
54  MR  JULY 2018  |  MR-Mag.com MR-Mag.com  |  JULY 2018  MR  55

REASON 
TO  BELIEVE

A $10+ million investment in his 
Philadelphia landmark store reflects 

Kent Gushner’s unwavering 
confidence in the future.

BY KAREN ALBERG GROSSMAN
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“W
e’re in it for the long 
haul,” confirms Boyds’ 
president and third 

generation owner (he and his broth-
ers-in-law purchased the store from his 

father and uncle in 2004; Kent is now 
sole owner), while showing me around 
the spectacular new women’s space on 
the first and mezzanine floors, complete 
with top designer product, striking fix-

Established: 1938 by 
brothers Alex and Albert 
Gushner
Location: 1515 Chestnut 
Street, Philadelphia
Core customer age: 45-60 
Store Size: 50,000 sq ft 
selling space over four floors
# Employees: 130,  
including 39 full time tailors

Key Menswear Brands: 
Zegna, Cucinelli, Canali, 
Brioni, Isaia, Trussini, 
Current renovation:
a $10 million project by 
DAS Architects
Women’s to total store: 
20% today, 40% goal
Menswear Breakdown: 
60% clothing, 20% 

furnishings, 15% sportswear, 
5% shoes
Opening price suit: $1195 
Trussini
Mission: “Our current goal 
is to change customer 
perception of Boyds from a 
mature men’s suit store to 
an exciting fashion store for 
men and women.”

Boyds: Fast Facts

Alex (Gen 4) and Kent (Gen 3) are shaking things up at Boyds.

“We had many fights 
about removing our marble 

staircase but I finally decided we’re 
a store, not a museum. Still, the 

process cost a fortune (and surely 
took years off my life!)”

KENT GUSHNER BOYDS

Opinionated, brutally honest, thoughtful, 
humble and totally driven, Kent Gushner has 
long been one of the most respected merchants 
in the men’s business.

{ RETAIL VISIONARY AWARD }
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My father Albert (aka 
Abe) and his brother Alex 
(aka Elek) emigrated 
from Russia and started 
a little business together 
in Philadelphia — a series 
of small haberdasheries. 
They had so little 
inventory that they’d 
sell out of their window 
displays. Their success 
grew during WWII since 
they were able to procure 

white shirts when few 
other stores had access to 
them. After the war, they 
added tailored clothing 
and specialized in Big and 
Tall. Wilt Chamberlain 
and other professional 
athletes were clients; they 
established a strong niche 
business.
    Next they traded up, 
adding a few luxury 
lines like Zegna and 
Brioni. They also built a 
huge business in leather 
jackets, selling to a 
diverse demographic. I 
remember how well the 
two got along, with none 
of the rivalries that often 
plague family businesses. 
They were opposites in 
terms of personal style so 
when a customer asked 
to meet “Mr. Boyd,” my 

father would appear since 
his French moustache 
gave him a certain flair, 
(Sadly, both brothers 
died of aneurisms around 
the same time: my father 
six months after Alex. 
My mother believed he 
died from a broken heart 
because he loved his baby 
brother so intensely.)

When my father 
wanted out of the 
business, he didn’t offer it 
to either of his daughters; 
that just wasn’t done at 
the time. But I ended 
up going to work for 
Gerry, my oldest first 
cousin. Although I never 
had ownership in the 
business, I changed my 
name back to Gushner 
and was delighted to 
keep the family tradition 

alive. (Even today, it’s 
so special for me to visit 
the store and see some 
of the same associates 
I knew as a little girl.) 

Under Gerry’s 
leadership, we sold zillions 
of ultrasuede jackets: 
customers bought them 
in every color, especially 
snowbirds because they 
were lightweight. Gerry 
was responsible for the 
move to 1515 Chestnut, 
the nicer side of town. His 
wife would sometimes 
call asking if Gerry was 
available, noting that if 
the store had a bed and a 
shower, he likely wouldn’t 
come home at all.

