rigged finesse worm along the Kissimmee grass in Lake Tohopekaliga—Toho for short—and with any luck snag one of the best bass in the state. On some of the plentiful rangelands near Tupperware’s Orange Blossom Trail headquarters, cowboys could ride by the compass for miles without seeing an inch of paved road.

To the east, along the sweeping expanse of sand, swamp, and sunning alligators, bedeviled navy scientists on the fledgling Space Coast had been frustrated yet again in their attempts to send a tiny earth satellite into space. This time the Martin Vanguard rocket had developed mechanical faults. A month earlier, another version had barely cleared the launch-pad when it burst into a million fiery bits. The explosion, reflected in the sunglasses of spectators, made for a classic photo in Life magazine.

Neither the Space Race nor relaxing in the Florida sunshine were on Earl Tupper’s mind, however, as he arrived at the Angebilt, a familiar sight in Orlando’s diminutive skyline. Built in 1923 for $1 million, Joseph Fenner Ange’s eleven-story creation was about the only building Orlandoans could call a skyscraper. Its massive, wrought iron–framed canopy with scrolled brackets made for an impressive front entrance to one of the city’s few grand hotels. In its heyday in the 1920s and 1930s, the Angebilt had attracted international guests visiting North America’s cockfighting capital. Now, WLOF blasted 250 watts of top-40 radio from its mezzanine, ensuring that the number one hit that week, “At the Hop” by Danny and the Juniors, could be heard all the way down to Kissimmee. For Tupper, though, the Angebilt simply provided a neutral spot to meet with two of his most important deputies.
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The Angebilt Hotel in downtown Orlando, site of the fateful January 1958 meeting of Earl Tupper, Hamer Wilson, and Gary McDonald.









Still in his late twenties, redheaded wunderkind Gary McDonald already had more than a decade of sales know-how under his belt. He’d worked his way up selling mops and cleaning products to suburban housewives. By 1958 he was an up-and-coming executive at one of the most celebrated direct-selling companies in America. He knew how to whip up a crowd, recruit loyal dealers, and find new ways to recognize their success.

Sales counselor Hamer Wilson was older and had a wider array of real-world business experience. He had spent most of his three years with Tupperware on the road building relationships with those crucial to the company’s home party business: the dealers, managers, and distributors. He had a gift for remembering not just their names but also those of their spouses and children. His low-key approach, sense of humor, and genial smile had earned him considerable notice in his short time with the company.

As ordered, McDonald and Wilson made their way to their boss’s hotel room, where the prematurely bald but imposing inventor greeted them. Never one for small talk that exceeded “Good morning,” Tupper showed great loyalty to obedient and competent employees and a swift, iron hand to anyone who crossed him. He was direct, even to the point of being harsh. But you knew where you stood with Earl Tupper.

When Tupper convened the meeting, one key player was conspicuously absent: Brownie Wise. In her seven years as head of Tupper’s Home Party Division, Wise had guided Tupperware to millions of dollars in sales and earned a reputation as a tough executive who could go head-to-head with strong-minded male underlings during the day, and then throw the perfect Tupperware party by night.

A master motivator and communicator, Wise was the yin to Earl Tupper’s yang. Where he was fussy and reclusive, Wise lived to mingle with and inspire the dealer workforce. She was one of the few people who felt confident enough to speak her mind with Tupper, even going so far as to dress him down if she felt it necessary. If one of his products seemed like it would be easy to sell, her enthusiasm would be infectious. But not all of his ideas were Wonder Bowls. When he pitched something impractical like the Wigloo, the job often fell to Wise to talk him out of it.

Decades before female tycoons Martha Stewart and Oprah Winfrey, Wise had also inspired in her Tupperware dealers a kind of religious devotion to their work. She promised them a better life, and they adored her to the point of competing to win her clothing, even if it meant dropping significant pounds to fit into an actual Brownie Wise dress. Her image as a trailblazing executive had been carefully crafted by the top Tupperware brass and then churned off their remarkable public relations assembly line. The press loved to write about the doting single mother and strong-willed chief executive who had built a home-party empire. Some of it was true; other parts, pure puffery. But it didn’t matter. In just seven years, Brownie Wise had become a direct-selling legend, instrumental in making Tupperware an American revolution.

