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Introduction

Ross Stores Inc.: The Story of An American Company traces the remarkable journey of
a small, family-operated department store into one of today’s leading off-price
retailers in the United States. Against a backdrop of shifting consumer preferences
and intense competition, Ross has continuously redefined its business to meet the
needs of American shoppers. With an unwavering commitment to delivering brand-
name merchandise at deeply discounted prices, the company has carved out a lasting
place in the country’s retail landscape.

The origins of Ross Stores are humble: from a single shop in Pacifica, California,
opened by Morris Ross in 1950, to a mid-century chain serving local families in the Bay
Area. Over the decades, Ross Stores transformed through daring reinvention and
strategic vision, notably with its pivotal switch to the off-price format in 1982. This
decision proved foundational, laying the groundwork for extraordinary expansion and
financial growth, as Ross became a household name across states far beyond its San
Francisco roots.

Key to Ross’s enduring success has been a disciplined, nimble business model. Expert
buying teams, an efficient supply chain, minimal-frills operations, and a value-centric
philosophy all support its mission: to offer desirable, on-trend merchandise at a
fraction of regular retail prices. This approach has enabled Ross Stores to not only
survive but thrive amid periods of economic uncertainty, evolving consumer trends,
and technological disruption. Today, the company’s two major brands—Ross Dress for
Less and dd’s DISCOUNTS—are pillars of the American off-price segment, appealing to
a broad array of price-conscious shoppers.

Alongside financial achievements and operational acumen, Ross Stores has remained
vigilant about its responsibilities as a corporate citizen. A focus on empowering
associates, supporting communities, operating sustainably, and upholding ethical
business practices forms the backbone of its approach to leadership and growth.
These commitments are not only vital to the company’s reputation but also integral to
its ongoing success in the rapidly changing retail environment.

This book provides an in-depth look at Ross Stores Inc.—exploring its people, products,
and practices from inception to the present day. We will uncover the unique details of

its journey, analyze the factors behind its competitive edge, and assess the challenges
and opportunities facing the company as it charts an ambitious course for the future.

Through a blend of historical narrative and business insight, Ross Stores Inc.: The
Story of An American Company seeks to illuminate how an enterprise born from
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modest beginnings became a retail powerhouse—and what its story can teach us
about American business, innovation, and the ever-evolving world of commerce.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Early Days: Morris Ross and the
San Francisco Bay Area Roots

The story of Ross Stores Inc. begins not in the bustling outlets of today, but in a
modest department store in California in the mid-20th century. The year was 1950
when Morris "Morrie" Ross, a man with a keen eye for business and a relentless work
ethic, opened the doors to the first Ross Department Store. This inaugural location was
situated on San Mateo Avenue in San Bruno, California.

Morris Ross was no stranger to hard work or the intricacies of commerce. Born in
Ocean Park in 1909 and raised in San Rafael, he had an early brush with the working
world that underscored his determination. After serving in the Army's Quartermaster
Corps during World War Il, where he likely honed his organizational skills, he even
ventured into building a bean-processing plant in San Francisco's Mission District.

It was with capital borrowed from his family that Morris Ross embarked on his retail
journey in 1950. His vision for the Ross Department Store was clear: to offer a variety
of goods to the local community. His son, Stuart Ross, would later recount with a touch
of amusement that the initial inventory even included rather antiquated items like
spats, suggesting a store that aimed to cater to a diverse range of needs and tastes,
perhaps reflecting the era's broader department store model.

Morris Ross himself was the engine driving this early venture. He was known for his
incredible dedication, reportedly working 85 hours a week. This immense commitment
meant he personally handled virtually every aspect of the business, from the crucial
task of buying merchandise to the meticulous details of bookkeeping. Such
comprehensive control over operations allowed him to run an exceptionally profitable
enterprise, so much so that even financial institutions like Dun & Bradstreet found his
bottom line almost unbelievable given the store's size and local population. His secret,
as his son revealed, was simply "total control."

For nearly a decade, Morris Ross nurtured his single store. In 1958, however, he
decided to shift his focus, selling the Ross Department Store to William Isackson.
Morris Ross then transitioned into residential and commercial real estate
development, primarily in San Mateo County, where he built custom-designed single-
family homes.

Under William Isackson's ownership, the Ross Department Store began to expand its

footprint within the San Francisco Bay Area. Isackson grew the company to a modest
chain of six stores. These locations were strategically placed in various communities
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around the Bay, including San Bruno, Pacifica, Novato, Vacaville, Redwood City, and
Castro Valley. This period saw Ross operating as a small, family-owned junior
department store chain, serving its local communities for over two decades.

Throughout these years, the stores maintained a traditional department store format,
offering a range of products typical of such establishments at the time. The focus was
on providing merchandise for the entire family, appealing to the general needs of the
middle-income households in the Bay Area. It was a comfortable, familiar model, far

removed from the high-volume, off-price giant Ross Stores would eventually become.

The business model was straightforward: acquiring inventory through conventional
wholesale channels and selling it at standard retail markups. While successful in its
own right, this approach limited the scale and reach of the company. The chain
remained localized, catering to a steady but regional customer base within the
confines of the San Francisco Bay Area. There was no aggressive expansion beyond
California's borders, nor was there the distinct, high-discount identity that would later
define Ross.

This era, while foundational, represented a different kind of retail landscape—one
where local department stores still held significant sway in communities. It was a time
before the widespread proliferation of large discount chains and the aggressive pursuit
of off-price strategies. Ross Department Store, in its early incarnation, was a reflection
of this simpler, more community-centric retail environment.

The operations were likely hands-on, much like Morris Ross's initial approach, though
perhaps with a slightly larger team to manage the multiple locations. Inventory
management would have been less complex than the intricate logistics required for a
national off-price retailer. The focus would have been on consistent stock, reliable
customer service, and maintaining a solid reputation within each neighborhood store.

The growth from one store to six under William Isackson was a testament to the
viability of the junior department store concept in these communities. It showed that
there was a consistent demand for a convenient, local source of apparel and
household goods. These early stores, with their familiar layouts and predictable
offerings, built a loyal customer base over time, establishing the Ross name in the Bay
Area.

However, the retail world was on the cusp of significant change. Economic shifts,
evolving consumer habits, and the emergence of new business models would soon
challenge traditional department stores. While the initial decades of Ross Department
Store provided a stable foundation, the stage was being set for a dramatic
transformation, one that would redefine the company's identity and propel it onto a
much larger stage. The roots were firmly planted, but the tree was about to be
reshaped.
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