I met my second 
husband at Boyds (he was 
a top customer) which 
is of course my fondest 

memory. But what’s with 
me always is the work 
ethic that permeates 
this entire family. The 
store has always been 
their baby; for every 
generation of Gushners, 
the dream is to continue 
the legacy. And Kent is 
adding so much to this: 
letting the old-timers stay 
while hiring new young 
talent, building a beautiful 
lunchroom so associates 
can mingle, creating 
gorgeous new selling 
floors and an environment 
of personal service and 
human connection. 
There’s a wonderful 
quote that says “the most 
precious gift that one 
person can give another is 
attention.” And that’s the 
ethos I truly feel at Boyds.

A Place in History

AT AGE 80, 
ESTHER 
GUSHNER 
(DAUGHTER 
OF FOUNDER) 
CONNECTS 
PAST WITH 
PRESENT.

tures and seamstress stations throughout. Modern yet retaining  
the beautiful classic details of the original building, the new floors 
are light, airy, colorful, sophisticated, and pulsing with positive 
energy. “In the four weeks our new space has been open, our 
women’s business is up 57 percent,” Gushner notes with obvious 
pride. “And this energy is spreading throughout the menswear 
floors, even before we renovate those.”

So despite being 10 million dollars poorer and despite gener-
ally flat recent sales in menswear, Gushner is amazingly optimistic. 
(And as usual, willing to discuss even the most problematic aspects 
of the business.) 

“All in all, I’m having fun,” he insists. “I love the challenge of 
what we’re trying to do here; it gets my juices flowing. As for the 
difficult state of menswear business overall, I believe it’s due to sev-
eral factors. First, there’s no new trend or compelling direction in 
men’s fashion; the vibe is very mundane. Second, which might or 
might not be our key problem, we’ve been closed for seven months 
on our first floor in order to build the new women’s space. Another 

issue in men’s is the intrinsic nature of the audience: women are by 
nature interested in fashion; most men, even younger men, are not. 
And the fashion parameters that exist on the men’s side are much 
narrower: there are so many more options in women’s! So there 
you have it: a perfect storm. Time will tell if there’s a remedy but I 
don’t believe the simple answer is product…”

S
o what’s the solution for menswear merchants struggling 
to compete? For Gushner, it’s the intangibles: the vibe, 
the presentation, the sellers, the total in-store experience. 

“When retailers complain that the industry vibe is lackluster, I get 
that. But so many store owners today are in their twilight with no 
succession plan and little concern about the next decade because 
they’re not intending to be here. Their mission is simply to hang 
in. If I didn’t have a son in the business, I might feel the same way. 
But I don’t think so: as long as I’m in this business, I want to be 
excited by it, and challenged. The last thing I’d want is to coast 
along and watch the business gradually erode…”

At 58, Gushner admits that he’s thought about retiring. But 
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just for a second. “I still love what I do! Plus I have not only a next 
generation on board but also an 80-year-old legacy that I’m proud 
to perpetuate and 130 employees to whom I feel responsible. And 
grateful. They’ve been incredibly loyal and tremendously instru-
mental in the company’s success. Many 
are now in management and are helping 
me achieve new goals…”

These new goals, Gushner explains, 
were facilitated by an executive coach he 
hired a couple of years ago. “She worked 
with me to dig deep into the structure 
of the company and compile an order 
chart to run the company in a more 
professional way. That’s the path we’ve 
been on, trying to build a structure to 
position us to open a second (and possi-
bly third) location. What I Iearned (and 
wish I’d been smart enough to focus on 
earlier) is that without developing the 
right foundation and infrastructure, it’s 
tough to run a second store without killing the first. Clearly, what 
we’d built up to now was not scalable so we’ve brought in a CFO, 
a head of marketing, a general manager; Andrew Weisbrot is our 
head of furnishings and sportswear, Deborah our jewelry buyer, 
Alex our made to measure specialist. So for the first time, we have 
an organization that’s scalable—not to 15 stores perhaps but at least 
to a second and, God willing, maybe a third someday, all in the 
Philadelphia area.”

The new store design for menswear, coming to fruition as you 

read, incorporates two floors. The second will be all categories of 
menswear except tailored clothing: contemporary and designer 
sportswear, luxury and gentleman’s sportswear, lots more footwear. 
The third will be all tailored clothing, with notably more space de-

voted to MTM. Both floors will be divided 
into a classic/traditional component and 
a more modern/contemporary side, each 
with lifestyle-appropriate décor, music, 
staff, etc. The fourth floor’s focus is (at 
this writing) yet to be determined: a bar, 
restaurant, leased beauty brands, a café, 
a salon?  (All bets are on!) And of course 
Boyds’ fabulous light-filled top floor tailor 
shop remains their pride and joy, along 
with a newly built dining and schmoozing 
area for associates.