If Tupper had a big announcement to make, it made no sense to Wilson and McDonald that Wise wasn’t there to react to it.

“I need to talk to you guys about something that’s gonna happen and it’s gonna happen today and it’s gonna involve the two of you,” Tupper told his executives. “I have had enough of Brownie Wise, and I’m going down there to headquarters and I’m going to tell her this is her last day.”

The revelation met with stunned silence from McDonald and Wilson. “That was a bombshell,” McDonald remembered. “We were shocked beyond saying anything.”

Over the course of the past decade, and from a long, comfortable distance—usually over the telephone—the odd couple of Earl Tupper and Brownie Wise had managed to overcome their differences to build something far bigger than both of their formidable personalities.

Tupperware had swept across America in the 1950s like a flash fire. The Bell Tumblers, Wonder Bowls, and two-ounce Midget containers had become as common in American households as television, telephones, and hula hoops. Gatherings of suburban housewives playing games and exchanging gossip were central to the product’s combustible growth and popularity, and to some, the “Tupperware Lady” in her hose, hat, heels, and gloves seemed to personify the feminine housewife ideal of the Father Knows Best 1950s.

In a very nonthreatening way, however, the Tupperware phenomenon was changing expectations of what women could achieve. One sale at a time, housewives were finding an economic niche all their own outside the household. Tupperware executives had the shrewd notion—untried in any organization before them—that women would power the engine of this home-selling revolution. And they did. Along the way, the company inspired people to be more successful than they ever thought possible, while encouraging them to help friends do the very same thing.

And yet, while Wise and Tupper had succeeded by asking dealers to help one another, their own relationship was marred by jealousy, hubris, and hurt feelings. Reporter Charles Fishman once called them “a pair of geniuses always on the brink.” It was an apt description, for they had waged their battles in the past. This time, though, their fraught business relationship had fractured beyond repair.

“She’s fired,” Tupper said, the unexpected words ringing in McDonald’s ears like shock waves. “And I want all evidence of her gone.”

In the years that followed, Tupper would go on to reap a fortune, while Wise would fade into obscurity with a pittance—unfairly, some would argue. But right now, Tupper was the president; Tupperware was his product; and in 1958 corporate America, he held all the power. Inconceivable as Wise’s departure might have been only a few years earlier, on this January morning at the Angebilt, Earl Tupper was determined to solve his “Brownie Wise problem” once and for all.
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Had it not been for professional and personal setbacks early in the lives of Brownie Wise and Earl Tupper, the rise and spread of Tupperware might never have happened. Each forged a path toward the other out of the residue of failure and frustration.

For Wise, a young Detroit divorcée without much business experience, a failed marriage and a child to support fueled an endless drive to succeed, gleaned from the generations of women in her family who had gotten by without men in their lives. For Tupper, a bankrupted tree surgeon who fancied himself a modern-day Leonardo da Vinci, a trail of unsuccessful inventions only sparked his curious mind further and made his pursuit of a proprietary product more dogged.

Together, Wise’s sales know-how and Tupper’s innovation would create the unlikely alchemy at the heart of Tupperware’s success. The pair didn’t look at the world the way most people did, which was initially their curse, and ultimately their genius.
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Brownie May Humphrey was born May 25, 1913, in Buford, Georgia, a small town near Atlanta, to plumber Jerome Humphrey and Rose Stroud Humphrey. They called their baby “Brownie” after her strikingly beautiful brown eyes, easily her most prominent feature.

The mores of the time called for working Southern mothers to quit their jobs once children came along, but Rose had no intention of becoming a housewife. Employed by a local hat factory, she not only went back to work as soon as she could, she immersed herself in union organizing, a job that required extensive travel and speechmaking.

