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CHAPTER 1

EARLY YEARS

1939—1970
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Ralph Lauren poses with an assortment of ties from his A/W collection, 1967.





A BOY FROM THE BRONX

Some American stories begin not with inheritance, but with imagination. They build slowly, detail by detail, shaped by what is noticed rather than owned. This man’s early years were a study in quiet observation, where Saturday matinées, sporting heroes and the understated polish of Brooks Brothers began to coalesce into something personal and precise.

Ralph Lifshitz was born in October 1939, the youngest of four children, in the shadow of the Great Depression and on the brink of a world war. His parents, Frank and Frieda Lifshitz, were Jewish immigrants from Pinsk, then part of the Second Polish Republic and now Belarus. His father painted houses by trade, though he took greater pride in mural work, hand-painted trompe l’œil and floral motifs that brightened the lobbies of apartment buildings. “My father was an artist,” Ralph would later write. “But he had a family to feed.”

Their rented apartment, just down the road from the Bronx Botanical Gardens, was modest but orderly. There was little space and few luxuries, but resourcefulness filled the gaps. As the youngest of three brothers, Ralph wore clothes that were rarely new, but this did not concern him. He liked the sense of history they carried, the idea that something could be worn again and made different.

As he entered his teenage years, Ralph did not see himself as especially artistic or fashionable. His world revolved around sports, and he idolized Joe DiMaggio and Mickey Mantle for their easy charisma. At DeWitt Clinton High School, a vast all-boys public institution with thousands of students, the crush of crowded classrooms became a backdrop for a different kind of expression. Ralph began to define himself through what he wore. He and his brother Jerry became known for their appearance, scouring thrift shops and army and navy surplus stores for cast-off pieces. Those excursions were formative: they taught Ralph to recognize quality and to combine pieces.

For him, style was not rebellion but strategy: a subtle means of standing apart in a city that too easily blurred young men into anonymity. While other boys emulated Elvis Presley in T-shirts and pegged jeans, Ralph leaned towards a more collegiate sensibility. He wore button-down shirts, crew-neck sweaters and duffle coats with toggle fasteners. The look had nothing to do with money – and everything to do with taste.

The Lifshitz name, however, was not so easy to wear. It was often the butt of jokes, with “Life-shits” being the inevitable schoolyard insult. In a post-war America hungry for assimilation, it distinguished the boys in a way they did not want. Jerry changed his surname first, choosing “Lauren” for its clean consonants and Anglo-American smoothness. Ralph followed shortly after. No one quite remembers where the name came from, but it stuck and it suited. In time, their older brother Larry adopted it too.

With the new name came the suggestion of possibility. Ralph began to imagine lives beyond the borders of his own. Saturday matinées at the Paradise Theater offered more than escape; they were a form of instruction. Cary Grant became a touchstone. In The Philadelphia Story, Grant’s wardrobe, impeccable yet effortless, left an impression that would outlast the plot. And it wasn’t just the suits, it was how he inhabited them.


[image: Two men in jackets worn over tucked-in shirts.]


Two Columbia University students outside the university entrance, wearing collegiate style, 1962.



He appreciated Sinatra’s swing and Gary Cooper’s stoicism, but it was Grant who offered a model for elegance as a form of character. Ralph would later recall copying his every detail, even powdering his temples to mimic Grant’s greying hair.

The summers brought fresh influences. Ralph worked as a waiter at Camp Roosevelt in the Catskills, where he was surrounded by boys who carried a different kind of confidence. They came from well-off families, wore penny loafers and spoke easily about prep schools and country clubs. He watched and absorbed. As the summers passed, he took on more responsibility, becoming a counsellor and eventually leading one of the teams in the camp’s spirited color war competitions. For a boy from the Bronx, this was more than a camp ritual. It was an early sign that he could move between worlds – and begin to imagine a place for himself in a world that was not his own.


[image: James Stewart and Cary Grant stand wearing suits and ties talking to Ruth Hussey seated near them, in a skirt and a jacket.]


James Stewart, Cary Grant and Ruth Hussey in The Philadelphia Story, 1940.



During their final year at DeWitt Clinton, the yearbook asked each student to declare their future ambition. Many wrote practical things like doctor, lawyer or teacher. Ralph chose a single word. It wasn’t modest. It wasn’t vague. It read: “Millionaire”.

In the late 1950s, Ralph Lauren rode the subway from the Bronx down into Manhattan, heading for night classes at the City College of New York. The campus on 23rd & Lexington was practical, not picturesque. There were no Gothic arches or manicured lawns, no cloisters to wander while pondering literature. For Ralph, his education wasn’t in the lecture halls but in the shops along Madison Avenue.

