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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE 
DECEMBER 4 , 198 4 

ROBERTS: When and where you were born? 

BEST: I was born January 10, 1912, in Berlin, Germany. 

ROBERTS: Great. Could you tell me a little bit about your 

family: your father, your mother, your brothers and 

sisters—their names and so forth. 

BEST: My father, whose name is George Best, was born in 

1873 in a small village in southern Germany, was one of 

five children whose parents passed away when my father was 

two years old. My father later moved to Berlin at age 

fourteen. My mother [Kaethe Tuerk Best] was born in Berlin 

in 188 0, one of four daughters of a very modest family 

where everybody including father, mother, and four 

daughters had to work. My parents got married in 1911, and 

I promptly appeared nine months later. My father who had 

to support himself from a very early age, maybe fourteen or 

fifteen, had a very, very limited education, which he 

acquired later on—I mean he acquired later on better 

education. From age fourteen or fifteen he had to begin to 

support three of his sisters, and if I'm not mistaken, at 

age eighteen or nineteen he started a small business that 

we would call in America a rep organization. At that time 

it was a one-man business, representing two companies who 

supplied materials to make shirts and pajamas and similar 

men's clothes. 
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In as much as my parents, nine months after they got 

married, had m e — My mother had a very, very difficult time 

after I was born, she was ill for many months, never worked 

again, never could work again; but she was basically a 

healthy woman, lived to the old age of, I guess, eighty, 

close to eighty-eight years old. That was the beginning. 

ROBERTS: I see. Did you have any brothers and sisters? 

BEST: I had no brothers and sisters; my mother could not 

have children anymore. 

ROBERTS: I see. Of your parents, was your father or your 

mother the most influential on you, do you think? 

BEST: My father was most influential. 

ROBERTS: In what ways do you feel he influenced you? 

BEST: First of all, I was very, very close to him; as we 

will discuss later on, I joined his business after a 

while. He told me at an earliest age, maybe four or five 

years old, about all the traveling halfway around the world 

he did for his business, which fascinated me. I was, in 

retrospect, always interested in traveling and it was 

fascinating when he told me his events and stories about 

his business career with English and French and Austrian 

and Czechoslovakian companies whom he represented in 

Berlin. And maybe that was the basis for my own 

ambitions--to find a niche somewhere that would offer me an 

opportunity to travel a lot and see a lot and hear a lot. 
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ROBERTS: So he gave you a very international— 

BEST: Background. 

ROBERTS: —background. 

BEST: Yes. 

ROBERTS: Did you speak more than one language in your 

family? 

BEST: Yes. Well, in our home we spoke German only, but I 

learned English and French and Latin in school, so by the 

time I graduated, I talked four languages. 

ROBERTS: I see. Where did you start school? 

BEST: I started school in Berlin. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: In a typical German—what was called a Real-

gymnasium, which was the highest level of a public 

school. We did not have the setup we have here of 

elementary school and junior high and high school. It was 

all from age six to fifteen, you stayed in the same 

school. You also stayed in the same school from fifteen to 

eighteen, but I semigraduated. In Germany we had the 

opportunity for a semigraduation at age fifteen, and [to] 

eliminate the last three years of high school, so that I 

graduated in 19 —let's see [counts]—1927. 

ROBERTS: I see. Did you have any schooling after 

Gymnasium? 

BEST: I worked during the day and had to help support my 
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mother and father; during the first year I went to night 

school. But I think we have to go back. Immediately after 

I graduated from school I went for one year to what we 

called a Handelsschule [Handelshochschule], which is a 

business school. 

ROBERTS: What sort of subjects do you cover in a 

Handelsschule? 

BEST: Should I spell it for you? 

ROBERTS: We can get that at the end of the session. 

BEST: Okay. What subjects? The basic subject that I was 

at that time interested in was textiles; so that I took a 

course in general business, in international business, and 

in the knowledge of textiles to the extent that there was a 

division called a Webeschule, which is a translation to the 

words: the school of weaving. In other words there was a 

very large loft where they had looms, I guess you call 

them, and the students had to weave their own cloth--white 

and then pattern and colorful—until you were really a 

perfect textile cloth weaver. I don't know whether that's 

the right word. 

ROBERTS: Well, that sounds right. 

BEST: Because my father was in the business of supplying 

cloth to manufacturers who made shirts and pajamas and so 

on and so forth. My first aim was to be the best in the 

knowledge of the textile business. I stayed in that school 
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for a little over a year. Then I became an apprentice in 

what was at that time the number one German textile 

company, by the name of Gebriider Simon. Should I spell 

it? 

ROBERTS: We'll get all of these spellings at the end. 

BEST: Yes, Gebriider Simon. The founder James Simon was 

what they called in the old Germany a "royal businessman"; 

he advised the Kaiser, you know, the German emperor, in 

business matters. His company was recognized as the number 

one in the country. He himself was a multimillionaire; his 

house, or his home rather, was world famous; he was an art 

collector— If it's meaningful to you, the ceiling in his 

entrance hall was brought from Italy, a ceiling painted by 

Tiepolo, something that hardly anybody in the world could 

afford at that time. He had a brother, Mr. Simon, and his 

brother had a son who all became members of the company, 

which I joined when I got out of school, out of the 

business school. 

ROBERTS: Right. 

BEST: And— 

ROBERTS: In this firm that you joined as an apprentice, 

what sort of work were you doing? And who were you 

working— 

BEST: Well, I was started as a shipping clerk, from seven 

in the morning until work was done, which sometimes was 
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seven, eight, or nine o'clock or ten o'clock at night. 

There was no overtime; that didn't exist at that time, in 

1927, 1928, 1929. The work had to be done and that was 

it. I worked as a shipping clerk for about three months, 

then I became an order clerk; I did seemingly pretty well, 

and was promoted to a stockroom clerk after nine months. 

After about one year they permitted me to wait on 

customers; our customers at that time were the big 

department stores and specialty stores. 

With the education I had at home and what I learned 

from my father, I brought some new ideas to Gebriider Simon, 

which one of the managing directors picked up and made me 

what was known in Germany at the time, the title was a 

Prokurist; that means you have the power to sign orders and 

sign documents, not corporate, but departmental. So I 

advanced, I made a three-year apprenticeship in one year, 

and became a Prokurist at age eighteen, I guess. 

ROBERTS: Wow! 

BEST: And I brought to them, to this firm Gebriider Simon, 

a rather sizable number of ideas, which fortunately were 

very, very successful. 

ROBERTS: What were some of these ideas, and where did the 

ideas come from? 

BEST: Mainly they came out of my brain, but basically I 

convinced the management of the company to start a division 
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within the men's and ladies' materials department for men's 

shirt material, pajama material, neckwear material—all the 

things that are needed for the industry that made men's 

clothes. And I made that— That was a start of a career 

which lasted until 1938. 

ROBERTS: I see. So you were doing this for almost ten 

years. 

BEST: Almost ten years. Yes. After I introduced the 

men's piece goods department, so to speak, to the company, 

I introduced a ladies' piece goods department where we 

imported high fashion piece goods for ladies' ready-to-wear 

to sell to the flourishing German ladies-wear industry; and 

whatever happened, it was also a big success. Berlin was 

the center of the European ladies' ready-to-wear market. I 

became friendly with some of the owners of the large 

companies in ladies' dress market and blouses and 

sportswear and so on. I learned from them what they 

needed, and I had it made through Gebriider Simon. 

So after I would say about a year and a half, close to 

two years in that position, my father had the idea—which 

was typical at that time for a good German businessman—he 

was then getting close to fifty years old and he felt by 

the time he was fifty, I could take over, he could retire 

on the Riviera or somewhere and enjoy the remaining years 

of his life, and I could carry on. So I left Gebriider 
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Simon and joined my father's firm, which was very small, a 

three-people business, so to speak: my father and his 

secretary and a telephone operator. 

ROBERTS: What year was that? 

BEST: That was 1929, I guess, around 1929. My whole 

career at Gebriider Simon lasted only about two years, a 

little over two years. But I kept in touch with them, they 

became one of my biggest customers later, and we continued 

what I had started, only under different management. I 

joined my father's business and started very quickly to 

expand it. When my father saw what I did, he enforced 

his, tried to speed up his retirement idea, which was 

stopped by Mr. Hitler when he appeared on the scene in 1933 

and officially limited all Jewish business and made them 

disappear. 

Now I stayed on until 1938 actually, in Berlin with 

the fortunate, or unfortunate, very great success that we 

had in our business. We added additional lines of products 

in both the men's department and ladies' piece goods, and 

we started actually to do business with every major store 

in Germany. Then as time went by, it was impossible to 

import; there were no currencies available in Germany 

anymore. So maybe by 1935 or '-6, it's hard to pinpoint 

it, we had to start and convert our whole business into 

barter business, which means we sold German goods to Sweden 
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and Swedish steel to England and British cotton goods back 

to Germany. I was totally involved in that until 1938 — 

made fairly good money—and overlooked the fact that I 

should have left long before. But that's hindsight. 

ROBERTS: Could you cover a little bit of the economic 

times and political times in Germany, both during the 

twenties when you were going to school and when you were 

first starting out in business, and then as Hitler came in, 

how that affected you? 

BEST: Well, the strange situation in Germany that I had to 

face was that when I was born in 1912, two years later 

World War I broke out, from 1914 to 1918, so in my earliest 

years we were at war in Germany. My father worked as a--

It so happened he had to clean railroad locomotives at the 

railroad station in Berlin; he was too old to go to the 

front and fight, so his job was to clean railroad engines 

and locomotives—it's unfortunately the truth--during a 

four-year period. Nineteen eighteen to the early twenties 

there was a relative quiet in Germany, but only limited. 

We then had, in the earliest years of the twenties, we had 

the early rise of the Spartacus groups, a left-wing 

organization [Spartakusbund], which started riots and 

demonstrations and so on at a time when Walther Rathenau 

was killed—who incidentally was a relative of ours. Then 

in 1923 and 1924 we had the worst inflation that history 
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had ever seen, where everything— One mark went to a 

billion mark, and the whole German industry, large and 

small, went completely berserk. The banks partially had to 

close; money was printed in numerations for which most of 

the people had no understanding anymore. The inflation was 

so rapid that I remember in 19—, maybe '23, when my mother 

sent me to the grocery store to buy a half of pound of 

butter, by the time I got across the street to the store, 

for the money she gave me I only got a quarter pound of 

butter. That's how rapid the inflation went. The few 

people who saved a little bit, who had either a few gold 

Troins or owned some real estate, came through that 

inflation period. Then, you know, with Hjalmar Schacht, 

the finance minister of Germany at that time, inflation was 

stopped, and I guess you got—I cannot give you the exact 

number—I guess for one billion marks you got one mark, one 

new German mark. 

ROBERTS: I see. Was this hyper-inflation that was 

occurring, was this affecting your father's business and 

your economic condition at home? 

BEST: Absolutely. But for reasons that I really don't 

remember in detail because I was fairly, still fairly, 

young; I was eleven years old when all this happened. But 

my father was pretty handy and flexible, and he, I guess, 

got some orders from the German military for wool underwear 
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for the soldiers, because even after World War I--and World 

War I was finished--the army was still being rebuilt and 

the military needed materials, which somehow, somewhere my 

father found. So he could at least, in some fashion, 

continue his business and feed my mother and me. Then we 

had a few, very few, quiet years, 1925, '-6, '-7, maybe '-8 

and '-9; already the rumbling started with Hitler making 

speeches in Munich, and people said, "Forget it," you know; 

"The guy is crazy and won't last long." But it lasted much 

longer than anybody expected. That was the time when [Paul 

von] Hindenburg was elected president of Germany, where 

Hitler already had his fingers in politics. Then Hitler 

and Hindenburg fought for the top position, and Hitler 

finally won out and became chancellor of Germany, which 

happened in 1933. And that's when really the problem, the 

greatest problem area, started, between '33--beginning in 

'32—from '33 through World War II. 

ROBERTS: And you were already working in your father's 

business when Hitler— 

BEST: No, I came to my father shortly before Hitler 

officially appeared on the scene as a party official of the 

National Socialistic Party. But due to the fact that we 

were involved in products that were unusual and other 

people didn't have, due to the barter business we did, for 

some reason or another, our business grew year by year, 
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even beginning in 1930 and almost through 1938. That's why 

I stayed far too long, because our business was too good; 

we even got licenses to import merchandise. Even to the 

very last month of my staying in Germany, we were able to 

import fashion goods from the United States. We were the 

only ones in Europe who did that, a company by the name of 

Peter Pan Products, made in New York, for high fashion 

children's clothiers; we imported even at that time into 

Germany, under the most difficult conditions, but we did 

ROBERTS: What sort of exemptions were necessary for you to 

continue in business? There were a series of laws that 

were being passed at this time to restrict business by 

Jews, is that correct? 

BEST: Yes, right. First of all the first restriction was 

that no Jews should have a business anyway. Jewish retail 

stores were closed. If you can call it closed; either the 

windows were smashed in, the goods were stolen, and that 

was the end of most of the Jewish retail businesses. Our 

business was to deal with large manufacturing plants, who 

by that time already were in gentile hands. Either taken 

over o r — There was a word for it, it wasn't nationalized 

but— 

ROBERTS: Essentially confiscated? 

BEST: Essentially either confiscated or just taken over by 

12 



the Nazi party, and people put into that business. It was 

a time where, very candidly, it may take me weeks to tell 

you more and more details as they may come back, because I 

haven't thought about it for fifty years, and they don't 

just, you know, bubble out today. 

ROBERTS: It was certainly an interesting period. 