At times, the work could be risky. When union workers went out on strike for better pay or working conditions, employers brought in strike breakers to cross picket lines and often endured violent clashes with union strongmen. Rose soldiered on nonetheless, but there was a price to pay back home. Within two years she and Jerome split up, leaving more pressure on Rose to support her only child.

Given her mother’s busy schedule, young Brownie was often left in the care of her aunt Pearl in Atlanta for months at a time. She also spent a great deal of her childhood with her grandmother, the woman she later credited with galvanizing her self-motivating mantra—what Brownie liked to call “the gospel of gumption.”

“My grandfather had died when their youngest of seven children was three and their future became her lone responsibility,” Wise reflected. “Grandmother raised them all without appreciable help.” By choice and fate, Brownie’s mother and grandmother showed her that a woman could make it without a man in her life.

Along with her mother and grandmother, Brownie had plenty of cousins and uncles with whom she enjoyed simple pastimes, such as fishing, as a child. On Sundays, it was a special treat for her to hear the local African-American congregation sing their soul-stirring hymns. Conventional schooling, however, bored her. Instead, she read about fashion and tried to dress up like the models she saw in magazines. Brownie, a cousin remarked, “liked to primp.”

In her teens, she dropped out of school to find her own way in life. She reunited with her mother, and by fourteen Brownie was giving speeches at union rallies herself. Through these speeches, she became a confident public speaker, polished her powers of persuasion, and developed empathy for the problems facing working women just before the onset of the Great Depression.

In 1931, she attended a Young Women’s Christian Association camp in New Orleans for girls intent on pursuing business careers. During her stay she credited a Methodist minister from Shreveport, Reverend James Grambling, for inspiring her to keep moving forward despite perceived roadblocks.

“Each time that I have seen the sign at the end of the road,” she wrote, “I have remembered the simple advice from Reverend Grambling. There were times when that highway to happiness seemed closed forever.” That she looked up to and took advice from an African-American, albeit a man of God, was audacious and unconventional given the strict racial divide in the segregated South of the early 1930s.

In her late teens, Wise briefly considered a career in law, but settled on becoming a writer and illustrator. Her life change came in 1936 when at twenty-two she entered and won a contest to paint a mural at the Texas Centennial celebration in Dallas. The award brought with it a free pass for her to travel throughout the impressive array of exhibits, one of them put on by the Ford Motor Company and managed by a junior executive named Robert Whitcomb Wise.

To say Robert could charm women was an understatement, but his appeal came with an edge. “When he was good, he was very good,” his daughter Clorinda Sheridan remembered. “But when he was bad, he was pure evil.” Brownie was smitten with Wise’s stocky, rugged good looks and outgoing personality, and six months after they met, on December 15, 1936, she and Robert were married. The newlyweds made their home in Detroit, a mecca for any young executive looking to work his way up in the automotive industry.
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Brownie Wise in Detroit, ca. 1945.









On her twenty-fifth birthday, May 25, 1938, Brownie Wise become a mother. Childbirth proved difficult, and doctors were forced to use forceps to help bring Jerry Wise into the world. The instrument took off the tip of the baby’s left ear and gave him a permanent scar just above his left eyebrow. Despite the challenging labor, giving birth seemed to infuse Brownie with a new sense of wonder and responsibility.

“Having a child is like being given a second life to live—we see so much and feel so much and learn so much through their eyes and hearts,” Wise wrote. “Nothing is quite so awesome as watching tiny hands reach out from the bassinet to first grasp this inexplicable mixture of life and love and want and achievement we mortals call Life. The blessing of having my own boy I shall never take for granted.” Soon after, her mother Rose moved to Detroit to help Brownie with her baby.

Joyful as Jerry’s birth was, however, it would be the only bright spot in what became a turbulent marriage. On his best days, Robert Wise was known by his friends as the ultimate “Good-time Charlie”; at his parties, everyone was welcome. But with his two strong-minded women and a baby at home, Robert often stayed out drinking until the good-time side of him was gone. Robert’s daughter from a later marriage, Clorinda, also suspected that he lived most of his life with undiagnosed bipolar disorder, which brought about mood swings and violence. One of his most disturbing episodes involved him throwing a bottle of acid at his mother-in-law. Although he missed, the acid hit her 1939 Plymouth sedan, eating a hole through the upholstery and chassis.

