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Gerald Lewis

Life is a cumulative experience. The things we do along the way are influenced by what happened before. I probably would not have been able to recognize and act on the opportunities I saw developing in convenience retailing at the beginning of my consulting career, if I had not been involved with product manufacturing and marketing--and general management--for the previous 20 years. (As a matter of fact, if I had known 30 years ago what I know now about how hard it is to be successful in it, I probably wouldn’t have gone into the consulting and design business!) 

I was born and grew up in England and lived and went to school in London throughout World War II. My family was in the ladies hosiery business. The factory was commandeered in the war and the DeHavilland Mosquito, one of the planes that helped win the Battle of Britain, was designed there. I joined the business straight out of school and worked in the factory and then moved into merchandising and selling. 

I had visited and fallen in love with the U.S. and, shortly after we were married, Carole and I moved from London to Indianapolis so I could take a job with a relative, also in the hosiery business. I soon became very active in the National Association of Hosiery Manufacturers here. A little while later, the mini skirt was born and, with so much leg showing, the idea became clear to me that hosiery should become a fashion item, rather than an invisible, virtually cosmetic, leg covering; however, the dates for the hosiery market weeks, when buyers from all over the country came to New York on buying trips, were wrong for a fashion business.

So, using my hosiery association connections, I led a movement to change these dates so they would be the same as for all the fashion markets. Within a year, we succeeded--and changed the pattern of buying for the whole hosiery industry from that date forward. This was truly an idea whose time had come. Within a short while, I had been recruited to head and build another hosiery company and, soon after that, I became chairman of NAHM. I learned that you could do almost anything if you set your mind to it.

Since all these efforts were resulting in hosiery becoming truly accepted as a fashion item, I then had the idea that it should be designed by known fashion designers. As a result, I recruited and worked with some of the world’s leading couturiers and created a new high-fashion hosiery brand.
This gave me the opportunity to see, at first hand, what it takes, in terms of commitment, to reach the very top. Emilio Pucci was from an impoverished aristocratic Italian family. He was a racing-car driver, a bomber pilot, a champion skier and a member of the Italian Senate. In fact, designing his own skiing outfits led directly to his becoming probably the most famous jet-set designer of his time and this, in turn, enabled him to earn enough to refurbish the Palazzo Pucci in Florence, which was in total disrepair--and to own a yacht on which Princess Margaret was a frequent guest. He was a genius and one of the most charming people I have ever met. I worked with him on developing a line of Pucci printed hosiery. Later, he and I tried to get some Houston developers to buy into his concept for an ecologically friendly shopping center, The developers’ wives loved Emilio, but their husbands didn’t like the financials. It was a good idea, but its time had not yet come.

Today, I continue to get a kick out of seeing some of my other merchandising ideas that are still going strong. For example, fishnet hosiery had always had to be made with ugly seams up the back and was used primarily in stage musical productions. Sensing an unfilled consumer demand if the seam could be eliminated, I found a way to make it seamlessly and it is still a hot fashion style today. I also conceived the idea of printing pretty patterns and nursery rhyme characters on the plastic outer liners of baby diapers. We successfully test marketed a diaper line called “Sitting Pretty” and then found out just how tough it is to try to compete for shelf space with Procter & Gamble! While Sitting Pretty is long gone, guess who is using the printed nursery rhyme patterns today?

These, and other experiences in marketing products (such as sound modification equipment, designed by a top British rock group, who once introduced me as their lead singer to a cheering mob waiting as we exited an elevator in Hamburg, Germany) have taught me some of the realities of the marketplace. It’s tough. A good idea is only one part of it. Unlimited cash helps. As Thomas Edison said, “Genius is 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration.”