BEST: Well, it was a very dangerous period. Very few 

people could believe that we could stay in this business, 

my father and I, and it was very dangerous to do it. I 

don't know why we did it. I cannot—there's no logical 

reason for it. 

ROBERTS: Did you ever suffer any physical attacks on 

yourself or your family or your business? 

BEST: No. No, although left and right, people were taken 

out of their apartments and taken into concentration camps 

or not even that. I cannot tell you why nobody ever 

touched me. My parents left already Germany in 1937, on a 

cruise to the Mediterranean, and never came back. And when 

I was called to the Gestapo to find out why they went and 

how much money they took, this was all done very 

legitimately. They didn't take any money. They bought a 

ticket in Berlin, a return ticket in fact, I guess from 

Rotterdam to Genoa and back. They had their passports from 

a previous trip, I guess. They left and never came back, 

and I had the honor six or seven months later to start 
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liquidating their home. In the meantime I got married; we 

got married in January 1938. 

ROBERTS: Where did your parents stay when they left 

Germany? Did they establish a residence elsewhere? 

BEST: They left, like I said, in 1937 on a cruise. They 

were fortunate, through some circumstances that I was not 

even made aware of, to support themselves at the time. And 

never came back. 

ROBERTS: Did they take up residence in Italy o r — 

BEST: They took up residence on their way back. They came 

back to Rotterdam and stayed in Amsterdam until 1940—in 

fact until, ja, until late 1940, I guess. By that time we 

were in America and could provide an affidavit for them to 

bring them here. 

ROBERTS: Tell me a little bit about how you met your wife 

[Ina Holdheim Best], and how you decided that she was the 

person you wanted to marry. 

BEST: This is very, very, difficult, I'm sure, for you to 

understand. In a time of turmoil and fear for your life 

everyday, and especially every night, we met. The 

interesting part was, we met and we fell in love and we 

decided to get married, not knowing whether we would 

survive even the situation that was incredible and 

indescribable already in Germany. But we got married. 

We had an interesting situation where my parents were, 
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in their minds, already halfway out of Germany, planning 

for a residence somewhere else, partially with my help and 

support for that idea. 

My father-in-law had a factory in Berlin for plastic 

goods, mainly buttons, one of the largest in Germany, 

incidentally. He inherited this huge factory from his 

father, and he and two brothers ran their factory extremely 

successfully, and he was the one of those Jewish people who 

said, "This won't last much longer, and I'm never going to 

leave Germany. My father was in the army in Germany, and I 

fought in World War I, and this is my country, and I am 

going to stay here because things will get better." So in 

spite of our all hopes and pleadings, he would not leave. 

My wife and I left in July 1938. 

ROBERTS: How did you come to the decision finally to leave 

at that time? 

BEST: Well, it became impossible to do business. We were 

afraid for our lives. We couldn't sleep nights anymore; we 

heard the— We lived in a very fine neighborhood in Berlin 

where many Jewish families lived, and they were picked up 

night after night. We heard the screams and the shoutings 

and all the things that I'm sure you are aware of that 

happened during that time. And we came to the conclusion 

that there was no sense to stay any longer. 

And now I have to go back a few years again. In 1930, 
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I started a business relationship with a company in 

Stuttgart, Germany, by the name of Gebriider Marx, one of 

the outstanding innovators in the textile industry. They 

gave me the assignment to become their designer for all the 

piece goods that they were making. We're going back now a 

few years. There were three brothers and three cousins, 

all by the name of Marx, very talented, very well to do, 

extremely wealthy. One of them kind of enjoyed and fell in 

love with what I was doing. I helped them with completely 

new ideas: what they should make and did make. And that 

partially was the reason why I stayed on for so long, 

because we were so successful. And on October 17, 1937, 

this Mr. Rudolph Marx, the number one man in the company, 

called me and said, "I have a sad message for you. We sold 

our company yesterday to a German textile manufacturing 

corporation, and we're leaving Germany. You have to give 

up the agency as of tomorrow. It's all over for you." And 

they left; these six men left for various parts, some to 

Israel, some went to America, some went elsewhere; one is 

still alive in New York. And when that happened on October 

17, that was for me the signal that we have to slowly 

liquidate our business and get out too. It took me from 

October 17 [1937] to July 31, 1938, to liquidate the 

business, because my parents were gone and never came back, 

so I had to do it all by myself. It was one of those 
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unusual situations where the parents left Germany before 

the children. Usually the children left, the parents 

stayed with the business, and unfortunately many never came 

out of Germany. We did it in reverse. 

ROBERTS: How difficult was it for you to liquidate at that 

time? Were you able to get a fair price for your 

business? 

BEST: Nothing, not a penny. But there was not much to 

liquidate. We basically had what I would call a rep 

organization. We sold, and the goods were shipped from the 

factories to our customers; we got the commissions. So 

there was really not the neccessity of a liquidation of 

major assets. But we had contracts with large factories, 

where commission money would come in for many months to 

come, and did, but in the end we couldn't take anything 

with us. We left it all there and left with one hundred 

German marks each. That was all that we could take. 

ROBERTS: How did you decide to come to the United States, 

and how were you able to get into the United States as far 

as the visas and so forth? 

BEST: That's a long story. I was offered a position in 

Manchester, England, in 1937 by a German manufacturer— 

Jewish--who left Germany much, much earlier, started in 

Manchester. He used to be one of my customers. We became 

good friends, and he offered me the position, a very high 
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position, in that factory in England. And we were ready--I 

was ready to accept that position, because I was in 

Manchester almost five, six times a year for our 

business. You know Manchester is a textile center; we 

bought millions and millions of yards of British goods from 

Manchester for Germany. So we were all set to go to 

Manchester. Well, in early 1938— In fact, to be exact, we 

were married January 4, 1938, on that same night my 

brother-in-law, my wife's sister's husband, left for 

America to find a job. He had prepared an exit visa for 

himself, went to America, found a job, came back and, in 

passing, mentioned to me, "Wouldn't it be nice if you would 

also cane to America?" 

And I said, "No, I have a job in England, a very high 

position. We are going to England." 

Well, time went by, and this is weeks, not months 

anymore. The fear that war would be declared between 

England and Germany was building; the fear of what Hitler 

would do—Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland and on—was 

getting greater and greater, and his threats to march into 

France through Holland and Belgium and others was on our 

minds at that time. So my wife, out of nowhere said she 

would rather like to go to America, and not to England--

number one, her sister was here already, they moved to San 

Francisco when they left Germany. And I said, "I cannot do 
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that. I'm committed, and I have to fill my commitment." 

Well, as time went by, the danger of war with Great Britain 

and Germany was getting bigger and bigger. And there was 

no quota anymore available; [Franklin] Roosevelt stopped 

quotas for Jewish immigrants for a while, as you may 

know. So my wife still wanted to go to the U.S.A. 

19 



TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE TWO 

DECEMBER 4, 1984 

ROBERTS: --a friend in Berlin, I think. 

BEST: No. I saw the British ambassador, who was a friend, 

and asked him whether he could be influential in getting to 

the American ambassador to get a visa for my wife and me to 

go to America—this was in early July 1938—and, lo and 

behold, it worked. We were called to the American embassy 

and we were given a special visa. We also in the 

meantime—and all this was done in hours and days, and not 

months anymore—through my brother-in-law who was already 

working in California, we got an affidavit from a lawyer in 

New York, whom we didn't even know, who gave us an 

affidavit. Now the question was how to get into the United 

States. Well, we got the visa, then my wife and I on July 

31, 1938, went to England because I had to untangle my 

engagement with the firm in Manchester, which I did. And 

we took a boat on August 6, 1938, from Southampton to New 

York; it was the second trip of the New Amsterdam. We 

arrived in New York on August 12, 1938. That was the end 

of our British venture and the beginning of the American 

episode, which lasts to this very day. 

ROBERTS: Well, perhaps before we get into talking about 

what you were doing in the United States, we could talk a 

little bit perhaps about some areas that I didn't touch on 
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earlier. You had mentioned that your father was very 

influential in shaping your thinking, growing up. Could 

you talk about that a little bit? 

BEST: Well, actually, I mentioned to you already that from 

a very, very early age he would always tell me about his 

travels, even before he got married in 1911, all the 

countries he visited. I remember that every Sunday morning 

we spent maybe two or three hours; that was our Sunday 

morning pleasure for him to tell me about his travels and 

the kind of business he did and who with and what company, 

and so on and so forth. 

ROBERTS: Do you think you got sort of a business education 

in just talking with your father? 

BEST: Influence, definitely? education, no. But I was, 

from the time I was a little boy, always interested in 

traveling and in foreign countries, and maybe from age 

fifteen, when I got out of school, I tried every year to 

make a trip to Africa or to god knows where. They had 

group travels, or I traveled alone with a friend. But I 

always, even during the school years, made little trips and 

got assignments in school to travel somewhere, investigate 

something. I remember when I was maybe twelve or thirteen, 

I got in touch with what was at that time the Norddeutscher 

Lloyd; I don't know whether you know that name. 

ROBERTS: No. 
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BEST: Norddeutscher Lloyd was the second largest shipping 

company in Germany. I wrote them a letter that I'm 

interested to see one of their ships that go overseas, and 

write a thesis (or whatever the name in Germany was) about 

it. They sent me a ticket from Hamburg, a railroad ticket 

to come to Hamburg, and they got me on the ship and I spent 

two days on that ship learning everything about it, and 

coming home with pamphlets and folders, and wrote that— In 

Germany it was called Aufsatz. Here it would be called—I 

don't even know what in America-- You give an assignment to 

children in school, it's not homework exactly, it is more 

than--

ROBERTS: A composition, perhaps? 

BEST: Ja, a composition. That would probably be the right 

word. But specified: my assignment was to come back and 

write about my experiences on that ship and bring pictures 

and put pictures with the paper I wrote and then read it in 

class and show the pictures and so on. I did that many 

times, to various countries. I traveled all over Europe 

and North Africa and god knows where when I was very young, 

mostly alone. I'm sure that the influence came from the 

early beginnings, what my father told me, but then it 

carried over into the business part. 

ROBERTS: The traveling that you did, like this trip to 

Hamburg, were they things that you initiated on your own? 
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BEST: Yes. 

ROBERTS: I see. That's fascinating. 

BEST: I figured out all kinds of things like that. 

ROBERTS: Was your father able to support you in doing in 

some of this traveling as far as money? 

BEST: No. I always bamboozled somehow, someway, to get 

free tickets from the companies I visited. I went once to 

visit a spinning factory, in the textile field. They were 

spinning--you know what jute is? 

ROBERTS: Yes, a fiber. 

BEST: Fiber, ja. They made potato sacks out of that 

material, the largest factory—and don't ask me why I 

picked that, but there must have been a reason that we 

talked about fibers in school, or something--anyway I got 

wind of that factory in a small city by the name of 

Hemelingen, near Bremen, in Germany. And I did that with 

them too: I wrote them that I would like to visit the 

factory and learn about it and watch the looms and watch 

how they made the potato sacks and other products and write 

about it in school, and they paid for the whole thing. But 

I had relatives in Bremen where I could stay at no 

charge. So I had to always finagle some way of having 

other people pay for these things because we didn't have 

enough money to finance it, although it wasn't that much 

anyway. But my father probably thought that I am crazy to 
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go for all these things. 

ROBERTS: Well, you showed, in doing all that, you showed a 

very entrepreneurial spirit even at that time. 

BEST: Yes, I think that's where it started. 

ROBERTS: Do you attribute your willingness to go out and 

do these things that other children your age weren't doing, 

to any person that you had contact with? 

BEST: No, I think it was really the fascination of what my 

father told me and what he did, and did it also at a very 

young age, and I was really like hypnotized by all these 

stories he told us, told me. I kind of took it over in the 

most natural way without making a big deal out of it; it 

came natural. We had assignments in school— Now don't 

forget, I did all this before I left school at age 

f ifteen. 

ROBERTS: That's amazing. Most children don't hardly 

travel. 

BEST: No. Maybe I had a seventh sense or something to do 

all this. I can't put my finger on it, but it happened. 

ROBERTS: When you were in school, were there any teachers 

or perhaps other relatives or friends who were particularly 

influential in the way that you—? 

BEST: No. Definitely not in school. And relatives, no. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: I come from a very, very modest background. Like I 
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told you, my father lost his parents at a very early age 

and had three sisters and a brother to support. My mother 

came from a very, very modest family, and had to support 

some of her members of the family. So from the family the 

answer must be a clear no. In school, exactly no. I never 

liked school, I'll be very honest with you, I never liked 

school. My mother was called to school, I don't know how 

many times, [and told] that I had all the talent in the 

world, but I was sitting on my chair or on the bench or 

whatever, and looked out the window and sat there like 

dreaming and don't pay attention to the teacher, and never 

participated in what the teachers told us. In fact I was 

taken once to a doctor to find out why I am dreaming always 

and not paying attention. My mind was never at 

schoolwork. I had a terrible time in school. I don't know 

whether you are aware of the fact that in Germany to learn 

whole books and recite them by heart was part of German 

education at the time. In other words, as an example, when 

we were equivalent to fourth grade, in other words ten 

years old, we began to study Latin, and we had to learn 

Julius Caesar in Latin, by heart, and recite it in front of 

the class, page by page, every day or every other day when 

we had the Latin [class], an hour of Latin. I sat at home, 

I remember, sometimes and cried I was so desperate, because 

I just couldn't care less to learn by heart. You know, 
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"Gallia est omnis divisa in partes tres," (sic) the first 

lines of Julius Caesar and on and on and on. Why would 

they make me learn that? And in the typical Prussian way, 

if you didn't know it, all hell broke loose. But we had to 

do it. 