Brownie knew this was no environment in which to raise her son, and less than five years into her marriage, she filed for divorce. In a child-support agreement dated September 17, 1941, the district court of Wayne County, Michigan, awarded her custody of her three-year-old son. The judge granted Robert Wise one visit per week. Before long, Robert had a new wife and a baby on the way and was increasingly bypassing his weekly visits with Jerry, until they stopped altogether.

Three months after the divorce, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and the United States entered World War II. Brownie and Jerry Wise became like many women and children in wartime America, doing without husbands and fathers and trying to determine their next step.
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Like Brownie Wise, Earl Silas Tupper wasn’t long on formal education, barely graduating from Fitchburg High School in Fitchburg, Massachusetts, in 1925. Born to agrarian New Englander parents in 1907, Tupper showed a knack for invention and innovation early on, however. Ever the tinkerer, he developed means for improving work life on his family’s farm, including his first known patent, a frame that made cleaning chickens easier. At ten years old, Tupper also realized that he could sell more of the family’s produce by peddling it directly to customers, door-to-door. What he lacked in schooling, he compensated for in ambition, making it his goal to become a millionaire by age thirty.

In 1928, Tupper founded his first business, a landscaping and nursery enterprise called Tupper Tree Doctors, and in 1931 he married Marie Whitcomb. While his business and personal lives were taking shape, Tupper poured much of his passion into a notebook he used to sketch new ideas for inventions. Below a cartoon of another inventive genius, Thomas Jefferson, Tupper wrote: “DaVinci, Jefferson, Edison and a host of others are proof that an inventive, intuitive, enthusiastic and trained mind continues to experiment, study, search and develop along an entire line of human endeavor, conceiving developments in every field to which it turns.”

Long before Tupperware, the young inventor drew up “No Drip” ice-cream cones equipped with a gutter to catch the drippings and funnel them back into the cone. The “Dagger Comb” came with a clip to fit nicely on bathing suits. Tupper even devised a way to perform an appendectomy without leaving a scar. None of these inventions had the kind of mass appeal that could earn Earl Tupper a living, but he loved looking at how things worked and devising ways to make them work better.

The deepening Depression chipped away at people’s spirits and their businesses, however, and the malaise took a toll in Tupper’s hometown of Shirley, Massachusetts. People no longer had the disposable income to spend on trees and landscaping, and after a positive start, Tupper Tree Doctors went bankrupt in 1936. With his wife and young sons, Ronald and Myles, to support, Tupper decided to pursue his fortune in nearby Leominster, a town already known as America’s “Pioneer Plastics City.”

The year before, Tupper had been introduced to a man named Bernard Doyle, founder of DuPont’s plastics manufacturing division known as Viscoloid. Accepting a job there in 1937, Tupper started small, making sixty cents an hour in the company’s experiment and development department. Despite the meager wages, the experience he acquired from seasoned pros in the plastics business was invaluable. “That’s when my education really began,” he reflected.

After about a year, Tupper broke away from Viscoloid and founded his own industrial plastics company. To say the young entrepreneur was dedicated to the work is an understatement. According to an unpublished biographical sketch in Tupper’s papers, he “would often stay at the molding machine 22 hours per day, 2–5 days at a time, breaking only to eat and to sleep on a cot next to the machine.” During one stretch, he suffered a serious injury that almost cost him his sight in one eye.

