
Jack Mitchell ’61 looks up from a conversa-
tion as an irrepressible saleswoman bursts
into his office with a story she can’t resist

telling at that very moment. A local woman, not some-
one who shops a great deal, was astonished when a
limo showed up at her door, courtesy of her husband.
The driver escorted her to Mitchells of Westport,
where—as her husband had requested—she chose a
cocktail dress for dinner and an outfit of her choice
(she selected an Armani). She had just left the store for
further indulgences with a massage and hairstyling.
Nothing like this had ever happened to the woman be-
fore, exclaimed the sales associate, as she headed out
the door.

“Gail started three years ago with one year of retail
experience,” Mitchell said. “Now she is a $2-million-plus
seller who handles 200 clients. There aren’t many stores
in the whole world that have $2-million sellers.”

Welcome to Mitchells on the Boston Post Road, an
institution in Connecticut’s Fairfield County and one of
a dying breed of major independent clothing retailers.
Mitchells, however, is anything but dying, with more
than $50 million in sales last year. Jack Mitchell is the
chief executive officer and looks the part: tall, athletic,
impeccably groomed, and with an affability that could
hardly fail to appeal to his power-broker clientele.  A for-
mer high school football star, he appears to be a perfect
fusion of personality and purpose, but it wasn’t always
so. When he left Wesleyan this student of Mandarin
headed for Berkeley to obtain a master’s degree in
Chinese history, and if his career wasn’t completely
mapped out, he was sure that one destination was off the
map—the family business in Westport.

Back then, Mitchells was not exactly an irresistible
beacon. His father, an ulcer-plagued refugee from the
advertising rat race in New York, had opened a store in
1958 about half a mile from the current location. The
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Jack Mitchell ’61 poses on the elegant stairway in Richards of
Greenwich, opened as a companion store to the company’s
flagship store in Westport, Connecticut.
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From humble beginnings selling sweaters 

at Wesleyan fraternities, Mitchells of Westport
has become a landmark of Connecticut’s 
Gold Coast. Jack Mitchell ’61 talks about 

succeeding in business with style.

            



elder Mitchell had been thinking about relocating to
Florida, but his wife inhaled a whiff of the future when
the spouse of a relocated Mobil executive asked her
where to buy clothes for her husband and sons. The
Mitchells stayed put and began business with a hand-
ful of $65 suits and $10 ties in what had been a small
plumbing supply showroom.

Jack Mitchell remembers the early days when his
family would bring a station wagon full of sweaters up
to Wesleyan on weekends. “We’d go to fraternity hous-
es to sell. In those days students all wore jackets to din-
ner. We dressed up more.”

By age 30 he had acquired business experience
with the New England Institute for Medical Research
and perhaps more important, was struggling to pay the
bills for his wife and four young sons. When his broth-
er asked him to join the prospering family business, he
agreed, but without much conviction.

“I didn’t think I’d like the business at all,” he says.
“But I loved it from the start.”

Before long, as a Wall Street Journal writer noted in
a 1999 column about Mitchells, the rat race came to
them. In nearby Stamford a Swiss bank built the
world’s largest trading floor; GE and IBM became
neighbors. Media and entertainment businesses spilled
out from New York. 

As Fairfield County transmuted to Connecticut’s
Gold Coast, Mitchells acquired a spacious new loca-
tion suitable for menswear labels such as Ermenegildo
Zegna, Giorgio Armani, Brioni, Canali, and Joseph

Abboud—suits that go for $1,000 and up—way up. The
demand for a high-end wardrobe is driven by Wall
Street types for whom clothing is an element in the
competitive arsenal. The Mitchells are well aware that
these individuals can shop just as easily on Savile Row,
Via Montenapoleone or Fifth Avenue. Classy clothes
are not enough.

“Our customers are thirsty for extraordinary serv-
ice,” Mitchell says. The staff is geared to meet the needs
of customers such as the executive who bought two
suits and needed them ready the same day for a trip to
Europe. With a 23-person tailoring department led by
an Italian master tailor, the staff had the suits ready on
time, but their focus on the customer went further. The
sales associate noticed that it was the executive’s birth-
day, and when he later sat down to a meeting, he felt an
envelope in his pocket and pulled out a birthday card.

A database with detailed information about 50,000
clients lies at the heart of Mitchells customer-service
operation. The Mitchells know every item their cus-
tomers have ever purchased, as well as nicknames, hob-
bies, and anything else that will help the sales staff
maintain personal connections. When a busy execu-
tive calls ahead to arrange a visit, sales associates put
out a selection of clothes based on the customer’s
known preferences and past purchases. All that’s re-
quired of the customer is a nod.