ROBERTS: Did you get most of your language training in 

school? 

BEST: Ja. And also my parents got private lessons in the 

last year when I was about fourteen years old, both French 

and English. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: That must have had a reason too. Maybe my grades 

were not good enough. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: That's very possible that it was more tutoring than 

anything else, why I got private lessons in English and 

French. But I ended up speaking the languages fluently, so 

it had a benefit. But I was also rebelling against that. 

ROBERTS: Perhaps some of that training, or memorization 

and recitation, paid off in learning the languages. 

BEST: Absolutely. 

ROBERTS: Do you think so? 

BEST: Yes, no question about it. But at that time it was 

total disaster for me. I had trouble with my parents, I 

had trouble with the teachers. I mean, I was shivering 
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with fear when I came to school, and only one of the 

students was called that particular page that we had to 

learn by heart overnight. Once or twice I was called and I 

was stuttering and stammering and I broke out in sweat, you 

know, because in Germany there was still spanking allowed 

when I went to school. But the teacher gave you— Are you 

familiar with German schools of that time? 

ROBERTS: Not— 

BEST: Maybe not. 

ROBERTS: No. 

BEST: But we still when I was twelve, thirteen, fourteen, 

fifteen, and you didn't do well, or didn't do right or did 

something wrong, you had a choice: you either got a bad 

mark on your report card, or you got a spanking; you had a 

choice. 

ROBERTS: Which did you take? 

BEST: Naturally you always took a spanking because you 

were so scared of your parents, to come home with a bad 

mark on your report card, but that was the Prussian 

upbringing. Tell that to a student here today! 

ROBERTS: Quite a difference. 

BEST: They probably hit the teacher back! 

ROBERTS: That's amazing. When you were making the 

decision to leave school and go to work, how was the 

decision actually made to go to work for this--
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BEST: Gebriider Simon? 

ROBERTS: Gebriider Simon. 

BEST: Well, number one, I was sick and tired of school, 

and the school year must have ended in May, June of that 

year, I'm sure. I told my father that I would stop going 

to school. He suggested, I guess, that if he would permit 

me to leave school, that only to the finest and best firm 

in Berlin. He would personally intervene, talk to the 

management (he did business with them). And that was 

really an honor to become an apprentice in that company. I 

mean, unless you had connections or are a member of the 

Simon family, you couldn't even get in there, it was such a 

top company. Somehow, someway, I was asked to come there 

and got an interview and another interview, and at the 

third interview I guess they finally told me, OK. They had 

only four or five apprentices in the whole huge 

organization. 

ROBERTS: It sounds like on your first job that you were 

working very long hours at times, and you were also 

attending school at night still--

BEST: For a while. Not for long. 

ROBERTS: I see. Do you think that first job had any 

influence on your subsequent work habits? The time that 

you have put in over the years, did you learn that in your 

first job? 
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BEST: Well, I would say that the German upbringing was 

more influential than the first job. Because in Germany 

around 1928, '29, '30, there was no union, there was nobody 

who said you come at eight and go home at five. You came 

when there was work and if your boss said, "We start 

tomorrow at five and you go home when the work is 

finished," that's what it was. And we grew up with that. 

It's probably very difficult for you to understand how 

young men grew up in Germany in these years, and if 

basically the German upbringing would not be that way, 

Hitler would have never come to power. Because Hitler came 

and told people, "Throw out the Jews"; out the Jews. 

"March to the stadium in Berlin. I want one hundred twenty 

thousand people standing there when I come in." One 

hundred twenty thousand people trotted there to greet 

him. You know, it is an upbringing that is so different 

from United States, that I cannot find the right words for 

it. So in other words, when I was asked in the 

apprenticeship to do the work, I did it, there was no 

quest ion. 

I have a friend who I still associate with who lives 

in Los Angeles now. We have been friends since 1929. It's 

interesting--I want to show you something. Nineteen 

twenty-eight, pardon me. In 1978 when we knew each other 

fifty years he gave me a 1928 silver dollar. 
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ROBERTS: Oh, that's very nice. 

BEST: As a token of his friendship. We knew each other 

fifty years. Now we are already at fifty-six years, we 

know each other so long, and we were both apprentices at 

Gebriider Simon, that's how long we know each other. He 

started a month or two before I did. We worked, both, as 

shipping clerks, and the manager of the shipping department 

said, "You and you come tomorrow at five-thirty, we start 

shipping, we have so many orders, and you guys didn't 

finish them today. So you come in at five-thirty 

tomorrow." Which meant we have to get up at four o'clock, 

take the subway, and walk to the office and be there on 

time. [pounds desk] And when you were half dead, you went 

home, period; and nobody said, "Well, that's nice of you, 

you came, we pay you two marks for overtime." No such 

thing. 

ROBERTS: You indicated earlier that there were sort of 

good aspects and bad aspects to this German upbringing. 

BEST: Well, I don't think that you can say good and bad. 

I would say when you try to find a difference between life 

in the United States and in Germany, and I would almost say 

even today, it's two different worlds. The same way we 

have two different worlds in Japan and in the United 

States. And we'll come to that much, much later. But 

there are differences in the upbringing, even today. At 
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fifty years back, or for me almost sixty years back now, in 

Germany the parents told you what to do, and you did it, 

there was no argument. The boss in the business told you 

what to do, and there was no argument. And why didn't you 

rebel to it? Because your friend had to do the same, or in 

later years, your girlfriend had to do the same, and people 

in general had to do the same. It was the Prussian, 

respectful upbringing: you do what your father or mother 

says, or what your boss tells you to do, and there's no 

back talk, there's no argument. Everybody else did the 

same and so you didn't see the difference. The difference 

came to me when I came to America, and all of a sudden I 

see, my god, now I have children and they want this, and 

they want that, and we talk things over—there was no 

talking over anywhere [in Germany]. 

ROBERTS: Was there anything in your own upbringing that 

was different than the upbringing of Germans in general 

that contributed to your success there in Germany and your 

success later on? 

BEST: That's a very difficult question. No, I don't think 

so. The success came out of your own, of my own 

initiative, to finally go above the German and Prussian 

educational system or business system. I pushed my way 

above other people maybe, or forward and— I don't want to 

sound ridiculous, maybe that I just, let me just say, maybe 
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my level of desire to do things and accomplish things was 

probably higher than others. There were other people in 

Germany who were extremely successful. You are probably 

aware of it, how many successful people, bankers and 

industrialists—I'm talking mainly Jewish right now, 

because I'm Jewish—had tremendous successes in Germany. 

All the large private banking houses in Germany: the 

Warburgs whose name is maybe familiar, the Mendelssohn 

family, the Siemens family—all these were immensely 

successf ul—Rothsch ild. In the department store field, all 

the huge department store companies. You know they were 

tremendously successful people. I tried to get to that 

level--I never made it in Germany—but I always tried to 

reach for the next level. 

ROBERTS: Do you think any of that special drive that you 

had, that some of the other people, your contemporaries, 

didn't have, did any of that come out of your background as 

a Jew? Was there anything— 

BEST: No, I don't think so, I don't think so. I think 

religion has nothing to do with-- There were just as many 

gentiles in Germany as the Siemens and Krupp, you know, all 

the famous AGE and Telefunken and you name it, dozens and 

dozens of companies—I. G. Farben—end less number of 

companies was in gentile hands and highly successful. No, 

I don't think so. 
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ROBERTS: During this period of time, when you were young, 

were you particularly aware of yourself as a Jew, being 

different or separate from this sort of German— 

BEST: No. No. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: I was always--how should I say it—I was brought up 

in this environment of, "You are German first and Jewish 

second." 

ROBERTS: That's very interesting. 

BEST: Ja. 

ROBERTS: When you made the decision to move into your 

father's firm, how was that decision made, and how did you 

find it working with a relative? 

BEST: First of all, the decision to join my father was 

made due to the fact that— In spite of the fact that there 

were rumblings of Hitler and other national socialists, in 

quote, "Nazis," coming into power, at that time when I 

joined my father's business, or he asked me to join the 

business, he was still talking about retiring to the 

Italian Riviera or French Riviera, and have a little home 

there and live there with my mother for the rest of their 

lives. That was their dream. So it was only natural in 

Germany that the son would join the father's business. So 

that was decision number one. Decision number two was that 

my father desperately needed help, he couldn't do all the 
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work himself. He was forty when I was born, so it was when 

I was already twenty—he was already sixty when I joined 

him. [counts] Almost sixty. And at that age in Germany, 

a man was an old man. I remember when my father had his 

sixtieth birthday, the whole family gathered, everybody in 

respectfulness bowed and congratulated him as the eldest of 

the family. They made the biggest fuss about sixty years, 

you know. He is the oldest one of the family and has to be 

honored and respected. If somebody is sixty today, nobody 

cares, they hardly celebrate his birthday. 

So the second reason was that my father was very 

outspoken and said, "Look, I want you to join the firm and 

begin to learn what we're doing, or I'm doing, and I want 

you to meet the manufacturers whom I represent, and I hope 

they will hand over the agency to you when I retire to 

Italy or France or something." That was my father's wish, 

and so I did it. 

ROBERTS: How did you feel about it though? 

BEST: I felt good about it. I could tell you maybe for 

twenty-four hours about the differences in the German 

upbringing, I don't know whether you ever had an 

opportunity to hear details about relationships in 

Germany—both family and business. Did you ever? 

ROBERTS: A little bit. When I was— I have some German 

ancestors. 
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BEST: You do? Well, I don't know whether they ever told 

you things like I'm telling you. We all probably grew up 

differently, but the principle is the same, I think. So I 

had basically— My father said, "I want you to," and I had 

reached the limit at the company I worked for initially. 

There was not much else for me to do; there were family 

members way in front of me who would take over the company, 

and at that time we didn't think the Nazis would take over 

their business a short while later. But the way I looked 

at it was that the old James Simon, the world-famous James 

Simon, had one son, he would take over; and the other 

brother had, I guess, one son and a daughter, and the other 

son would also take over. There was for me, mentally, no 

chance to advance any further. I advanced maybe a little 

bit too quickly, or just too quickly, and reached the 

highest level that I could reach with that company, so it 

was a good idea to leave. 

ROBERTS: When you began working for your father, how did 

the relationship with your father go and mix with 

business? 

BEST: Very good. My father was one foot already out the 

door; on his mind was already to retire, to, like I say, 

turn the business over to me, probably— I cannot even tell 

you today what [exactly] what was on his mind, but I'm sure 

that on his mind was the idea was, "I stay a year or two, 
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break my son into the business"—I was relatively young—"I 

hope that the factories whom we represent will find him 

responsible enough to take over for me, and therefore--" 

No, we got along fine. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: And it did not happen that he left. He didn't leave 

until 1937, as I said. We stayed together for seven or 

eight years. But he spent four out of twelve months away 

from the business; he traveled with my mother a lot, spent 

a lot of time in Switzerland and Italy. So it was a semi-

retirement I would say. 

ROBERTS: When you were working with your father, did you 

feel that you learned a lot from him in terms of business 

and contacts? 

BEST: No. No. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: No. It didn't work out that way. You know, you are 

asking me things that I really never thought much about. 

You confront me with ideas that's almost like going, I 

presume it's like going to a psychiatrist, who makes you 

think back fifty years. I like to mention it as modestly 

and as humbly as I can, that from day one when I came to my 

father— And don't forget that was just a couple of 

offices, half the size of this room; he sat on one place, I 

sat on the next, and a secretary and a telephone girl—that 
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was the whole business. 

The expansion of that business was done by getting 

lines to represent and customers to buy. And I was very 

fortunate that about a year after I joined my father's 

business, this Mr. Marx, whose name I mentioned to you 

before, came to Berlin to look for a representative, and he 

met my father and he said, seemingly, "I would like to meet 

your son." 

I presume my father was very much surprised: "Why do 

you want to meet my son?" I mean, my father was so typical 

German and Prussian. I heard that later on he said, "When 

you meet me and we want your agency, what do you need my 

son for?" 

Anyway he said, "Well, I would like to meet your 

son." And we met and it was love at first sight. We began 

to talk, and at the end of our conversation he said, "You 

know, you are exactly what I need. I want you to be our 

representative." 

My father was shocked that that would happen to him 

after— I mean, he started the business in Berlin in 1911, 

I guess. By that time it was 1930, '29 or '30. And that 

that manufacturer would say, "You know, we want your son? 

you are welcome, but basically we want your son." And this 

man had tremendous influence on my whole business career. 

ROBERTS: Who was this man? 
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BEST: This man was-- His name is Rudolph Marx, he was the 

number one man in this Gebriider Marx enterprise in 

Stuttgart. And he and I developed products together that 

became incredible successes. And he—how should I tell you 

that?—he broadened my view out of a, let's say, two-room 

small business into the broad overview of a large company, 

which we did not have, but he had; I spent so much in that 

firm. I traveled to Stuttgart, I don't know how many times 

a year, and called with him on customers all over Europe, 

and we traveled to England and France and Switzerland and 

god knows where to find new products to make. A very 

interesting— I'm sure that some of the things I'm telling 

you, you will eliminate later on, but he and I for instance 

went to England, which at the time, and probably still is 

today, [was] the fashion center for menswear. Most British 

goods, shirts, suits, ties, the material for ties comes 

from Italy or so. But Great Britain is today still the 

center for men's clothes and menswear things too, [where] 

they come from or originate. So we went to England. Like 

I said, they had a textile factory, and I gave him an idea 

which came spontaneously out of something that we 

discussed, that when you buy in England let's say, typical 

British cloth—as you see, it has a pattern, and it's 

fairly expensive. I told him, "You know, how would you 

feel if we can buy this material, and instead of weaving it 
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and pay maybe three marks a yard, or two marks a yard"--I 

can't tell you [the price] anymore--"if we would find a 

printer in Germany who could exactly, photographically, 

print this on white material." That has a disadvantage, 

naturally, that you have the pattern on the top and white 

on the back. 