With the onset of World War II in the following years, Tupper expanded his business, opening his first plant. Located in Farnumsville, Massachussets, Tupper Plastics sprawled forty-five thousand square feet and churned out parts for an array of wartime materials: jeeps, gas masks, and navy signal lamps. Three shifts of workers kept the molding machines humming away. It was a time of supply shortages, self-sacrifice, and Rosie the Riveter. As men streamed to war by the millions, American women entered the workforce out of necessity.
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With Robert Wise out of the picture, Brownie, Jerry, and Rose made their home at 845 North Melborn Street in Dearborn, Michigan, the Detroit suburb best known as the home of Henry Ford. A carpenter finished the attic so that Brownie could use it as both a bedroom and a sewing room, where she and her mother made all their own clothes. Rose liked to tend the large garden they planted in the lot next door, and often turned the rhubarb crop into wine. Young Jerry hated the smell, but during the war Rose could trade it for something they didn’t have, like butter, which was in short supply. Jerry passed the time in the basement, playing with the big train set he had situated on top of nine sheets of plywood.

In wartime, the family got rid of the sewing machines and turned the attic into bedrooms for airmen who needed a place to live. During the worst part of the war, their basement became a first-aid center for wounded soldiers, and the home next door, a hospital. During this time Brownie took a job as an executive secretary to the general manager at Bendix, the company manufacturing brakes and struts for the Avenger, a navy torpedo plane. Now on her own, Wise was stretching her wings in other ways, as well. Draftsmen were in short supply, so Wise studied drafting at Detroit City College and became proficient in mechanical drawing in a matter of weeks.
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Brownie Wise in her early days as a divorced executive secretary at Bendix, ca. 1947.









In the little spare time her schedule afforded, Brownie enjoyed playing the violin and sax and listening to patriotic songs. More often than not, though, in her rare moments of rest, she could be found in her favorite chair as she indulged in a more creative passion, writing.

Brownie’s thoughts on the life she aspired to lead appear in a notebook from the 1940s: “I was searching for a basic premise on which to plan my life. I was trying to piece together some of the many lessons I learned from my mother, my teachers, my ministers, old friends,” Wise wrote. “I wanted to work and expected to work hard to build a successful life. Not just money—but to be a success in dealing with people, bringing Jerry up and to find an inner sense of accomplishment. I was fiercely determined to draw a blueprint for this as I had done for my home. I wanted to be a successful human being.”

Her correspondence didn’t end with letters or personal journals. Wise also wrote an advice column in a local newspaper under the pen name Hibiscus, a favorite flower often found in the sunny reaches of Florida. With “something lovely on the radio awfully late,” she wrote, “I feel a writing jag coming to life.” As snowflakes “the size of silver dollars” drifted past her Melborn Street window, Hibiscus blossomed:


The earth holds its breath when it’s snowing as it is tonight—death could be no more quiet….Nor more beautiful, either. Even the swish of auto tires on the streets is muted, and people pass to and fro under the warm circle of street-light without making a sound. The evergreens, especially the long needled Scotch and Austrian pines, are already coated heavily—they look as though some giant hand had picked them up, and dipped them upside down in marshmallow frosting. I love walking in the new snow, before the dirge of snow shovels sets in—a form of conceit, I suppose, if you look deeply enough into it, to want to make tracks where none have been made before.



As Hibiscus, Wise commented on wartime strife: “I have despaired at each new war bulletin and prayed to God for something better for his children; I have watched the sun go down in a riot of breathless color, and seen the moon rise over the crest of a little hill, like a benediction to a day. I have done many things lately; life is full and rich and beautiful to your Hibiscus.”

In her fictional world, Wise created a devoted husband she named “Coeur” and a great palace of a home called Lovehaven. The Hibiscus letters foreshadow many of the techniques Wise would later use to inspire the Tupperware faithful by creating a kind of idealized, shared existence with her readers:


I thought, as I swung open the door, of what a grave responsibility Coeur had placed upon us who will live in this house. A haven of love it must always be. I stood a moment in the wide reception hall, thinking of the many feet that will tread those tiles, of the friends who would come bringing us cheer and gaiety, and a corner of my heart hoped that if any came in search of encouragement or happiness they would never fail to find it.