W
hile Boyds was late to the 
game with its online busi-
ness (launched just six 

months ago, including an in-house photo 
studio), Gushner acknowledges its importance. “Still, at the end of 
the day, online for us is more marketing tool than profit center. 
Nor do I see it becoming a profit center as long as we’re a single 
unit store. I can’t imagine any specialty store making money on-
line: the cost of being in the business the right way is too prohib-
itive; how the hell do we have a chance of competing with the big 
guys? Returns, overhead, advertising to drive sales…and of course 
we don’t have the inventory the big guys have. So to me, you’re 
damned if you do, and damned if you don’t. But we’re investing 

“Tailored clothing  
and furnishings remain 

the core of our 
menswear business; 

I’m looking for a bigger 
piece of a smaller pie.”

KENT GUSHNER BOYDS
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“Of course we need brands but I’ve learned that
few have intense consumer loyalty. At the end of the day,  

the brand that most matters to me is ours.”
KENT GUSHNER BOYDS

in it, mostly to create a window to the store. We don’t expect to 
be a major online player, but it’s a way to change the perception 
of Boyds from a men’s suit store to men’s and women’s luxury 
fashion. If our online component 
can create awareness of our spec-
tacular women’s fashion and drive 
traffic to the store, that’s a win for 
me, and the ultimate benefit.”

Gushner maintains that declin-
ing foot traffic means more than 
declining sales. “Stores with declin-
ing foot traffic (most stores these 
days) cannot keep their employees 
engaged and satisfied. Even if lost 
in-store sales can be balanced by 
more online business, when mo-
rale and energy are down, business is hard to maintain. I know 
that sales associates in the major stores are becoming disgruntled: 
many are calling me saying that they’re not happy; they’re selling 
less and it’s a downward spiral. And clearly, the caliber of help in 
many of these majors has also declined.

“So, in addition to vendor websites sucking the air out of brick 
and mortar, store associates are particularly resentful to lose busi-
ness to a division of their own company, and to handle returns on 

sales they don’t get commission on. 
So we’ve decided to give our on-
line commissions to our in-store 
associates even if they did nothing 
to make the sale. It then becomes 
their responsibility to process the 
sale and run with it: write the note, 
follow up, develop a relationship. 
Hopefully, the customer might ap-
preciate a call or email from a real 
person. In this way, an online pur-
chase triggers a personal relation-
ship so the sales associate feels the 

website is helping rather than hurting.” After just a few months on 
e-commerce, Gushner confides that most of the business is coming 
from his existing customers. 

Asked to discuss the actual impact of brands selling direct to 
consumer, Gushner is realistic. “In the old days, this would have 

{ RETAIL VISIONARY AWARD }
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Here’s why 
vendors value their 

relationship with the 
Gushner family Market Insights

{ RETAIL VISIONARY AWARD }

“Kent was born 
to be a retailer, 
following in the 
footsteps of his father 
and grandfather 
but developing a 
passion even stronger 
than theirs. He is a 
perfectionist who’s 
never wavered from his 
vision to be the best 
and never lowers his 
principles. He can be 
tough: as a vendor, you 
have to earn his order. 
He works tirelessly 
but is also a most 
caring person—truly 
concerned about his 
family, employees and 
friends. Like his father 
Gerry, Kent never 
brags or shows off; 
he’s not out to impress 
anyone with what 
he has, only with his 
amazing store!

“In fact, the 
relationship between 
Kent and his father 
was beautiful to watch. 
Even when Gerry  was 
ailing, Ken included 
him in business, making 
him feel valued. And 
the look of pride on 
Gerry’s face when Ken 
would discuss future 
plans for the store was 
something very special.