And he said, "You know, I know a factory in Augsburg, 

in Germany, who could do that." 

I said, "Why don't we try that. Let's buy a few 

shirts here, things that I like and you like, take them to 

Germany, take them to Augsburg, talk to the people there, 

whether they could copy that and print it." 

That was about a year after I joined them. We went to 

Augsburg, and they succeeded. And instead of paying maybe 

two marks for the meter, it cost maybe thirty-five pfennig 

for the meter, and it looked beautiful. Maybe this is the 

beginning of the entrepreneur ism in my blood somewhere, 

that I took the first samples of this material that they 

made some samples of in Augsburg. I took that to a client 

of mine in Berlin, and he looked at it, and he said, "How 

much is this?" 

I said-- Well, I don't know what it was, let's say 

fifty pfennig. 

He said, "That's unbelievable; how did you do that?" 

And we told him that it was printed instead of woven 
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and was photographically done and looks exactly like this 

except--I don't know whether you know what a shirt looks 

like when you buy it—well, inside the collar the back of 

the material from your back, that would look white. So we 

had to figure out a way to make it look like that, look 

like this. So we gave the shirt manufacturer the idea, 

just make a cutout and sew it in, so that whole thing looks 

like a woven shirt. 

To make a long story short, I think in the six years 

that we were building that together, these people became 

multimillionaires from that one product, and I became quite 

wealthy with it, due to commissions. But as it was in 

Germany—and if my wife would hear that, she would get a 

big kick out of it—we made hundred thousands of marks of 

commissions out of that, and I gave all the money to my 

father, you know. It would never enter my mind that I 

should really have some of that money. But being in 

Germany, I got my 450 marks a month, and that was it, and 

stayed that way until I got married. 
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ROBERTS: —financial success you had had through inventing 

this — 

BEST: Process. 

ROBERTS: Process, yes. You were indicating that you gave 

most of the profits to your father? 

BEST: Well, it automatically came to him via commission 

statements. But again, we're coming back many times to the 

German upbringing. Something that I, a thousand times in 

the past, thought about, why didn't I go and say, "Look, 

I'm bringing all this money in, I'm bringing in all the 

ideas and the orders, how about a thousand marks a 

month?" But I made 450 marks until I got married, and when 

I got married I finally got 500 marks a month. It's almost 

unbelievable, but that was Germany at the time. 

ROBERTS: How did that allow you to live? Were you able to 

live in relative comfort? 

BEST: No. [laughs] How can you know? I lived so 

modestly, and it was work, work, work. It was probably the 

most amazing change in my life when I met my wife (she 

comes from a very well known, very wealthy family in 

Berlin), and the first thing--and I tell you this more as a 

joke than as anything else—the first thing that happened 

was after we met, she invited me to her house to meet her 
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parents, second or third date, and on that third date I 

picked her up to go to a movie. And we did, and then she 

said after the movie, "My parents are a block away from 

here in a very fine restaurant having dinner, and my father 

would like to have us join them for dinner." I almost fell 

off my chair. We went and had dinner, and it was a luxury 

that was common to very wealthy people, but that I did not 

know. I came home, that was on a Saturday night—it is so 

typical for everything we are discussing--on Sunday morning 

we had breakfast, my parents and I. My mother said, "Well, 

what did you do last night?" 

"Well, we went to a movie." 

"How come you came home so late?" 

"Well, I was invited by Mr. and Mrs. Holdheim"—that's 

my wife's maiden name—"for dinner." 

"And what did you eat?" 

I told them what we ate. Then my father thought for a 

few moments, and he said, "These people will find out 

sooner or later that they should have saved their money 

instead of wasting it away." 

ROBERTS: That's interesting. 

BEST: That was two different worlds again. 

ROBERTS: I don't think we've, I don't think I've asked you 

what your wife's name was. 
BEST: Like I say, her first name is Ina, and the last name 
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is Holdheim. The Holdheims were one of the top-ranking 

families in Berlin. 

ROBERTS: And what was their background? 

BEST: The firm of Wilheim-Holdheim was one of the largest 

in Berlin in the plastic goods business, and then later 

switched entirely to make only plastic buttons, had five-

hundred or six-hundred people working there in a beautiful 

factory building, which all ended in 1938, naturally. My 

wife came from a totally different financial background, 

but her upbringing was just as Prussian and as German as 

mine. The only difference was that she told me always, 

from day one, "If we ever have children, I am not going to 

bring up my children like that. That is one promise I made 

to myself." She kept that promise to this very day, 

whereas I, many times, forgot. I gave my children a lot of 

trouble in the beginning—we just talked about that the 

other day—I still try to be [pounds desk] the German 

father with the fist on the table. I've learned a lot in 

the meantime. 

ROBERTS: As I recall, you had sort of a whirlwind 

romance. You hadn't been dating your wife too long before 

you made the decision to get married. 

BEST: We had no time. We met in 1937. We got engaged on 

October 17 and married on January 4, '38—we didn't have 

much time—and then made plans to leave Germany. 
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ROBERTS: I see. Well, I think this might be a good point 

to break off our conversation. 

SECOND PART 

DECEMBER 11, 1984 

ROBERTS: Mr. Best, as I indicated earlier, there were a 

number of points that we wanted to go back and cover from 

our last session, and the first one would be, what is your 

mother's maiden name? 

BEST: It is Kaethe Tuerk. 

ROBERTS: You had mentioned that you developed a barter 

system to deal with the currency controls and so forth that 

were instituted by Hitler; that process is being used a lot 

currently with Third World countries. Could you give us 

some idea of the details of how you got into that, and how 

you went about finding the various products to be able to 

barter between the various countries? 

BEST: Well, we started actually with the barter deals in 

the very late, maybe one or two years, or even last twelve 

months, of our business activity in Germany, when it became 

impossible to get import licenses for consumer goods. As I 

mentioned to you previously, I personally dealt mainly with 

the very large department stores in Germany at that time. 

I took the buyers repeatedly to England where they bought 
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cotton goods and other piece goods for their respective 

departments in these stores. One of the very large German 

department store chains had their own dress manufacturing 

subsidiary, and they were deeply involved in the exporting 

of dresses, especially dresses, to the Scandinavian 

countries. So after finding that our opportunity to buy in 

English pounds from England where we had our greatest 

business interest-- We discussed with our department store 

customers, who incidentally had buying offices in England 

whom I was very friendly with, we first thought, how can we 

ship some of their manufactured goods, in this case 

dresses, [which] were prominent as an export item out of 

Germany for years. 

Through them we became aware of the fact that we might 

be able to ship the dresses to Sweden, find Swedish steel 

through, again, connections we had in Sweden, where we did 

some business for many years. It's hard to remember which 

authority in Scandinavia was involved, but we ended up in a 

triangular barter deal, whereby we shipped German-made 

dresses to Sweden (or Scandinavia for that matter), they 

shipped steel to England, and the British shipped cotton 

goods to our customers in Berlin. It was all new to the 

Western world, so to speak, but in an emergency in order to 

have something to sell for everyone, we arrived at this 

modus operandi and succeeded. It worked for me for a 
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limited number of months. Then we ourselves had to leave 

Germany, and I don't know what happened afterwards, but I 

don't think very much. 

ROBERTS: I see. Were there any formal structures set up 

to aid the barter arrangements? 

BEST: No, no. It was far too late in the Hitler regime 

time. I can neither guarantee nor verify today whether any 

other company or any other person was involved in such a 

barter deal. It was really in the final, like I said, 

months or maybe last couple of years of the prewar era 

where you had little contact with anybody, and everybody 

thought more about arms and rearming Germany and the 

threats that were spread by Hitler, especially to Jewish 

firms. I can give you very little information on that, but 

I would be fairly secure in saying that it was a beginning, 

it was an idea that to some extent succeeded in limited 

amounts. But by the time it got working, it was all over, 

because by that time Hitler marched into Austria, and then 

into Czechoslovakia and Poland, and that ended 

everything. And people looked more to save their lives 

than to worry about barter deals with other countries. 

ROBERTS: How did you originally come up with the idea of 

the barter deal? Had you seen things like this done 

before? Or was it just a — 

BEST: No. It was an idea born out of negotiations with 
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customers who said they need merchandise, and "How can we 

get it if we have no money to pay for it?" And the nearest 

thing to it was that I looked for an opportunity to trade, 

which turned out to be the beginning of barter trading, not 

that it hadn't been done centuries before in the olden 

days. Remember the barter deals that were done between 

China and the Dutch who traveled by camel back and forth 

from Western Europe to China to trade silk goods against 

Dutch-made porcelain or whatever. It was nothing brand 

new, but there was no need to do it before in Western 

Europe at that particular time. But barter is an age-old 

institution of business people traveling. If you study 

Chinese history you will find how the Chinese traveled on 

either camel or horse, back and forth from mainland China 

to Europe, brought goods over and brought goods back at the 

same time, without probably changing money, if any. I 

think if we go back further we can find other occasions 

where this happened. So the idea was not brand new, nor 

did we invent it or take credit for it, but in that 

particular instance, it helped. 

ROBERTS: It was sort of a survival tactic. 

BEST: Survival tactic. Unfortunately, in the final 

analysis, the survival of our life was more important than 

the barter deal, so that's why I told you the other day, 

that in 1938, just before we left, we closed all this, and 
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I don't know what happened afterwards because it was too 

close to war breaking out, and after the war everything 

changed again. 

ROBERTS: In reviewing the tape, there seemed to be-- I 

wasn't quite clear on the sequence of your parents leaving 

and your leaving and the time between that. I was 

wondering if you could clarify that a little bit. 

BEST: Yes, I will try, never forgetting that this was 

fifty years ago now. If you want to have the whole story, 

which you can shorten if you wish, I was in England on one 

of those barter arrangement expeditions, in early 1938, 

which incidentally was the last trip I ever made. On my 

way back I stopped in Holland where we had a very close 

friend who was the European, let's call it, general sales 

manager for one of the British companies we dealt with. I 

stopped in Amsterdam on my way back to Berlin. I cannot 

give you the exact date, but it was very early in the year, 

maybe February. Unfortunately we don't have anything to go 

by, no documentation or papers, no nothing, nothing was 

left. And yet I might find— I just have an idea I might 

find something. I may get you something. 

I went to Amsterdam, and my friend Mr. Schoolmeister 

whom I visited, arriving early in the morning, unbeknown to 

me was one of the leaders of the Jewish anti-Nazi group in 

Holland. When I saw him on that morning coming back from 
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England, he said, "Look, it is so close to war. I don't 

want you to go back to Germany. Stay here, call your wife 

and bring her here, and call your parents and bring them 

here." That was on a Monday. Well, I called my wife in 

Berlin and I told her to get ready, that we would take a 

vacation trip. But she was very, very severely influenced 

by her father, who, as I guess I mentioned to you before, 

still hoped that all of this would be over very soon. He 

refused to leave Germany; he didn't want to have anything 

to do with it. And he didn't want his daughter to leave. 

And so my wife on the phone said, "No, we better talk it 

over, come home." So I came home on Wednesday night, by 

train. 

I talked it over with my father, who happened to have 

a passport to do his frequent travel, more for pleasure 

than for anything else, and by coincidence my mother also 

had a passport. So we went to the Berlin office of the 

Holland America Line, and lo and behold, they had two 

tickets available for a ship that was sailing a few days 

later from Rotterdam to the Mediterranean. So we decided 

we'd buy two tickets for my mother and father, went home, 

and told my mother to pack up, that my parents would go on 

a vacation trip to the Mediterranean, which they did. We 

never told my mother that the idea was never to come back, 

because she still had a mother, my grandmother, also 
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hospitalized and very ill in Berlin, and also a sister, and 

if she would have known that she would never come back, she 

would have never left. So we had to use the unfortunate 

situation and tell her it would be strictly a vacation. 

And so my parents got away two, three days later on a train 

to Amsterdam, got on their ship and went to the 

Mediterranean, and made that cruise and stayed for a few 

weeks in Italy and in Switzerland, and came back maybe on 

that same ticket to Holland, maybe three or four months 

later, and stayed there, in Holland, until we arranged for 

an affidavit from America. By that time we had left 

Germany, arrived in America, and were able to send them an 

affidavit to bring them to Los Angeles where we resided at 

the time already. So that's the story of my parents. 

There isn't much more I can tell you. The only thing 

I can tell you is that I brought them to the railroad 

station and to the train on a, if I'm not mistaken, on a 

Wednesday or Thursday morning. The train came at around 

nine o'clock, they left, I went back to my office at ten 

o'clock or at ten-thirty, I got a call from the Gestapo 

headquarters on a very serious matter. The Gestapo 

headquarters were at the famous Alexanderplatz in Berlin. 

I was brought into some SS uniformed party big shots who 

told me right away; "Your parents left this morning for 

Holland, where's all the money they took? How much did 
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they take?" Fortunately we had everything well prepared. 

My parents took with them only what was legally permitted, 

which I guess was one hundred German marks, each person, at 

that time. My father had not taken a single mark out of 

his bank accounts in Berlin; nothing was touched. 