In real life, Wise had held a torch for a South Carolina doctor named Wade C. Marshall. On a mid-July night, with Pat, her Boston bull terrier, snoring at her side, she sat down at the typewriter. “Wade Dearest, a waning moon is caught in the tops of little elms down in the lower corner of my garden now,” Wise observed. “Is it the inference of the train whistle, I wonder, that brings you so close tonight? You might be sitting in that big chair over there by the window, with a pipe in your hand, for all the closeness I feel about you—and yet time and distance have taken away the certainty of what your smile is actually like.”

In the same letter, Wise praised her long-distance love as someone who would never have a “satisfied” life. “You’ll always be seeking the bit of life that’s just around the next curve in the road, and that’s how it should be,” Wise observed. “You not only dream but you seek—and consequently life will be very rich for you.”

Brownie might as well have been writing about herself here, and soon after, her own mix of curiosity and necessity inspired her to set out on a new path. Prevailing stereotypes about women, as well as her lack of formal education, could have tempered her ambition, but Brownie had a young son to support. “I’m going to be making a change in jobs in the first of the year,” Wise reported in one of her Hibiscus columns. “And I think I feel more enthusiastic about it than I have about anything.” She stood on the precipice of a life-changing career move that would make business history.
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In the spring of 1947, Brownie Wise’s dramatic life change arrived at the front door of her Dearborn home in the form of a Stanley Home Products sales rep who fumbled his pitch so badly that she remembered thinking, “I could do better than that.” The introduction—and the seed of ambition it planted—created the historic bridge between Wise and Frank Stanley Beveridge, the man credited with being the first to use the home-party plan as his primary sales strategy.

As the sales director of the Fuller Brush Company, Beveridge’s name had become synonymous with door-to-door selling in the early part of the twentieth century. Then, in 1933, fifty-four-year-old Beveridge founded Stanley Home Products, in part to create jobs for friends stuck in the throes of the Depression. The Stanley line included the Brown Beauty mop and an array of cleaners, detergents, and floor waxes—utilitarian products that appealed mainly to the American housewife. The first person to use home parties to sell Stanley products was a New Hampshire salesman who set up a card table at a customer’s home and, with the resident’s permission, invited other neighborhood women to come over and watch his demonstration. The simple concept brought the business to him, and it also appealed to homemakers who cherished some time away from children and chores. When Beveridge saw firsthand that the salesman’s home parties were the reason for such formidable sales numbers, he went back and told his employees, “We have to change.” At first, many salesmen resisted the idea of putting on parties and recruited their wives to help with that part of the business.

For Wise, a new career could not have come at a better time. The years of rationing and doing without during World War II had given way to a new American consumer culture. Across the country soldiers streamed home, settled down, and started building suburban neighborhoods and families. Rosie the Riveter, celebrated during the war, was now expected to resume her feminine role and let the men handle the heavy lifting. But in many cases, that quintessential American wartime woman had gotten a taste of what it was like to be out on her own, earning a little money and enjoying a few of the finer things it bought. In 1947, this was an apt description of the thirty-four-year-old divorcée Brownie Wise, an executive secretary now dabbling in sales.

At first, Wise saw Stanley as a way to supplement her secretarial income on evenings and weekends. In June 1947, she received her first Stanley Speaker’s kit and an outline of an effective-speaking course. “The voice exercise has practical value if you use it,” Stanley’s director of education advised. Wise already had public speaking experience thanks to the union rallies of her teenage years, and the confidence she had gained by persuading even the toughest crowds made talking to women about how Stanley products could make their homes more spic-and-span seem easy in comparison. Results soon followed, allowing her say good-bye to her wartime Bendix job for good and focus on Stanley’s demanding requirements.

Dealers like Wise were expected to fill out a daily report, including delivery-day Saturdays, that started at 8:30 each morning and ended “6 p.m. or later.” During specified blocks of time, dealers were asked: “Did you go prospecting? Did you put on a party? If so, how many did you book? Did you verify your parties? Anything else for Stanley?” Beveridge told his sales force that there were only two types of salesmen: “The man who plods along and by his own force gains mediocre success, and the man who keeps every channel for new ideas open, welcomes all suggestions from his own organization and other fields, and then profits from the other fellow’s experience. To which class do you belong?” Wise was no plodder; by 1948, she had risen through the ranks of the Michigan area, becoming manager of the so-called Triangle Unit.