“I’m sure some 
people must think he’s 
crazy to spend $10 
million on renovating 
the store but Kent 
sees the future. (At 
this point in his life, he 
probably could have 

retired comfortably by 
just selling the parking 
lot!) And watching him 
work with his son Alex, I 
can see the passion filter 
down. (Alex worked for 
me for a while at Peerless 
and I tried to figure out 
how to steal him…)

“Bottom line: Kent 
Gushner is the real deal: 
a great merchant, a 
wonderful human being.”
Ron Wurtzburger, 
Peerless

 
“Kenny has been 
an unofficial 
‘mentor’ 
throughout my 
years in the 
business. He has been 
one of the people I have 
looked to for clarity on 
topics both professional 
and personal. 

A few things that I 
observe about my time 
working with Kenny — 
he is one of the only 
wholesale clients that 
to this day hand writes 
his own notes during 
every appointment. 
This demonstrates how 
seriously he believes 
in his business. What’s 
more, Kenny doesn’t 
get easily persuaded 
by trends, he sticks to 
his instincts and follows 
his gut on all decisions. 
He is confident enough 
to listen to input but 
ultimately makes his 
own best decision. 

Kenny is a true 
entrepreneur and the 
definition of risk taker. 
He usually believes in 
mitigated risk, although 
this store renovation 

would lead you to 
believe otherwise. 
He’s been buying 
from Italy for 
longer than many 
stores today have 
been in existence. 
He continues to 
represent the true 
‘made in Italy’. 

He believes in 
family values, not 
just with his blood 
family, but also his 
store family.Many 
employees have 
spent their entire 
lives at Boyds. 

Kenny is not the 
easiest client to 
work a wholesale 
appointment with; 
however it is certainly 
one of the most 
rewarding and 
meaningful. You 
can always count 
on Kenny to tell you 
exactly the way he 
sees something; 
absolutely no 
sugar coating. “ 
Geoff Schneiderman, 
Eleventy

 
“Kent is a very 
special guy: he 
has tremendous 
ambition and is 
always looking 
to bring in 
what’s new 
and fresh. He’s 
both on top of the 
trends and obsessed 
with quality. Since 
we’re both family 
businesses, we’ve 
become friends 
and it’s a pleasure 

to watch his children 
grow into the business. 
I believe the new Boyds 
will be among the best 
stores in not just America 
but the world.” 
Raffi Shaya, 
Raffi Designs

“I remember when 
Gerry Gushner, 
Kent’s father, first 
introduced Kent 
to me at the time 
I was running 
Brioni. During that 
meeting it didn’t take 
me long to realize this 
third generation Gushner 
would keep the storied 
Boyd’s tradition in place. 

There’s a lot of 
conversation about 
how the industry 
is experiencing 
challenging times. 

Kent, in my opinion, 
understands the 
opportunity and has 
aggressively and 
successfully transformed 
Boyds during this 
challenging period. This 
shows confidence 
and courage to move 
forward when many 
in the retail industry, 
both big and small, are 
trying to figure it out.
Gerry would be very 
proud to see how 
Kent has enhanced 
this impressive family 
institution. 
Joe Barrato, 
JJB Luxury Consulting

“The Gushners 
have always been 
a great American 
retail family.
It is no surprise that 
under the stewardship 
of Kent and Alex , 
Boyds will remain 
a major force for 
generations to come.” 
Arnold Brant 
Silverstone,
Samuelsohn, 
Hickey Freeman

“Kenny is very 
attentive, 
focused and 
detail- oriented 
(he can have a full 
conversation while 
never taking his eyes 
off the fabric table); 
his deep knowledge 
of every aspect of his 
business, as well as of 
his clientele (Kenny 
spends a lot of time 
on the floor), allows 
him to have a clear 
idea of how to best 
merchandise the store. 
He’s totally dedicated, 
passionate, driven 
by numbers and, at 
the same time, open 
to new products and 
directions.
Giorgio Canali
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meant the end of the relationship but if I thought that way today, 
I wouldn’t have any brands. But at the end of the day, the only 
brand that matters to us is Boyds; the others are just a means to an 
end. That’s why the store has to be based on a foundation beyond 
product. I’ve learned that there are very few brands out there to 
which guys are truly married. Certain business are more brand-
driven: handbags, beauty. But even in women’s ready-to-wear, 
very few women come in requesting specific brands. They want 
a look, a price, a sensibility, but not a brand. So I can no longer 
worry about vendors selling direct, especially at suggested retails. If 
they’re promoting online, or selling to off-price stores, I’ll probably 
cut back but not drop the line completely. I’m also mindful not to 
make any one brand too dominant in my matrix: I don’t want to 
be in that 80/20 world with my suppliers, not even the best ones. 
This strategy allows me to introduce more emerging brands with 
limited distribution or designers indigenous to my city. To me, this 
is a better alternative than offering only the major brands. If your 
clients learn to expect a regular infusion of new labels, you’ve got 
them coming back!”