Fortunately, I could tell them that they left legitimately 

on a vacation. All the money that was owned between my 

mother, father, business, had been, all the money was 

untouched and was in various banks, and they could check 

it. We didn't have any other money or any other thing to 

take along. They checked it out and found it to be true 

and let me go. That was probably the greatest break I ever 

got, because most of the people, once they were in the 

Alexanderplatz Gestapo headquarters, never made it out. 

They either threw them out the window or killed them in 

some fashion. It's probably hard for you to believe these 

things. 

ROBERTS: Did that have any effect on your decision as to 

when to try and depart, the fact that you were called into 

the Gestapo headquarters? Did you accelerate your plans? 

BEST: Well, yes. I would say that the fact that my father 

and mother left, and, I guess I told you last time, our key 

supplier of merchandise had also closed, sold his company 

rather, on October 17, 1937. It became more and more 

difficult to do business; we should have gone much, much 
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sooner. But at that point in time I decided that it was 

time to liquidate the company to the best of my ability and 

prepare for our own exodus. And I did. To my amazement my 

father-in-law, who had, like I mentioned to you, a very 

large factory and was a typical German who believed in the 

fact that Germany was his fatherland and he would never 

leave it and nothing would ever happen to him-- Well, 

unfortunately, he did not follow our wishes and join us to 

prepare for our exit, and he unfortunately died in the 

concentration camp a year or so later. We gave him a 

chance to join us and go out with us when we could; but he 

believed so strongly that Hitler would not last and the 

whole Nazi regime would not last, and that we were the ones 

who were crazy to leave. He miscalculated the situation. 

ROBERTS: And then you left later on that summer? 

BEST: Yes, we left on July 31. I guess I mentioned that 

to you the other day. We left on July 31 and got on the 

ship on August 6 and landed in New York on August 12. 

ROBERTS: Did you have any thoughts when you saw the Statue 

of Liberty coming in? 

BEST: I tell you, it is difficult to recall the thoughts I 

had. It was probably an unbelievable emotional experience, 

number one, to reach the shores of a free country. But the 

overwhelming thoughts were [of] the people we left behind, 

and would—and this is only natural, most likely—would war 
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extend to America too? Are we safe now? Can I find a 

job? Can I make enough money to feed my wife, who was in 

the meantime pregnant? Which was an additional problem 

that we created with full knowledge of the fact that we 

did, but we couldn't help it; she got pregnant and arrived 

in New York as a pregnant lady. 

There were so many uncertainties ahead of us, that 

only after, I guess after one night sleeping in a bed in 

New York and getting ready at seven in the morning, meeting 

some people whose addresses I had, to introduce myself for 

a job possibly, did I forget everything. I left my poor 

wife in a one-room--you cannot call it apartment--in one 

room in Astoria, Long Island, for which we paid four 

dollars a week (that's all we could afford). It was, I 

guess, one of the hottest summers ever, 1938. And the poor 

girl suffered terribly, there was no air conditioning or 

anything like it. I went out at seven in the morning, and 

took the subway and went into town and visited various 

people to find out: what can I do? And that's how the 

U.S.A. started for me. 

ROBERTS: When you arrived here in the United States, you 

really didn't have someone who was really committed to 

assist you? 

BEST: No. No. Nobody, but we got an affidavit from a 

lawyer friend, whom we didn't know. But you know how these 
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things go; the people give an affidavit to a Jewish couple, 

hoping that they would never become a burden. And I never 

gave it a thought. The funny thing is, I went to this man 

who gave us the affidavit on the first morning when I went 

downtown to Forty-second Street and Fifth Avenue, there he 

had his office--Mr. Levy—and thanked him for giving us the 

affidavit, making it possible that we could come to 

America. The next thing he told me how happy he was that 

we came, but that he would advise me, in as much as I told 

him that I came with a pregnant wife, that I should take 

out a $5,000 straight life insurance [policy], if, god 

forbid, something happened to me that my wife would be 

protected. And so my first business transaction in America 

was the first morning at ten o'clock in this lawyer's 

office, I took out a $5,000 life insurance. 

ROBERTS: That's very typically American, I guess. 

BEST: I don't know whether it's typical American; to me it 

was most untypical, and this fatherly, extremely friendly 

lawyer, Mr. Levy, felt that was absolutely mandatory, that 

I have to protect my wife. And I did. And $5,000 life 

insurance for a young man, twenty-six years old, wasn't 

very expensive at that time; I guess $111 was the first 

premium. But it was $111 out of $360 I had left. So we 

had to sit down at home and figure we didn't have $360 

anymore, we only had $239, or whatever it was. And with 
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that we had to plan now what to do. And now you have to 

ask me where we go from there. 

ROBERTS: That I guess is the next question. What plans 

did you come up with, what strategy did you have for 

finding a job and supporting your family? 

BEST: Well, to take this up front, we were six weeks in 

New York. Due to the unbelievable heat during that period, 

the quarters we lived in that were below human dignity, and 

no air conditioning, my wife began to think either she 

wants to go back to Germany or we go somewhere else. She 

couldn't take it? it was too hot, too uncomfortable. 

I don't know whether I mentioned to you that my wife 

has a sister who left Germany—actually her husband left— 

on January 4, 1938, our wedding day. He attended our 

wedding, which was not the usual religious wedding, but 

under Adolf Hitler's picture. We went to some government 

place, and somebody said, "You are now husband and wife. 

Good-bye." On this January 4, which we then celebrated 

with our family at home, my brother-in-law, my wife's 

sister's husband, left for America. 

ROBERTS: What was his name? 

BEST: His name was Max Ponder. And his wife's name was 

Helga Ponder. He was the one who looked for a job in 

America and found one. A friend of my father-in-law who 

was the head of the plastic manufacturers' organization had 
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left Germany very, very early in 1933, I guess, and 

established himself in New York as an importer of two or 

three photographic product lines that were made in Germany, 

as importer. When my brother-in-law came to New York in 

January 1938, he hired him as salesman for the West 

Coast. At that time the West Coast was unknown territory, 

really. My brother-in-law came back to Berlin to pick up 

his wife and child. They could still pick up their 

furniture, put it in a lift van, and left Germany—if I'm 

not mistaken--in April or May 1938 for San Francisco; where 

he became the West Coast agent for this company, the name 

was Intercontinental Marketing Company. Well, when we came 

to America, the first thing was that my wife wanted to talk 

to her sister. We called up, and my brother-in-law told 

me-- Oh, my wife had after this heat and everything, the 

wish to maybe go to San Francisco: number one, her sister; 

number two, the Golden Gate, California, the Pacific, palm 

trees, orange trees—all this was terribly exciting for 

her. So we talked to my brother-in-law that we had the 

idea maybe to come out. He said, "By no means come out 

here! We are not making a living; I'm using up my last 

savings. Don't think of coming. It would be crazy." 

Well, I in the meantime contacted a number of people. The 

first one-- Are you interested in this? 

ROBERTS: Oh, very much. 
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BEST: The first one was a man who was the president of 

Peter Pan Products. The people, I told you previously, we 

represented for a very, very brief period of time in 

Berlin, for very fancy materials for children's dresses. 

And the man saw me and said, "I'll give you a job." 

And I said, "Well, how much money can I make?" Oh, 

and I brought some of the drawings and clippings from my 

previous occupation in Germany—remember I told you I 

helped in designing certain products—which I showed him. 

And he said, "This is all very interesting. I pay you 

$25 a week; you can start tomorrow." 

And I was just on cloud nine. I went home, told my 

wife, and she said, this is fine, but she doesn't want to 

stay in New York. 

So the next day I went back to Peter Pan Products and 

told them, "I'm very sorry, I cannot stay in New York; my 

wife doesn't feel good here—she has a sister in 

California—I cannot accept the job." 

So the man said, "Well, I tell you, I make you a last 

offer, $30 a week. I want you here." 

Well, that was a lot of money at the time, $30, when 

most of the refugees and most of the people I knew my age— 

twenty-six, twenty-seven—made $12.50 and $14, $15 in New 

York, to make $30-- So the matter became more 

complicated. I sent a telegram to my brother-in-law that I 

have an offer for $30, what should I do? 
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He said, "Take it, grab it, and just forget 

California. We may have to come back because I cannot make 

a living here. I don't know where to get the money for 

next month to feed my wife and child." 

Well, like it is so often in life, the strangest 

things happen, at least they happen to me. I had to start 

all over again. My wife insisted, "Not Peter Pan, find 

something else, maybe we can go to the West Coast." And 

they told us on the phone, "It's nice and cool and breezy 

in San Francisco," you know. I figured I'd do one thing: 

I start on Madison Avenue, on the corner of--I don't 

remember—maybe Twenty-sixth, Twenty-fifth Street and just 

go from building to building to building and go from floor 

to floor to floor and ask people whether they need me. 

There was no other way. Well, I did this for two or three 

days, and entered the third day, I guess, on Number 79 

Madison Avenue. I go in the elevator, and with me in the 

elevator is a man, we look at each other, and he says, "Are 

you who I think you are?" And we look at each other, and 

it was one of my biggest customers in Berlin. He had the 

largest neckwear factory in Berlin. And I sold him both 

silk goods and cotton goods for white-tie making, you know, 

for dinner parties when people wear white ties, tails, and 

very elegant clothes. He says, "What are you doing 

here?" 
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And I cold him that I arrived two weeks or so ago, and 

I'm looking for a job or an agency or representation; my 

wife likes to go to California. "Do you know by any 

chance—" By that time we went up with the elevator to his 

place. Before we got out of the elevator, walking into his 

place, I see a sign on the door, Seidler-Bergheim. 
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\ 

TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE TWO 

DECEMBER 11, 1984 

ROBERTS: As you were saying before we flipped the tape, 

you had just walked into this office. 

BEST: Yes, and see the name, Seidler-Bergheim, and that 

brought back some memories. Hans Seidler was the gentleman 

I had rode up in the elevator with, and Mr. Bergheim was 

his partner. I knew both of them from Berlin; we did a lot 

of business. We walk into a very elegant reception room, 

at that time, into a very elegant private office. You 

know, I changed my name from Hans to John; for him I was 

still Hans; and he said, "Hans, what are you going to do? 

You say you are looking?" 

And I said, "My wife would like to go to California; 

I'm looking for representation." 

He said, "You don't have to look anymore, you are my 

agent for the western United States." No questions 

asked. "Do you need money? You get it. You have to stay 

here for two weeks and learn all the details." They had 

become by that time one of the foremost, if not the 

foremost, manufacturer for neckwear in America, which they 

still are today, in the highest price level. It fitted 

right into what my knowledge was in years past; it would 

have been just the perfect position for me. So I worked 

there two weeks, and they promised me, I don't know what, 
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but a small token, a fixed income that we could live on and 

a commission. And strangely enough at that time, really, 

the West Coast was the unknown area of the United States. 

Few people made it out here, and everything was in its 

infancy here. You may not remember much of that, but I 

do. Well, I worked there for about two weeks, and about 

midway I even learned to cut neckwear; it was all handmade 

and handsewn. They wanted me to really know the product 

from the bottom up. 

One day I look out the window, and across the street, 

maybe four or five or six stories below, I see some girls 

packaging what looked to me like a photographic enlarger. 

So I figured if that is a photographic company and if they 

by any chance do not have a representative on the West 

Coast, maybe that would be something for my brother-in-law 

(who represented Intercontinental as a company for 

photographic accessories); maybe this would be something 

for him to make money with. So during my lunch hour I went 

down 79 Madison Avenue, went across the street to 95, and I 

had counted out the floors, and went to, I don't know the 

twenty-ninth floor or whatever it was, knocked on the door, 

and I said I would like to talk to the owner of the 

company. The company's name was Chess United 

Corporation. A very nice gentleman came out, and all this 

sounded kind of funny to him, and he said, "Who are you?" 
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I told him, and he introduced himself: "I'm Alex 

Weinstein. Why don't you come in and sit down and tell me 

the story of your life, and why you came in here." 

So I told him exactly what I told you: "I have a 

brother-in-law and he needs photographic products. I saw 

from the other building where I'm working some enlargers, 

photographic enlargers, being packaged, and I figured, if 

you by any chance don't have an agent on the West Coast, 

maybe my brother-in-law would be the ideal man for you, 

because he's looking to make a living and cannot make it. 

He's a very nice guy. Maybe he could represent you if you 

don't have a representative." 

So Mr. Weinstein, who was an extremely emotional, 

quick-reacting man—very, very nervous type, yet very 

aggressive at the same time—without asking anything, he 

said, "No, I don't want your brother-in-law. You go to the 

West Coast for me! A guy who has an idea what you had to 

look out the window and come here and think this whole 

thing through, I want you. We are not represented on the 

West Coast at all. We do all of our business in and around 

New York. You go for me to the West Coast." 

So I said, "Mr. Weinstein, that is impossible. I work 

across the street for Mr. Seidler who is in the neckwear 

business, and I come out of the textile industry, and it 

would be much, much better if you would consider to give 
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this agency to my brother-in-law who works with camera 

stores, and so on and so forth." 

He said, "No, if you don't want it, forget it. End of 

conversation i" 

So I said, "Mr. Weinstein, it's very, very—" 

Oh, and he told me, "I send you $50 a week so that you 

have some money to eat, and the rest you make on 

commissions." 

And I said, "It is very, very difficult. I promised a 

very, very close friend of mine whom I found here, who has 

a factory up there, and I'm learning his business, and he 

promised to send me to the West Coast. And we are very, 

very close, and he was the first one in America who opened 

the door to me. I cannot just go there and say, 'Here is a 

Mr. Weinstein who wants me.'" 