Wise continued to learn the Frank Stanley Beveridge sales mantra and to correspond with the company’s director of education, Elmer Nyberg. He wrote back on letterhead from Stanley’s “Little Red School House.” “If you and I learn to fill each sixty seconds of the passing minutes with purposeful work,” Nyberg opined, “we will succeed beyond our dreams.” Extra effort, he told her, combined with a strong personality is the key to success. Wise internalized and expanded upon many of these concepts at Tupperware, including Nyberg’s five characteristics of a strong-willed person (whom he seemed to assume was a man):


He has a Love of Humanity = He loves people.




He has Warmth = He is not a “cold fish.”




He is Friendly = He is a friend. He gives out kindness. The way to have a friend is to be one.




He has Courage = He stands on his own feet. He works terribly hard and he keeps his mouth shut.




He is Genuine = He doesn’t deal in tricks. He is genuine in his dealings with people.



Nyberg also included seven ways “to make people like you.”


1. Make it a habit of being interested in other people

2. Smile. A true smile comes from within. Smile with your eyes.

3. Pronounce a man’s name as though it is the most important sound in the language.

4. Be a sympathetic, enthusiastic listener. Stimulate the other person to talk about himself.

5. Talk in terms of the other man’s interest and he will listen to you.

6. Make the other person feel important, not as a trick but sincerely.

7. Treat every person you meet as though he is a messenger from heaven.



The company had a Stanley prayer and, as a way to develop resourcefulness, encouraged employees to use their Sundays to “reproduce at home the central thought of the morning sermon.”

With the zeal of someone who had found a new religion, Brownie Wise soaked in all of these lessons and applied them to motivate her own sales force. In another practice she would amplify at Tupperware, Wise started producing a regular newsletter called the Go-Getter. “Anybody who works in the Triangle Unit is going to be a Go-Getter, who gets what he goes after,” Wise wrote to her team of dealers. “As a unit, we’re out for first place again; as a dealer you’re out for more parties, bigger weeks, fatter profits…or you’re part of the problem.”

One quote she used often in her newsletters came from J. G. Holland: “God gives every bird his food, but He does not throw it into the nest.” Wise wrote to Nyberg, sharing that she felt she had hit upon a key principle to motivating her sales force: “The secret of education lies in respecting the pupil.”

Wise lavished attention on big earners and high achievers and found a way to give recognition to new recruits. “Ray Arsenault and his Stanley case went to a party the other nite…his Michigan debut and they rang the bell with a quality party! Swell.” Wise punctuated many passages with a kind of calculated corniness. “Florence’s sales this week averaged almost $8.00 per person!” she gushed. “That’s real, honest-to-goodness sizzlemanship.”

Between the “swells” and “sizzles,” Wise was beginning to harness a concept that would bring her the devotion of thousands of Americans, women especially. The profits coming in from all the evening parties, Saturday deliveries, and Monday morning sales meetings were good, but for housewives used to an invisible role behind their breadwinning husbands, the recognition was even better. Wise seemed to use an intuitive balance of praise, motivation, and discipline.

“One half of knowing what you want is knowing what you must give up before you get it.” Wise told her go-getters, “40 hours a week will give you success: if you want a new fur coat, another room added to your house, a new car…the next step is filling a 40-hour week out on your yellow sheet, and following through.” At the beginning of each week Wise would decide who was go-getting and who needed some goading. “Monday morning—9:30 here at my house,” Wise instructed dealers in her newsletter. “See Grace with your fines if you’re late.”