“We hug our customers and they hug us,” Mitchell
says. “We sign thousands of personal notes a year. We
call people when we have something new to show
them.”

For those who want to become more knowledge-
able about their attire, Mitchells produces clothing
magazines where one may learn, for instance, that
cashmere comes from goats combed by hand to pro-
duce fibers that are readied for hand-knitting in a te-
dious, labor-intensive process. Up to four miles of yarn
go into one fine cashmere sweater. It takes a single
Tibetan goat four years to grow enough fleece for just
one sweater, ten years for a full-length overcoat. The
Italians and Scots are said to produce the best cash-
mere. Knowing that may or may not stop one’s jaw
from dropping at the $2,125 tag on an Avon Celli 24-ply
hand-knit cashmere sweater that weighs four pounds.

The business is family-run, with Mitchell’s wife,
Linda, four sons, and brother all involved. Jack sets the
tone by walking the floor with a tape measure draped
around his neck and shoulders: a subtle reminder that
no one in the organization is too highly placed to work
one-on-one with a customer. 

“One of our golden rules is that everyone works on
the floor, especially on Saturdays,” says Mitchell. “We
do 45 percent of our business on Saturdays when it’s

wall-to-wall people.” Free cups of coffee and a wide-
screen television for any kids in tow are added touches.

Lately, the staff has been dispensing advice about
casual office wear that would have been unthinkable a
few years ago. Fewer sales of suits mean more of sport
coats and sweaters, so business hasn’t evaporated, but
if the trend to casual turns out to be just the latest dis-
appearing fad, Mitchell won’t be sorry.

“The top people hated it from the start,” he says.
“Ask them why they went casual; the answer is they
had to because of tremendous competition for techno-
logically savvy young people.

“We’ve seen a dramatic shift just recently as the
dot-com world has come apart. People are dressing a lit-
tle more seriously. They’re looking for jobs and realiz-
ing that business is serious. Clothes do have an effect
on communication.

“I still believe in first impressions,” he asserts. “You
can’t be sloppy in your dress.” W

W E S L E Y A N  U N I V E R S I T YW E S L E Y A N  U N I V E R S I T Y

F
A
L
L

’0
1

28

Jack Mitchell’s golden rule is that everyone works the floor,
especially on Saturdays, focusing on customers.

The staff is geared to meet
the needs of customers such
as the executive who bought
two suits and needed them
ready the same day for a trip
to Europe. With a 23-person
tailoring department led by
an Italian master tailor, the
staff had the suits ready on
time, but their focus on the
customer went further.
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ost unusual accom-
plishment: Hopefully,
the next one.

Favorite memory of Wesleyan: Trying to
win over Sarah, in and out of the class-
room.

Most unforgettable class: Myth and
Ideology at the Movies by Richard
Slotkin.

Last book read: Mason & Dixon by
Thomas Pynchon.

How we met: At the Alpha Delta Phi
“fraternity,” of which we were both
members.

Why we support Wesleyan: Lifelong
learning is the commonly cited benefit,
but we also believe intellectual flexibili-
ty has been, and will increasingly be, im-
portant to developing new businesses,
maintaining successful careers, and
even raising children.

Most unusual accomplishment: Watching
every Star Trek episode three times in or-
der to write a master’s thesis. (John fit in
curiously well at the conventions.)

Favorite memories of Wesleyan:
Handing in my thesis.  African drum-
ming outside the Arts Center.  Moaning
in February in the cold on Andrus Field.
Roaming through the tunnels.

Most unforgettable class: Slotkin,
Slotkin, and more Slotkin.

Last book read: Nathaniel’s Nutmeg by
Giles Milton.

How we met: I don’t remember where we
met. But I do remember having a real
conversation with him in the basement
of Alpha Delta Phi in the laundry room.
Things have gotten better.  We now have
our real conversations in the car.

Why we support Wesleyan: Ask John.

An Appreciation for
Intellectual Flexibility
Alpha Delt Couple Recall Classes with Slotkin

A L U M N I  S U P P O R T

Friend Raising
Name: John W. Holman III
Class of ’83, Age: 39.8
Occupation: Hedge Fund
Portfolio Manager (retired);
currently on sabbatical
Family: John IV “Jay” (10),
Lillian (8), Neil (6)

Name: Sarah Borden Holman
Class of ’83, Age: near 40
Occupation: mom
Family: see left

I don’t remember where we met. I do remember having a 
real conversation with him in the basement of Alpha Delta Phi 

in the laundry room.  
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