And he said, in his typical personality—and 

incidentally we became close friends over the years; he 

unfortunately had cancer and passed away a few years ago— 

he said, "It's you or nothing. Good-bye, call me 

tomorrow!" Out of the door, closed, and forgotten. 

ROBERTS: Well, that must have been a very tough thing, 

because it sounds like he was offering you a very good deal 

in terms of money and so forth. 

BEST: Sure. Fifty dollars a week. Unbelievable! Well, I 

go home again, and my wife and I talked everything over. 
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At that time I was more concerned about her health and 

being pregnant and she had not much-- During the first 

couple of months or three months at being pregnant, she 

felt pretty miserable in the heat and all this and that. 

She said she wants to think about it. And we met on the 

boat coming over a couple (who are still our friends 

incidentally), and they came with the same boat, with the 

New Amsterdam, had relatives in Flushing. Once a week we 

met, and all we could afford is to bring our own sandwich, 

and then go to Horn & Hadart and steal a glass of water, 

and that was our dinner together. Then we went to Central 

Park and sat on a bench for a couple or three hours and 

talked to each other. 

ROBERTS: What was the name of this couple? 

BEST: This couple was Jacobson, James Jacobson, whom we 

still know here, who are very close friends of ours. I 

told them what had happened. He hadn't found anything to 

do yet, and was hoping that, I guess they had an uncle or 

somebody who supported them a little bit, or his mother's 

brother. Somebody in the family helped them and they 

stayed with them. And we sat and talked and talked. What 

shall I do? What shall I do? We finally decided there has 

to be a way to make this possible. And I decided maybe in 

my desperation to find an answer, I told the Seidler people 

I'd take the neckwear line to the West Coast, and I figured 
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God will help us somehow, someway. Maybe my brother-in-law 

can take some of the neckwear out if we should find each 

other together, and I take care of the photo enlargers, or 

we both do both. God will help us. That's all I could say 

at that time. In the meantime these people from Peter Pan 

Products contacted me a few times and said, "Look, it seems 

that you have finally decided not to come to work for us. 

But would you be willing to take our line to the West 

Coast? We are not represented there." 

And by that time I was open to anything. I figured 

whatever comes along, I take along. Time will tell. I 

said, "OK, I know your line anyway; it's a relatively small 

line of cotton products. I take it. And I also take—" 

He said, "I have a friend who makes hairnets. He 

wants you to take his line too." 

"Okay." 

And last but not least, the Peter Pan people told me 

that they have an associate company and they make 

tablecloths and napkins and everything that goes with it, 

like tablewear, textiles. They are not represented on the 

West Coast either and need somebody. I take that too. And 

so I had five different items to go to the West Coast. 

By that time it was September 27, I guess, or 26, and 

we had spent six weeks in New York. It was still hot, and 

we spent much of our money. And I had to buy two autobus 
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tickets to San Francisco, which was $29 each, which 

depleted our assets by $58 and left us with a maximum of 

$50, but I don't think it was that much. 

We left September 29 on our journey by bus to the West 

Coast. Our first stop was Chicago, and my wife didn't feel 

good in that—shook her—bus, you know, and being 

pregnant. And so in Chicago we had to get off the bus, and 

we stayed for one night on the bench in the bus depot until 

she calmed down a little bit. She was laying down on the 

wooden bench there. We didn't have enough money to take a 

hotel room anymore. And the next-- I tell you why. I 

don't know whether anybody would ever be interested in 

this, but it may be fun for you to listen to it. 

We took the next bus out of Chicago in the morning to 

Denver. And the people in the neckwear company told me, 

"When you get to Denver you take a showroom in the Brown 

Palace Hotel, and they will set up big tables for you, and 

you spread out all the ties and the samples and the piece 

goods, and call up the May Company and Daniels & Fisher and 

call up--" I forgot all of the names of the department 

stores; all that has changed. Don't forget we are many 

years into this. So I called up one after another of the 

names of the department store buyers. Everybody told me 

the same thing, "We are going to New York to the show in 

two weeks. We will see your company there." Except one 
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buyer, I guess from Joslyn's in Denver, came up to the 

showroom, looked at everything, wrote some numbers down and 

said, "I will see your people at the show in New York." We 

exhausted our possibilities for the neckwear line, having 

sold nothing, having taken a showroom, which incidentally 

at night was converted into a bedroom for an excessively 

high price, $15, I guess, or $16 per night, which was a 

high price at that time--we could sleep for $2 somewhere. 

I said to my wife, "We stay here one night more and 

out we go, because our money is going down, down, down." I 

guess we had the $50 left from Mr. Weinstein, the first $50 

he gave me. And I said, "We must go on by bus. But we 

pack up and leave our luggage in the lobby, and I will take 

two of the enlargers," which we took on our trip and these 

were huge boxes, maybe one hundred, one hundred and fifty 

pounds each. And I said to my wife, "Look, there is a 

little park right by the Brown Palace Hotel. After 

breakfast you are going to sit down there on a bench and 

wait for me, and I go with the enlargers." Because I saw 

across the street from the Brown Palace Hotel, there was a 

camera shop called Hansted's. I figured I'm going to go in 

there with my enlargers and with the other photographic 

accessories that went with the enlargers. I walk in and 

there is Mr. Hansted, Mrs. Hansted, and I introduced 

myself, I mean I could hardly speak any decent English, and 

I told them who I was, and what I am doing. 



And he said, "Well, why don't you show us what you 

have." 

So I took my jacket off and set up these huge 

enlargers. And Mr. Hansted looked at them--it took me 

about a half an hour—he said, "How much are they?" 

I don't know, so much. "Well, you have three models, 

send me one of each, and send me one of each of all of your 

accessories with it." 

That was about [counts] about $250 worth of 

merchandise, maybe $300. At 5 percent commission, that was 

fifteen dollars commission. Now it was the first order in 

the United States. 

I asked him whether there is another camera store in 

Denver. 

And he said, "The best store for what you have is the 

Eastman Kodak Store." 

"Where are they?" On the same street, three blocks 

down. So I marched three blocks down, water dripping, go 

to the Kodak store. It's the same story: they bought one 

of each of the enlargers and some accessories. 

By that time—I guess it was afternoon—I figured my 

wife would be hungry, she couldn't speak English, was 

probably scared to death by that time, so I figured that 

must be all, because our bus to Salt Lake City was leaving, 

I guess, at six or seven in the evening. So I go back, and 
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sure enough she sits on that little park bench exactly 

where I deposited here, and I came with a face three times 

the normal size and so happy. I had two orders, and maybe 

$25 or $30 commission. That was probably one of the 

happiest days in my life. 

We went to Salt Lake City, and it was boiling hot in 

Salt Lake City. I left my wife at the bus depot because we 

wanted to go on to San Francisco, and I only went to two 

camera stores, without luck—couldn't sell anything. And 

there was no neckwear store either. So we took the bus 

overnight, for a day and a night and more, and we arrived 

the third morning, I guess, in San Francisco. My brother-

in-law (my wife's sister's husband) happened to be in Los 

Angeles at that time. They had also a one-room apartment, 

if you want to call it [that]—one room, one kitchen, and a 

bath, and also a dining room. In the dining room they were 

prepared to put a metal bed for my wife and me, if we would 

pay them $3 a week, which I agreed to. That was in the 

morning, and the same evening I took a train to Los Angeles 

to meet my brother-in-law. I went by train; he picked me 

up at seven o'clock downtown here at the station. He took 

me to his very elaborate apartment on Twelfth Street and 

Pico--if that means anything to you, it's about the darkest 

neighborhood, or was at that time, but you could have a 

room for fifty cents a night—where he housed, and now we 
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housed there for two for fifty cents a night, because there 

were two beds. And now comes a new chapter. Let's stop 

for a moment, [tape recorder off] 

ROBERTS: As you were saying just before we stopped here, 

you had just--you were living in a fifty-cent room in Los 

Angeles. 

BEST: Yes, on Twelfth Street and Pico. And my first 

attempt to do something here--I mean, we just didn't have 

time for a long conversation, although we hadn't seen each 

other for a few months. It was greetings, driving to the 

little room and deciding who does what. And I had already 

the one experience that I could sell some enlargers in 

Denver. So I said to my brother-in-law, "I would like to 

see one or two or three photographic stores in Los Angeles 

and see whether we can expand this initial success, or was 

it only luck or what. Do we really have a substantial 

basis for some business?" So we decided, and he gave me 

the names of three of the then prominent downtown Los 

Angeles camera stores to see. And he would, for reasons I 

cannot remember, he felt that he knows on Broadway some of 

the stores that sell all kinds of goods, mostly Oriental 

and Middle East and so on, he said these people may buy 

some of the tablecloths and napkins and so on, and he wants 

to take that whole line and go out and call on these 

people. And I should take my two huge boxes and call on 

the photo stores, the three names he gave me. 
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Well, I started out, maybe by nine o'clock, and walked 

from Pico down to 733 [655] South Hope Street, where there 

is still today a camera shop called B. B. Nichols. I 

introduced myself, told Mr. Nichols who I was, and he said, 

"Here's a big table, why don't you unpack everything you 

have. Everything. I want to see everything you have. I 

don't buy anything sight unseen." 

So it took me about an hour to set up the three 

enlargers and all the accessories, and I did it very nicely 

and cleanly. There were filter sets and magnifying glasses 

with it and a real large number of accessories for the 

enlarger line and for other enlargers, of which there 

weren't many on the market, incidentally. None made in 

America. And it took me, like I said, about an hour to set 

it all up, and then Mr. Nichols finally decided that I had 

worked hard enough—I was perspiring like crazy--and he 

came over and said, "Tell me a little bit about each 

product," which I did. I told him this is a 35mm enlarger, 

this is a 2\-2\ enlarger, and the features, and this is a 4 

x 5 enlarger for professionals that has a chimney-like-- I 

don't think you remember that. (I don't know whether my 

secretary Arion gave you a folder of these enlargers which 

we thought we had, but I'm still digging out for 

memorabilia about the past, and I have a whole closet full 

here of things that you and I will ultimately go through, 

which will bring memories, too.) 



To make a long story short, Mr. Nichols looked at 

everything. He was at that time already, in my eyes, an 

elderly man, maybe he was fifty, maybe he was sixty. But I 

was twenty-six. And he said, "You have some nice products 

here. Why don't you send me twelve of everything you 

have." And I must have turned so white that he noticed it, 

and he said, "What's the matter with you?" 

And I said, "I am, for the moment, flabbergasted that 

you want to buy so much, and are you really serious?" 

And he said, "Well, look around here, this is the kind 

of merchandise I sell. I have only professionals who come 

here. Everything you have is right for these people. They 

look for it. And this is just the beginning." 

Well, that was an order for over $5,000, translated 

into 5 percent commission was $250. And I could have just 

gone out of my mind. So I packed up everything, he wrote 

the order, I put it in my pocket, and I said, "Mr. Nichols, 

I have two more addresses. Do you mind if I sell to these 

people too, or can you assist me in guiding me a little 

bit?" 

And he said, "Yes, these are the two finest stores in 

town outside of mine. One is Eastman Kodak's retail store, 

and one is the store in the Biltmore Hotel, also very 

nice. Go ahead." 
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Well, I don't want to bore you with too long a 

story. I went to Kodak, introduced myself to the buyer, 

who was an exceptionally nice fellow. Very, very 

helpful. He said, "I can only buy the enlargers from 

you. Send me one of each. The accessories we make 

ourselves. But send me one of each of the enlargers." 

Another success. 

Then I went to the third store in the Biltmore Hotel, 

the name was Winter and Company, also long gone. And he 

bought one of the small enlargers, because he had only the 

consumer trade, and at that time people didn't take too 

many enlargers home as of yet. They hardly had any 35mm 

cameras except Leica, which was the only camera on the 

market at the time. So he just bought one enlarger for 

$39.95 from me. But it was a day of maybe $5,500, and by 

that time it was maybe five-thirty in the afternoon. And I 

figured, now, how do I get back to my room? Money I didn't 

have anymore. So I walked from the Biltmore Hotel to 

Twelfth Street and Pico [Boulevard] with my 250 pounds of 

enlargers, and I had three orders in my pocket. And I come 

back, and there's my brother-in-law sitting on the bed--

there were no chairs; there were just two beds, as you can 

imagine fifty cents a night—and he's smiling all over: "I 

sold 12 tablecloths and 144 napkins." 

I said, "Gee, that's great." 
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He said, "Did you sell anything?" 

And I said, "Yeah, did quite well." 

He said, "What did you do?" And I very quietly pulled 

out ray three orders and put them on the table for him to 

see. 

He said, "I can't believe it! I can't believe it!" 

"You know what I suggest? We become partners and put 

everything together." So help me god, that's the way how 

the partnership started. 

And I said, "OK, that's fine with me," although I had 

great concerns whether I should do it or not. He was a 

lawyer in Berlin and worked for my father-in-law, who told 

me that it was not a happy relationship. He was a very 

difficult man, as he turned out to be in later years. But 

I did it anyway. And so on that famous, I guess it was 

October 1, 1938, we founded a partnership that we then 

called Ponder & Best that went through thirty years. On 

the way in 1964 we changed it to Vivitar Corporation. But 

we were together for thirty years sitting in the same room 

across from each other. 