Across Detroit, some members of Wise’s sales force who would go on to be major players with Tupperware were also getting their start by selling Stanley, including Rose Humphrey, Florence Zewicky, Peter and Elsie Block, and Dorothy Shannon and her nephew Gary McDonald. For McDonald, the Stanley job provided a way to make money while he was still in school. He helped his aunt fill orders and delivered them to the homes of party hostesses. Afterward, Shannon would collect the money paid by party guests and then go home and count the take into two piles. One, covering the cost of acquiring the goods, would go into her business account. Shannon took what was left of the profits and deposited that into her personal account. The industrious teen McDonald saw his aunt do this week in and week out and asked if he could be a dealer. “Sure,” she told him, “but you’ll have to book [arrange] your own parties.”

A month shy of his sixteenth birthday, Gary McDonald held his first Stanley party, in suburban Detroit. In time, McDonald saw success as a Stanley dealer, selling the complete line to homemakers all over town, who took to calling him “Mister Stanley.” McDonald as a dealer and his aunt Dorothy Shannon as a manager both eventually took their place on the roster of star Stanley manager Brownie Wise. Now that they all knew how to put on successful home parties and motivate others to do the same, the stage was set for a new home-sale product to come in and transform their lives.
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The end of the war gave Earl Tupper an opportunity to sink his money into all sorts of surplus at fire-sale rates. However, the nagging shortage of raw materials did not subside as quickly. Plastic resins—one of the cornerstone materials Tupper needed for manufacturing—were still hard to come by or subject to a steep markup. “Sorry, there’s just not enough to go around and there’s nothing we can do about it,” a Bakelite representative told him. “Well, in that case, what else have you got?” Tupper asked. “You must have something kicking around.”

“As a matter of fact, we do,” the rep conceded. What he handed Tupper was a smelly glob of greasy, rubbery, black slag. “We have tons of this stuff sitting around and we don’t know what to do with it,” the rep told Tupper. “You can have all of it you want.”

The substance was polyethylene, a smelting waste product. During the war, both the British and the United States had used it in radar installations and as a way to protect weapons from the elements. In peacetime, companies like DuPont and Bakelite had no use for it. However, in this worthless glob of waste product, this smelly slag, Earl Tupper saw an opportunity.
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Earl Silas Tupper, inventor of Tupperware.









Earl Tupper wrote to one of his early ad men, J. C. Healy, about why polyethylene had so much potential: “With the end of the war it was another young veteran that had accelerated from childhood to a fighting job. It had done its job well, but like all young vets returning from the wars it had never had civilian adult experience.” Tupper saw the economic possibilities of developing polyethylene “as a civilian.” But transforming it into something new and revolutionary would take a great deal of time, dedication, and know-how.

As a manufacturer of plastic products, Tupper was looking for something that would hold up better than the generally brittle plastic products. During wartime, polyethylene had shown that it did not give off odors or other chemicals harmful to food, even when exposed to highly acidic agents like lemon juice or vinegar. But in its wartime form, the dark clump would hardly appeal to homemakers. It would take months of experimentation, patience, and refinement before Tupper found his solution.

After months of sample testing, he hit on what he thought was the correct balance of temperature and pressure. Now the polyethylene could be flowed into a variety of shapes and sizes with the appropriate thickness. Unlike other, more fragile, plastics of the day, it was flexible and didn’t break or chip. Tupper also devised a precise system of adding colored dyes to give his new translucent product attractive pastel tones. This was something new and different—a polished, waxy, upscale plastic that needed a name to reflect its inventor’s swagger. Tupper called it “Poly-T: Material of the Future.” By itself, Poly-T would still not solve the problem of how to keep food fresh longer than the shower caps and tin foil that women were using at the time to prolong the life of leftovers in the icebox.

Tupper got the idea for his next great invention from a paint-can lid. He realized that he could take the flexible Poly-T material and manufacture covers that fit tightly on top of metal cans. But finding a way to make the lids fit on top of his narrow-lipped, flexible, Poly-T plastic bowls took more work. On June 2, 1947, Tupper filed a patent application for the “E. S. Tupper Open Mouth Container and Nonsnap type of Closure Therefor.” In a series of eight now-classic drawings, Tupper outlined the noiseless and non-snapping
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