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Introduction

Polo Ralph Lauren Corporation stands as one of the most iconic and enduring symbols
of American style and entrepreneurial ambition. Founded in 1967 by a Bronx-born
designer with a distinct vision, the company has evolved from a modest line of
neckties into a global powerhouse at the intersection of fashion, lifestyle, and culture.
Over the course of more than half a century, Ralph Lauren’s relentless pursuit of
excellence and timelessness has given rise to a constellation of brands and products
that define and continually reshape contemporary luxury.

This book offers a comprehensive exploration of Polo Ralph Lauren Corp., chronicling
not just the rise of the company and its visionary founder, but also the profound
impact the brand has had on American fashion and the global marketplace. It traces
the company’s trajectory from its humble beginnings in New York City to its current
standing as an S&P 500 enterprise, examining the key milestones, creative decisions,
and strategic pivots that shaped its destiny. From bold, wide ties that contravened the
trends of the 1960s, to the emblematic polo shirts and lifestyle campaigns that came
to epitomize aspirational living, every chapter reveals how ingenuity and design can
transform not only wardrobes, but also collective imagination.

Through each era of its history, Polo Ralph Lauren Corp. has navigated a changing
fashion landscape with poise and adaptability, expanding well beyond apparel into
fragrance, accessories, home furnishings, and even hospitality. Its brand
universe—marked by themes of old-world aristocracy, Americana, and adventure—has
been meticulously cultivated through visionary advertising, strategic global expansion,
and an unwavering commitment to quality. The company has set new standards in
lifestyle branding, influencing generations of consumers and competitors alike.

The present moment finds Ralph Lauren Corporation both at the height of its global
influence and at a crossroads defined by new opportunities and formidable challenges.
Evolving consumer expectations, the rapid digitization of retail, and increasing
demand for sustainability require continual innovation and self-reinvention. Yet,
anchored by its heritage and guided by the founder’s enduring ethos, the company
continues to move boldly into new markets and technologies—expanding its reach in
Asia and Europe, growing digital commerce, and advancing its sustainability agenda
with an eye toward long-term relevance.

Over the following chapters, this book will delve into the strategies, cultures, and
market forces that have shaped Polo Ralph Lauren Corp.'s history and continue to
chart its future. Readers will gain a deeper appreciation for the company’s business
model, its creative leadership, its triumphs and setbacks, and the broader socio-
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economic currents that have shaped the American fashion industry at large.

Above all, the story of Polo Ralph Lauren Corp. is a testament to the transformative
power of vision, perseverance, and authenticity. It is a narrative that not only
illuminates the making of an American company, but also reflects the spirit of
innovation and reinvention that remains essential in the world of modern business.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of a Vision: Ralph Lauren’s
Early Years

The story of Polo Ralph Lauren Corporation begins not in the hallowed halls of Parisian
couture or the bustling ateliers of Milan, but in the gritty, vibrant landscape of the
Bronx, New York. It was here, on October 14, 1939, that Ralph Lifshitz, the future
fashion mogul, was born to Frank and Frieda Lifshitz, Jewish immigrants from Belarus.
Ralph was the youngest of four children, growing up in modest circumstances, often
sharing a single bedroom with his two brothers. Despite the humble beginnings, Ralph
Lauren would later describe his childhood as happy, filled with the seeds of creativity
nurtured by his father, a house painter who also harbored artistic ambitions as an
actor and writer of Yiddish theater.

From an early age, it was clear that young Ralph possessed a distinctive eye for style,
a trait that stood out even in his teenage years. While other boys might have been
content with typical attire, Ralph was already known at school for his penchant for
expensive suits, earning the money for them by selling ties to his classmates. His
fashion sensibilities were shaped by the silver screen, where he found endless
inspiration in the timeless elegance of Hollywood icons like Fred Astaire and Cary
Grant. This immersion in the fantasy world of cinema and his natural inclination
towards classic preppy wear and vintage looks would prove foundational to his later
design philosophy, focusing on longevity and enduring style rather than fleeting
trends.

Life in the Bronx, however, presented its own set of challenges. The surname Lifshitz
often led to teasing and ridicule, a burden that Ralph and his brother Jerry ultimately
decided to shed. At the age of 16, they legally changed their last name to Lauren, a
decision that, for Ralph, symbolized not just a change of identity but a conscious step
towards forging a different path. This early act of self-reinvention foreshadowed a
career built on shaping perceptions and crafting aspirational narratives.

After graduating from DeWitt Clinton High School, Lauren pursued his interest in
business, enrolling in Baruch College in Manhattan. He spent two years studying
business at night while working various sales jobs by day. This practical experience,
coupled with his academic pursuits, provided him with an understanding of commerce
that would be vital to his entrepreneurial journey. However, the structured world of
academia eventually proved less compelling than the allure of the fashion industry.

In 1962, at the age of 23, Lauren’s path took a brief detour when he was drafted into
the U.S. Army. He served for two years, an experience that, while seemingly unrelated
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to fashion, undoubtedly contributed to his discipline and determination. Upon his
return in 1964, he married Ricky Anne Loew-Beer, and the couple would go on to have
three children. With his military service behind him, Lauren re-entered the civilian
workforce, taking a sales position at Brooks Brothers, a venerable American men's
clothing brand. This role provided him with valuable insights into the retail landscape
and the intricacies of selling menswear, further fueling his growing desire to create
something of his own.

It was during his time as a salesman for Rivetz, a necktie company, that Ralph
Lauren’s vision truly began to coalesce. He observed the prevailing trends in men's
ties—typically narrow and conventional—and found them uninspiring. Driven by a
burgeoning creative impulse, he started to envision neckwear that was bolder, wider,
and more expressive. He wasn't content with simply selling what was available; he
wanted to design what he believed should be available. This conviction led him to
approach the president of Beau Brummell, another tie manufacturer, with a
proposition: allow him to design his own line of men's ties. It was a daring move for a
young man with limited formal design training, but Lauren possessed an unwavering
belief in his aesthetic.

In 1967, at the age of 28, with a $50,000 loan from his brother, Ralph Lauren officially
launched The Ralph Lauren Corporation. His initial product? A line of wide and
distinctive ties, a direct rebellion against the prevailing skinny tie trend of the 1960s.
He marketed these ties under the name "Polo." The choice of this name was a
deliberate one, inspired by his interest in sports and the refined, sophisticated image
associated with the game of polo. Lauren himself admitted he had never even seen
the sport played, but the name evoked the aspirational lifestyle he aimed to capture.
He humorously remarked to TIME magazine that he "couldn't call it Basketball."

These innovative ties, a testament to Lauren's early vision, quickly found an audience.
He began by selling them from a single drawer in a showroom in the Empire State
Building, even making his own deliveries. The immediate success of these wider,
bolder ties laid the crucial groundwork for the expansive empire that Polo Ralph
Lauren would eventually become. It demonstrated that there was a market for his
unique aesthetic—an aesthetic rooted in classic elegance, aspirational living, and a
distinctly American point of view. It was a humble beginning for a company that would
soon redefine luxury and lifestyle.
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