I wouldn't say exactly it was a thirty-year war, but 

wasn't a thirty-year peace either! It was a difficult 

partnership, and a successful partnership. But our ideas 

were as different as two people, two human beings, could 

be. And yet he was a very interesting businessman and a 
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worthwhile partner to have. He had some personal problems, 

which I had nothing to do with, which unfortunately put a 

shadow over our relationship and the relationship with his 

family. But as far as Ponder & Best, the business was 

concerned, we could manage to make a success of it over 

thirty years. And now we have to go back and start all 

over again from day one. We are at age twenty-six, and now 

we have to go back and I have to tell you all the many 

things that happened on that thirty-year journey until he 

passed away in 1969, I guess. 

ROBERTS: On those first sales that you made, had you had 

previous experience with photographic equipment? 

BEST: No. 

ROBERTS: You really weren't an expert in the photography 

area. 

BEST: No idea. And I actually brought this photographic 

equipment only for him, thinking that I would be the 

textile division, if you want to call it that, and he could 

do the photo. 

As it turned out, we worked for about six months for 

the neckwear company with only fair success. I had to go 

to New York after we worked for six months together, and at 

that time went to Seidler-Bergheim, the neckwear people, 

and told them that we could not make enough money with 

their line—the travel expenses were larger than the 
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commissions we earned—and that we would part as friends, 

which we did. They in the meantime became, I guess, the 

number one neckwear company in America—very, very 

successful. I think, unless something happened in the last 

few years where I lost contact with them, they have become 

outstandingly successful. So we parted company with them, 

we gave up the Peter Pan line, we gave up the hairnets, we 

gave up all the other things I brought out and decided to 

concentrate on photographic equipment only. And after six 

months we were out of money because the traveling on the 

West Coast was expensive; we had to borrow money to buy, 

for $250, a Plymouth--god knows how old it was—but we 

could travel in it together, and it held us both up and 

didn't collapse. We were at a point where we just couldn't 

travel anymore as agents. It was too expensive, although 

we slept for $1 a night in hotels, ate for ten cents 

breakfast and for fifteen cents lunch and for twenty cents 

dinner, maybe; whichever way we looked at it, it wasn't 

enough. And plus that after one month or six weeks after 

having been in Los Angeles twice, my wife and I decided 

that Los Angeles would be the place for us to be. So I 

told my then partner that we had decided to move to Los 

Angeles from San Francisco, that I feel the motion picture 

industry is here, many of the world's most famous 

photographers in conjunction with the motion picture 
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industry lived here. I felt that for photography, Southern 

California would be the right place to be, unless you would 

go to New York where the center of the importers and all 

the other firms, like Kodak and Ansco, and all the many 

photographic companies that at that time began to spring 

up, who except for Kodak and Polaroid are all gone. 

Then my partner decided that if we go to Los Angeles, 

they would go to Los Angeles. So we moved to Los Angeles 

in November of that year, I guess, and rented a little 

house on the south side of town for both families. My wife 

was at that time, ja, very pregnant? a little difficult to 

move around. But fortunately at that time a lift van which 

we had packed in Berlin with our belongings arrived, with 

about one-fourth of what we put in. But at least some of 

our furniture came, and a few pieces of laundry, stuff for 

bedding, and so on, so that we could outfit one bedroom in 

that little house we rented. We had a decent place to 

sleep at least. That was around New Year's time, '38, and 

then came 1939. 

We were fairly successful, and when I say fairly 

successful, at least we made money to pay for our living. 

I saved up enough money to pay for the doctor and the 

hospital bill, and my daughter was born on May 2, 1939. 

And a very strange thing happened, because we had to count 

pennies—pennies 1--everyday to make sure that we would not 
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overspend, still, at that time. But when our daughter was 

born, Mr. Weinstein from Chess United, the man who was the 

importer for the enlargers from Czechoslovakia, when he 

found out about it sent us a check for $50 and sent a 

necklace for my daughter, for the baby, and my wife and we 

were so overwhelmed by that $50 gift, that we sat on our 

bed, both of us, and cried like two babies. It was so 

unexpected and such an overwhelmingly large gift? $50 in 

1939 was a lot of money, and we could pay the doctor and 

the hospital bill from that. So it was a happy day in our 

lives. I mean, things have changed so much. Shortly after 

our baby was born and my wife had her figure back, we went 

downtown to the Central Market, where we often used to buy 

because it was the lowest-priced market in town. There was 

a Lerner store where she bought a dress for $2.95. That 

was the greatest event in our life up to then: that we 

could buy a dress for her for $2.95—and it was a beautiful 

dress. We still talk about it today. 

ROBERTS: How was your wife adjusting to life in the United 

States? It must have been difficult, her having come from 

a very well-to-do German family, to living in $2 dollar 

rooms. 

BEST: Poverty. She adjusted to it--I can only use one 

word—perfect. She had all the luxury a young lady could 

ever have, and adjusted to our American way of life one 
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hundred percent; she was a soldier with a capital S. It's 

a strange psychological phenomenon that maybe people who 

were used to a very luxurious way of life can easier adjust 

to the life of real poverty because they once-- They could 

look back at something. It would give them the strength to 

say, maybe it will someday come back. And she, from day 

one, even when we left Germany and her parents were so 

worried what would happen to us, she always said, "As long 

as I'm married to John, I will never have to suffer. He 

will always make enough to feed me, and if we have a baby, 

to feed me and the baby." She said that from the first 

day. That's how it happened. We really never had a day 

where we said, "We have no money." We always managed to 

have some money. 

I was very, very fortunate that I made friends early 

when we moved to Los Angeles with some people who wanted to 

get into the photographic business. I had acquired a 

certain knowledge. You asked me, did I ever have anything 

to do with it? And the answer was no, but I had acquired a 

certain intuitive feeling for what we might be able to sell. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE ONE 

DECEMBER 11, 1984 

ROBERTS: You were saying before we broke that you had made 

a decision regarding— 

BEST: That we could not be representatives on a 5 percent 

commission basis anymore. So we divided our two-man 

company into two parts, so to speak! I self-appointed 

myself as the person to do what we will simply call the 

buying side and Mr. Ponder took over the selling side, 

although as a salesman he was probably the absolutely wrong 

man, but that's the way it turned out. We should have done 

it the other way around. 

The first step we took was to tell the two companies— 

Chess United for the enlargers and his Intercontinental 

Marketing Company who had also German products—we told 

them both we could not work as representatives anymore. We 

are establishing a wholesale business, could we buy 

outright and then wholesale the merchandise, and both of 

them said yes. And so I got on a train to New York and 

bought thirty-six exposure meters from one of the 

companies; paid cash for them, traveled back to Los Angeles 

with them in a package and hand-carried them. And when I 

arrived, the first thing was, we got into the car--I never 

forget it—and we drove to Pasadena and showed these 

exposure meters, which were new at the time, a new item. 
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And went to a few camera stores, and wherever we went, 

people bought two or three or six. I don't know, they were 

maybe $11 apiece or $14 apiece. And my partner, Max 

Ponder, was sitting in the car; I went out, he typed an 

invoice quickly in the car; we had the thirty-six meters I 

bought in New York in the trunk, and after a few minutes I 

went back into that store, brought the man two meters; he 

gave me $22, and I left the bill, and by the time the day 

was over we sold all thirty-six meters, times $11. So we 

made, maybe, a little money. And we wired another $360 to 

New York to send us another thirty-six meters. That was 

really the beginning of our own business and then came the 

question: Where do we go from here? 

ROBERTS: You must have been concerned about things like, 

well, capital in terms of— 

BEST: We didn't have any! There was no need to be 

concerned. We had nothing. We had saved up by hook and 

crook--and if I'm not mistaken maybe even by selling some 

watches or jewelry or something--we had saved up the $360 

we needed to buy the first thirty-six exposure meters (they 

wouldn't give us credit). 

Then after a short period of time, there was a company 

in Pasadena called B. W. Plastics, I guess—I guess the 

company's still in business--and there was a Mr. Worley, 

the owner, and I went out there and went to him and I told 
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him who I was, and what I was doing. Would he sell us some 

products-- He made, out of plastic, these developing trays 

and little yellow and red bulbs for the darkroom, and print 

tongs, you know, to take prints out of the developer. I 

said, "Would you mind if we represent you for these 

photographic products?" Also little graduates [flasks] out 

of transparent plastic, also funnels and salt. 

He said, "I'm willing to sell to you, you are a nice 

guy, but do you have money?" 

I said, "No, I have no money." I needed the money for 

the meters, to buy more meters. 

So he said, "Well, what am I going to do for you? I 

tell you what I do, I give you $100 worth of merchandise. 

Pick out what you want, put it in your trunk, go out and 

sell it—you can add 20 percent to the price, and you will 

do well, you will be cheap—and come back when you've sold 

it. Sell it for cash only, and bring me the $100 back, and 

I give you another $100, OK?" We started out again in the 

trunk of our car. We now had some of the exposure meters, 

plus some of the darkroom stuff; and the darkroom stuff 

went well with the enlargers we had, which we could not 

stock yet, so we had to ship them out of New York to the 

customers. We made instead of 5 percent, made 15 or 20 

percent. So with this Mr. Worley, who became over the 

years a friend of mine, the credit went from $100 to $200 
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to $500 to $1,000. Every morning we drove by that factory 

in Pasadena and delivered the cash, and loaded new 

merchandise into the car. I mean, it's strange when you 

think back, where we are today, when you think back forty-

six years, but that's the way we started. 

We then found a man--the other day, the other day one 

of my salesman brought me this, and this was the early 

beginning, and these boxes are forty-six years old, forty-

five for sure—we found a little man in Glendale. We 

imported these filters from Switzerland, from the company 

in New York, we found a little man who cut this colored 

glass for us and we began to sell these filters in all 

kinds of sizes. By coincidence, one of my salesman found--

You can see from the color of the paper how old these 

are. And yet not much has changed between then and now 

except that we have the most elaborate and elegant boxes. 

But he could make these on a hand machine—kind of—it had 

chips on the side. It said Ponder & Best and it would have 

a date. It would say 1939, most likely. 

ROBERTS: So you came up with the idea of bringing— 

BEST: Instead of buying— Well, I have to kind of amend 

this a little bit, because war rumors were everyday. We 

expected that the filters which came from Switzerland 

(which we got out of New York), that that would stop, and I 

began to look for American sources. This was the beginning 
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of the first American-made optical glass filters. And by-

coincidence I can show you those because one of my salesmen 

found them somewhere the other day and brought them to 

me. I may be able to show you other things. 

ROBERTS: So filters up to that time came from— 

BEST: Came from overseas. 

ROBERTS: Came from Germany and Switzerland. 

BEST: Germany and Switzerland, yeah. We made them here. 

Then we found a small aluminum manufacturer also here who 

could make for us the mounts where these filters went in, 

and also the sun-shades, which were put in front of the 

camera. But we didn't need many because there were not 

many cameras at the time. This was the first item that we 

kind of came out with our own idea because customers wanted 

them. And the good part was that these were sold for 

$1.55; I'm sure we sold them for ninety cents (they cost us 

maybe forty-five, fifty cents). Every time we sold a 

dozen, we made a few bucks. 

ROBERTS: So this was the first time that you really had 

gotten into using your customers1--

BEST: Our first venture. 

ROBERTS: —needs to specify to a manufacturer— 

BEST: Yes, what was needed. 

ROBERTS: —what was needed. 
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BEST: That's how our own ideas came through. Then came— 

I tell you, for our next visit I will prepare a few 

things. It would take too long today to show you what 

followed. Did my secretary give you a blue Ponder and Best 

catalog? 

ROBERTS: Yes, she did. And I think it was dated, if I 

recall correctly, 1940. 

BEST: 'Forty? 

ROBERTS: And what amazed me was how rapidly you moved from 

1938 to 1940. 

BEST: Yes. We had no choice. Because by that time our 

money ran out, all these people wanted cash. They didn't 

trust us—two young guys from Germany—they didn't want to 

lose money, so everything was cash and carry. If you could 

make a note and bring back the blue catalog next time, it 

will refresh my memory and I will go through my museum 

here, which will give us additional food for discussion, 

because I want to give you the chronological way we did 

things. Beginning around 1940, '41, you couldn't import 

anything anymore, all that stopped completely. War had 

broken out, and we had to find American-made products, and 

we did. 

ROBERTS: Your line when you started out was primarily 

German? 
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BEST: German, Czechoslovakian, Swiss. Yes. That was 

completely stopped. Around 1940, '41 we had— This filter 

glass was available, but then no cameras came in. But 

some, two manufacturers in America, Argus and Revere, 

started, even in the beginning of the wartime, to make 

cameras; for those cameras they needed filters and lens 

shades, and other products. There were— You know how it 

always goes; some manufacturers had war production orders 

and got priorities, and could make a few items for the 

civilian market on the side. We found a couple or three in 

Chicago who had extra aluminum and extra god knows what 

they made things out of—but it all was not enough to keep 

both our families fed. So we began to look around for 

other things; we sold picture frames and--you know, these 

paper mounts that pictures are being mounted in—and we 

made contact in Hawaii with a man who took pictures of the 

soldiers who were stationed there and went into the 

Pacific, and everyone got photographed and sent pictures 

home; we sent the picture frames and the mounts and 

everything to Hawaii. 

For some reason or another, we always managed and 

maneuvered to have something to sell and [to] stay above 

water. And I [would] like to prepare now, I think we 

should cut this session today. And I would like to prepare 

the next step for next time, because important things 

happened in the next period, in the war years. 
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ROBERTS: Great, and it'll be interesting I think, to go 
over a little bit, too, next time your relationship with 
your partner during those early years. 
BEST: We'll talk about that. 