On evenings when lectures let out early, he walked the stretch between 44th and 60th Street, a strip that offered an unofficial syllabus on American menswear. Brooks Brothers was the gold standard: austere but assured, offering three-button sack suits, Oxford cloth shirts and regimental ties with the weight of establishment behind them. Paul Stuart felt more continental, flirtatious even, with bold colours and fine finishing. Sulka was hushed, old-world, specializing in dressing gowns and accessories for men of quiet means. Dunhill exuded English discretion.

Ralph studied how mannequins were posed, how garments were lit, how even the smallest objects such as collar stays, handkerchiefs and glove forms were arranged. He noted how jackets were paired with scarves, how trousers met shoes, how shirts were stacked in perfect symmetry. “I just got it,” he later told W magazine. “They were selling a world.”

He worked part-time at Allied Stores, using his wages to shop with purpose rather than excess. His wardrobe was modest in size, yet every piece was selected with care, tailored to fit, and worn with intent. When Ralph took a job at Brooks Brothers, he was no longer just a customer. He had become part of the machinery of American menswear. There, he paid close attention – to the clothes and to the men who wore them. These were customers who cared about lapel width, monograms and the placement of a ticket pocket.

His formal academic pursuits, by contrast, lacked focus. He drifted away from classes, eventually leaving college before graduation. What followed was a two-year stint in the Army Reserve, including six months stationed at Fort Dix in New Jersey. The military did not suit him. The uniforms were too prescriptive, the hierarchies too rigid. Even so, it imposed a structure on his days, and a space in which to consider what might come next.

Back in New York in 1962, he found work at Meyers Make, a glove manufacturer. The work was manual and behind the scenes, far from glamorous, but it gave him a front-row view of fashion’s supply chain. Ralph, who had grown up crafting fantasy from scraps, was keen to learn more about how things got made. Eventually, he moved into sales, carrying boxes of gloves from shop to shop across the city.

Then came a turn. A Boston-based tie company called Rivetz took him on as a salesman. Rivetz was conservative, rooted in tradition. Its ties were tasteful, narrow and understated, the kind favoured by Boston bankers or professors of history. Ralph played along, though he began to wonder whether the category could offer greater personality. It was around this time that he began sketching his own tie designs: wider, more dramatic, made from unusual fabrics.

In early 1964, Ralph Lauren appeared in Daily News Record under the headline “The Professional Touch”. The piece described his “country gentleman flair”, noting the wide-lapelled jackets, corduroy trousers and the British roadster he used for sales calls. It was, by all accounts, unusual for a salesman to make fashion headlines. But Ralph didn’t look like other salesmen. He looked like the idea he was already selling.

At Rivetz, Ralph Lauren presented his ideas, but these were dismissed. Mel Friedman, Rivetz’s son-in-law and de facto creative director, told him: “Nobody designs ties”, echoing the industry’s view that design was for couture, not neckwear.

Tired of taking no for an answer, Ralph began moonlighting his vision, producing samples on his own time using fabrics sourced from remnant warehouses and mills that still had rolls of discontinued stock. He paid out of pocket, occasionally tapping friends for favours. The designs were unusual: ties made from upholstery jacquard, printed silks, English rep stripes scaled for drama. He knew he couldn’t wait for approval. He would make his own opportunity.

He approached a man named Norman Hilton, the third generation in a family business that manufactured and sold menswear known for its quality and style. Though his label embodied Ivy League conventions, Hilton had a nose for talent and a gambler’s instinct. Ralph offered not a business plan but a point of view. He didn’t have credentials, but he had conviction. Hilton agreed to back the venture with a $50,000 investment and access to his tailoring facilities.


[image: Gary Cooper stands in a smoke-filled space, in a jacket, bowtie, and a hat. His thumbs are hooked to his belt on both sides of the buckle.]


Gary Cooper in Man of the West, 1958.



The name came next. Ralph settled on “Polo”, to evoke sport, heritage and a certain rarified life. He printed it on business cards so spare they seemed almost cryptic: white card, black type and nothing more than the word. Buyers arrived for appointments asking for “Mr. Polo”.


[image: Ralph Lauren stands with his hands inside the trouser pockets amidst racks of sweaters.]


Ralph Lauren at the Polo boutique at Bloomingdale’s, 1967.



With the name in place, he set about building something enduring. From a small, windowless office in the Empire State Building, he designed ties, packed shipments, made calls and handled invoices. His work didn’t appeal to everyone. Many retailers found them too unconventional, and at $10 or more, far too expensive when most ties sold for half the price. But to Ralph, they were more than accessories. They marked the beginning of a new way to dress, and to be seen.

Recognition came. As Daily News Record would later write in 1968, Ralph’s ties “carried the weight of fantasy.” A meeting with Bloomingdale’s followed, but the department store laid down conditions. It would carry his ties only if he put them under the Bloomingdale’s label and
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