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F R O M :  Financial public  
relations executive

T O :  (Almost)-invisible- 
underwear mogul

k erry O’Brien is showing me her 
 underwear—her black lace bikini, 
her black lace bra, even her leopard 

thong. We’re in a midtown Manhattan hotel 
suite, where the founder and CEO of Com-
mando, a lingerie company celebrating its 
10th anniversary this year, has been meeting 
with department store buyers. O’Brien takes 
my fingers and wraps them around a panty 
so that together we pull, stretch and boing a 
pair of spectacularly soft skivvies.

“We banished VPLs!” O’Brien exclaims. 
I must look blank, because she points to 

her butt, perfect in her Christopher Kane 
sheath. “Visible panty lines!” she cries. 

O’Brien has always liked helping other 
people look good. By age 28, she was a senior  
PR vice president, advising companies on how  
to present their best face in the marketplace.  
Then came 9/11, and she realized her job 
would require her to follow the news closely. 
She didn’t want to. “The truth is, I was burned  
out. This gave me permission to try something  
new,” she says. On September 12, 2001, she quit.

Soon she was at work on a book to help 
women dress better. “The problem is always  
underwear,” O’Brien says. “Women spend  
money on clothes and makeup, but underwear 
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is an afterthought.” The title she came up 
with was Rack Management 101: What Every 
Woman Needs to Know About Bras, Chickens 
and Duct Tape.

Wait. Chickens? 
Those are bra inserts that oomph up your 

bust size—and resemble boneless poultry 
breasts. Though useful, they were usually 
lumpy. Which gave O’Brien an idea: Instead 
of publishing underwear advice, why not 
just manufacture better chickens? 

O’Brien created smooth, medical-grade 
silicone breast inserts women could put into 
their bras and remove later on without break-

age. She called them Takeouts and packaged 
them in pink  custom-made  Chinese-food 
cartons. Total start-up investment: $3,000. 

Then her husband, an investment banker, 
lost his job. To cut expenses, the couple 
moved from Manhattan to Vermont, and 
went to work. They flew to California and 
pitched Takeouts to boutiques. In New York, 
O’Brien called on the friend of a friend of a 
friend’s acquaintance, the president of Henri 
Bendel, the famous luxury retailer. The store 
placed an order, giving O’Brien her first cus-
tomer. And as she’d hoped, celebrity stylists 
also discovered the product. In October 2003, 
People reported that the costume designer 
for The Stepford Wives reboot, starring Ni-
cole Kidman, had ordered 52 pairs. 

A year later, O’Brien was sitting pretty 
with a baby son, a small profit and a new con-
cept: a panty that was raw cut (meaning no 
elastic edging and no seams) and would lie 
smooth, soft and pretty on the body and be 
invisible under clothes. Her husband offi-
cially became CFO, and Commando (slang 
for “sans skivvies”) was born. 

In the last week of June 2005, O’Brien sent 
her first panty shipment to retailers. On the 
July Fourth weekend, she and her family vis-
ited friends on Nantucket. “I told myself, I am 
not checking my messages,” she says. But she  
couldn’t wait. Voice mail told her that two 

New York stores, including Ben-
del’s, had sold out. Now she had  
Jennifer Lopez and other A-list-
ers asking for Commando by  
name and orders coming in fast. 
O’Brien, who’d always loathed 
pantyhose (“The waistband 
would dig an equator into me”), 
decided it was time to develop 
torture-free hosiery. 

The next year, sales increased 
by double digits. “In 2007 we  
were sprinting to fill orders,” 
O’Brien recalls. “Then the 2008  
recession hit, and everything  
just stopped.” She now feels that 

“the tights saved us,” which taught  
her a crucial lesson: “Never stop 
innovating.” She has added doz-
ens of products since then and 
this year is launching sleepwear. 

Commando reached the 
$1 million sales mark within its  
first year and, except for the 

worst of 2008, has experienced annual 
double-digit growth ever since.

Real women buy her products, and so do 
big-name designers. Jason Wu says Com-
mando foundation garments are “like skin”; 
Rebecca Minkoff says building her looks  
on the line is a no-brainer. The “nearly na-
ked” dress fad (see Kim Kardashian at May’s 
Met Gala) is also good for business. And this 
month O’Brien will work with some 30 de-
signers at New York Fashion Week. 

What’s trending in undies? “CYA panties,” 
O’Brien says. In case I don’t know what that 
means, she tells me: “Cover your ass.” 

RISKY BUSINESS
“I think I benefited from not 

having traditional training  
in my industry. Not knowing 

what was impossible  
freed me to believe there has 

to be a way to do this.” 

KNOW THY CUSTOMER 
“Product names and packaging 

are almost as important  
as the products themselves.  

We make ours edgy, 
provocative and fun because 

that’s what Commando 
customers want to feel.“ 

HOW MUCH DOES  
EXPERIENCE  

MATTER?

O’Brien worked out of  
her home for years, 

avoiding rental space 
because her rule was to 

spend money only on 
things that were “worth 

it.” She put the bar 
codes on Commando 

products herself because 
they don’t matter to 

customers, so why hire a 
professional? For  

her first trademark, she 
did research, then filed 
the papers on her own—

no lawyer. But when  
she found herself 

pregnant with twins, she 
decided office space  

was officially “worth it.”

HOW T0  
KEEP THE LID 

ON COSTS

PICK OF THE PANTIES Award-winning designer  
Jason Wu sent Commando’s high-rise panty (left) down the 

runway in a 2015 fashion show, while Milly relied on  
the company’s classic control brief.

AMANDA ROBB, a New York–based journalist, con-
tributes frequently to More. PH
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