Asked about competing with the majors in King of Prus-
sia (Nordstrom, Neimans, Saks, Bloomingdale’s, etc), Gushner’s 
response is also pragmatic. “We have to be competitive with the 
majors, especially in women’s where markdowns are earlier and 
deeper (I’m still not used to it!) So I try to position the brands so 
that they’re trading for reasons other than price. I’m not naïve 
enough to think that price doesn’t matter; I’m not delusional. But 

were I preoccupied with what other stores are doing, I couldn’t 
function. So I follow them, of course, but try not to overreact. We 
have the opportunity now to take our business to a different level 
but we have to be flexible enough to change and we have to execute 
perfectly. There’s still a place for brick&mortar retail but it’s got to 
be done right. A store can’t be too big or too small; I don’t think the 
majors are positioned correctly for the current climate.”

W
hile Gushner’s oldest son Alex (28) is already well-en-
trenched at Boyds as a MTM specialist, Gushner is 
unsure whether his other two children will join the 

business. “My daughter Jessica worked in women’s fashion until 
she met her fiancé and moved to Providence to finish her MBA at 
Babson. But she truly loves fashion and always wanted to move 
back to Philadelphia so we’ll see…

“The jury’s also out on my youngest son Andrew. He’s at Tulane 
contemplating law school but he also loves fashion, much more 
than I do. So it would be great if he came into the business but I’m 
not pushing it. Of course, like most businesses, we need to look 
younger, think younger, act younger. All this retailer talk about ca-
tering to millennials is too often just talk without an action plan—
younger sellers, younger music, online marketing and social media. 
It’s a whole different ballgame than what we’d been doing. So we’re 
now trying to straddle the fence a bit: retain our core customer (av-
erage age 45-60) while adding a younger generation. That’s a hard 
dance to do sometimes but our new store design and a terrific team 
should give us the foundation.” l
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KENT ON HIS FATHER (GERRY) AND GRANDFATHER (ALEX)

My Grandfather was a 
phenomenon in so many 
ways. He was a wonderful 
people person—much 
better than I am. He was 
dedicated, motivated, 
smart (although coming 
from eastern Europe, 
I don’t know that he 
finished even high 
school...) He had a charm 
about him that was 
infectious and he could 
sell anybody anything. He 
was funny. And fun! Most 
kids spend time with a 
grandfather because they 
have to but I loved being 
with my grandfather—I’d 
sometimes think he 
was missing a marble 
or two but that’s what 

I loved about him.
When he’d come up 

from Florida he would 
spend much time in the 
store, to the delight 
of our associates and  
customers. And he’d get 
on the loudspeaker and 
say things like ‘This is 
the godfather: I enjoyed 
my visit but I’m going 
back to Florida…’ It was 
like ‘Attention Kmart 
Shoppers’ and we’d 
be a bit embarrassed.
But it was wonderful!

My Dad was a 
different generation, but 
fortunately he got my 
grandfather’s work ethic, 
smarts, passion and drive. 
He was more educated, 

of course, 
and somehow 
always made 
the right 
decisions: when 
to trade up, 
when to change 
direction. He 
had a lot of 
balls, my father. 
He was tough 
but fair, never 
demanding 
anything from 
anyone that he 
wouldn’t do himself. Even 
if people didn’t like him, 
they had to respect him. 

Most importantly, he 
was a marvelous mentor 
and father to me. As 
involved as he was in the 

business, he was unusually 
good at delegating, at 
turning over responsibility 
to me relatively early 
in my career. Not many 
fathers are able to do 
that: many hold on to the 
decision-making well past 

their time to move on. But 
even after I was running 
the store, I made sure to 
make him feel needed, 
to reinforce his sense of 
worth, to let him know 
he was still a vital part of 
the business (especially 
since he had few other 
interests or hobbies). 
And of course he was!

Family Ties

Alex

Gerry