SECOND PART 
JANUARY 8, 1985 

ROBERTS: We left off the last session on the eve of World 

War II, and we were talking a little bit about the problems 

that you were facing in terms of seeing your supply of 

merchandise and so forth dry up if war broke out with 

Germany, because most of your supplies came from either 

Germany or Czechoslovakia. What were some of the moves 

that you began to make to insure that you had other sources 

as the war began to become an immediate problem? 

BEST: Well, the key to the future of our company was to, 

number one, figure out a way to determine whether we would 

have a chance to get any merchandise out of Europe. And as 

of December 7, 1941, that has settled itself by the 

outbreak of World War II. There was no chance to bring any 

merchandise whatsoever from Europe to the United States. 

But already before that, we began to think in terms of how 

could we expand our business in spite of that, and we began 

to negotiate it with a number of American companies who 
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made the most primitive of photographic equipment at that 

time. You have to remember that photography at that time 

was still a very, very young industry. The Leica camera 

came from Germany. There were the first rumblings of a 

Kodak camera of any consequence. The Revere camera people 

made the first movie camera, actually a single-frame film 

camera which did not do well, and then they switched to 

what was called Double Eight, where you ran twenty-five 

feet one way and then turned the spool over and ran the 

next twenty-five on the other side of the film. So there 

were the beginnings of an American camera industry, as 

small as it may be. One company under the Argus name made 

a very small 35mm camera, and there were opportunities for 

us to find, maybe, accessory items for such products. For 

instance, for the 35mm Argus camera, which took either 

print film or slides—color slides — there was a need for a 

low-price projector, slide projector. And we got together 

with a Chicago company, always thinking, "How can we build 

and add and continue our entrepreneurial ideas?" So this 

company under the trademark "GoldE" was tempted to follow 

our ideas and make a very simple slide projector, which in 

the beginning, due to the fact that it was cast aluminum 

body they could make some, at that time—that was a product 

that sold retail for $35 it was quite expensive at that 

time—but as time went by during the war years they ran out 
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of aluminum material, couldn't make the castings but used, 

I guess, leftovers of products they made for the war 

effort, and [so] we always had a few, not many, projectors' 

that we could sell. The same thing happened with two other 

companies we had developed a relationship with. One was a 

company called Acme Lite. They made out of aluminum forms 

the most simple flood-lighting equipment for indoor 

photography. We did not have flashguns at that time (that 

came much later), so we used kind of a white reflector, 

eight, ten, twelve, fourteen inches wide. Also made out of 

aluminum was a clamp, which you clamped to the back of a 

chair or a door. The reflector lit up your living room and 

you could take family pictures. Another item we found was 

a--having had already certain darkroom items to develop and 

print pictures—was a line of dryers to dry homemade 

prints. People would buy-- You know, remember I told you, 

we had a line of enlargers, we still had inventories and we 

then began to get some made in America; by hook or crook we 

found somebody who could make them for us in the most 

primitive way, but they actually made an enlargement. 

Well, when you have an enlargement you have to put it 

through the various solutions and find a place to get some 

gloss on the paper; for that you need a dryer, and we lined 

up with a company in Milwaukee who began in-- All this was 

in miniature, a small dryer where an amateur could put 5 x 
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7 or 8 x 10 prints and put a cloth over it and warmed it 

up, and it made a glossy print. These were the efforts we 

made every day: found things to sell to our existing 

customers. We could not make a living with those products, 

we couldn't get enough, so we started to look around for 

other things to sell. 

In the beginning of the war, as American soldiers went 

overseas, many had their pictures taken before they left to 

put the pictures in a mat, if you wish, which was an 8 x 

10, 11 x 14, 16 x 20 white cardboard mat with an insert. 

Picture would go in and then a picture frame would go round 

it. So we began to look for paper that could be cut into 

such mats. We found-- I found out that a friend of mine in 

New York was doing that: He bought huge rolls of heavy 

paper (you could almost call it cardboard), and he had a 

little machine and stamped out this oval size, and then an 

opening for the picture, any size you want. He was kind 

enough to sell us some of these, which we shipped to the 

West Coast, had no trouble to sell them. With that went 

the idea o f — A picture frame goes around it, so we started 

to look for picture frames. And as time went by, many, 

many of the soldiers went to Hawaii; I guess Hawaii was the 

first major base where there were stations for the Pacific 

war zone. We found a large drug company there who bought 

everything we could get our hands on. There must have been 
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tens [of] thousands of soldiers, sailors, air force 

personnel in Hawaii at the time. There was nothing to do 

but either take pictures or have pictures made and send 

them home. And we could not get enough paper and mounts 

and frames to ship to Hawaii, to stores and to the PXs 

[Military Post Exchange] over there. So that helped us a 

little bit. 

We shipped them also some photographic equipment, but 

inasmuch as it was so hard to get cameras, that was a 

handicap. Believe it or not, seemingly there were so many 

soldiers and so little to do that they bought almost 

everything to keep them busy, and we shipped merchandise 

over there in quantities. I don't know where it ever ended 

and where it ever landed, but there was use for everything, 

due to shortage of regular merchandise. So I have to 

interject here one thing: you may wonder how is it 

possible, and how could I do it— Also I had a letter from 

the president, "Greetings"; that was, I guess in 1940 or 

•41. 

ROBERTS: How old were you? 

BEST: Well, I was twenty-eight. And I was inducted 

downtown, Main Street and Los Angeles [Street] like 

everybody else. Through all kinds of circumstances, I 

talked to a navy officer who discussed with me-- I was 

picked out of hundreds and hundreds of inductees. He had 
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my whole file on his desk, and he said, "We have a special 

assignment for you--confidentially—maybe rather than send 

you to war as a private, to send you to Germany as an 

assistant to the military forces." In other words, a spy 

position. He asked me, "Are you healthy?" 

I said, "Yes." 

"When can you go?" 

I said, "I have a wife, and a child. It would not be 

the greatest joy of my life, but if I have to go, I have to 

go. " 

He said, "Are you healthy enough, maybe to be dropped 

off in Berlin or somewhere? By parachute, and then go 

undercover or something. I cannot tell you today what they 

will do with you. Well, you have to go through a very, 

very special medical and physical examination. Come back 

tomorrow." 

Well, I came back the next day, jittery, nervous, 

excited. We had just started to do a little business, and 

my partner, I don't know whether he was 4-F--in other 

words, not taken for reasons that I cannot tell you—but he 

was not accepted by the military. So I figured the worst 

thing would be that for a while he would carry on alone, 

which I'm sure he would have done. To make a long story 

short, I got there at five-thirty in the morning, or six, 

with an empty stomach, got looked over so carefully like I 

92 



guess I have never been looked over in my life before or 

after! Then they made me wait for a while, and then the 

navy officer—I never forget it, he sat there in his blue 

uniform with a white cap hung by his desk--he said, "I have 

very bad news for you. We cannot send you on the 

assignment we have in mind for you. Are you aware of the 

fact that you have a bleeding ulcer?" 

I said, "No." 

"Did you never notice anything?" 

"No. " 

"How about when you eat?" 

"Well, I sometimes have a very gassy stomach or 

something, but honestly speaking, I didn't even have time 

to pay attention to my aches and pains. I had to provide 

for my wife and child and see to it that I make enough 

money." 

He said, "I'm terribly sorry that we cannot accept 

you. I have to put a 4-F on your" (whatever cards they 

gave out) "military information card." That was the end of 

my military career. But he was very, very nice; he told me 

right away, "I will give you the name of a very famous 

internal medicine specialist—specialist for stomach 

problems—and you better go there right away. Because if 

you don't go, you may not be around too long." Which I did 

the same morning almost, I was scared to death. And I went 
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there, and—don't forget, this is now forty years ago—they 

had the old-fashioned instrument of taking a rubber hose 

through the mouth, down into your stomach. The instruments 

we have today with X ray and scanners were nonexistent at 

that time. What a terrible procedurel But he found out 

that I had a very severe duodenal ulcer and put me on the 

necessary diet and medicine and everything. After a few 

months I was fine again. 

So that gave me a chance not to go to war and continue 

to help build the business, which I did. 

ROBERTS: How did you first make your contact over in 

Hawaii? Did you travel to Hawaii yourself? 

BEST: No. I went to Hawaii the first time after the war, 

and built a very big business there, incidentally. We made 

the contact with Hawaii by mail, we mailed catalogs. I 

mean, it was absolutely natural that Hawaii would be a 

focal point for big business during the early years (1941, 

'-2, '-3, '-4) as a-- I mean Hickam Field in Hawaii was the 

air field. Pearl Harbor, in spite of the disaster that 

took place, remained a key place for the navy. An endless 

number of military army personnel went through Hawaii to be 

checked out for the South Pacific area. So there were, as 

you know, hundreds [of] thousands of people going through 

there during the war. And every one of them, hopefully, 

had so much money that they didn't know what to buy. It 
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was still— Don't forget it's forty-some years ago and 

Hawaii was not what it is today; it was really a sleepy 

little island, and had two or three hotels on the beach. 

Even when I got there after the war the first time, and I 

went there for three or four years regularly—I mean three 

or four times a year, we called on our customers—it was 

still a pleasant, lovely, sleepy island. Then when the big 

hotels started to build, it became the famous Honolulu that 

it is today. 

First we just [did] it all by mail, sent our little 

catalog and brochures. I think it wasn't just our 

intelligence to do that, but they needed whatever they 

could get their hands on. It was absolutely amazing what 

could be sold there. We took advantage of that. We 

shipped whatever we could and whatever they had use for. 

We had a line of waste paper baskets and desk equipment, 

pens and pencils--you name it, we sent it! Picture frames 

by the tens [of] thousands: little ones, big ones, leather 

ones, metal ones, plastic ones-- I had a friend who made 

small Lucite frames here; Lucite was available at the time, 

again in small quantities, but he made picture frames for 

us and we sold those. It was an incredible time, and we 

tried our best to take advantage of it. 

ROBERTS: Well, it sounds like the primary problem you were 

facing was finding things to sell, or find material that 

you could— 
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BEST: Turn over. 

ROBERTS: Had you and your partner defined any sort of 

corporate philosophy or partnership philosophy at this 

point to— 

BEST: No, we were young and we— It is very difficult to 

describe it to you. We all operated under a cloud. We did 

not know whether war would come to the United States, 

even. So, many, many things that one would normally do as 

a business enterprise or so— We were just two people, 

formed a partnership. We started with nothing—like I 

always said—and what we had left was a profit from what we 

did. It was very simple. Later on in 1945 or '-6, I 

guess, we formed Ponder & Best as a partnership, 

officially, and began—that's after the war—began to 

become what I say, a little business. But before it was a 

partnership thrown together through the war. We had a very 

severe problem. I must refer to one paper here, give me a 

moment. In 1942 the government put us as German-Jews in 

the same group, so to speak, with the Japanese who resided 

here and the gentile Germans. In other words, all Germans 

and all Japanese were to be moved away from the West 

Coast. That happened in early 1942, right after Pearl 

Harbor. So, we got the invitation, we should please 

move. We also were told that we could not get railroad 

tickets anymore, which would mean I could not call on our 
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customers in San Francisco, Portland, Seattle, Spokane and 

so on; that would have destroyed our business. Now there 

was a, if I'm not mistaken, a Los Angeles city attorney 

(I'm not quite sure whether that was his title); his name 

was Carey McWilliams. Carey McWilliams got together with 

an American attorney by the name of Leonard Horwin (who is 

still today practicing law in Beverly Hills, he's my age); 

men whose deeds I will never forget as long as I live. He 

and Carey McWilliams seemingly went to the officials, 

pleading with them that Jewish people from Germany, 

refugees, should not be moved away from here and should be 

given the privileges of normal life. 

There was a curfew on for Japanese and Germans, if I'm 

not mistaken seven at night to seven in the morning (that 

could be wrong by one hour) to be in the house and not come 

out of the house. We had a number of friends from Austria, 

also refugees, fortunately, who came to visit us so we were 

not totally lost, locked into our houses. You may not even 

know that. Our business came to a complete stop; I had 

developed between 1938 and 1941 a very, very friendly 

relationship with some of the photographic dealers up and 

down the West Coast and when we applied for a permit to be 

able to travel by train up and down the coast, we were 

turned down by the then United States attorney, Fleet 

Palmer. 
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I had the idea something had to happen; I had— This 

was good that I found these papers here, it will interest 

you to see them; these are all dated January 1942. I'll 

let you read them. I don't know whether they would in any 

way create material that you want to use or put in there, 

but they did the job. 

ROBERTS: So you were able eventually to convince— 

BEST: These people convinced the U.S. attorney to give me 

a travel permit. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: There's one letter especially that I always 

cherished from Sandy, owner of the largest camera store in 

Portland, Oregon, which you can read. 

ROBERTS: Were any German-Jews in Los Angeles actually 

moved away from Los Angeles? 

BEST: No. After this happened, I think with the help of 

Leonard Horwin and Carey McWilliams, German-Jews were 

permitted to stay here but could not travel, and had to 

respect the curfew. A few people—I only know one, but I'm 

sure there were more—got the permission even to travel, 

like I did. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE TWO 

JANUARY 8, 1985 

ROBERTS: About your ability to get travel license? 

BEST: Yeah. I mean without that we would have been 

finished; there were not enough customers in the Los 

Angeles area to support us. But we fought our way through 

this whole thing and got the travel permits, and that 

helped us through the war. 

ROBERTS: In your line of photographic equipment that you 

were handling during the war, did you have any cameras at 

that time? 

BEST: No. No. Couldn't get any cameras. 

ROBERTS: From the photographic point of view, you were 

really handling photographic accessories. 

BEST: Accessories, yes. 

ROBERTS: Lenses, and— 

BEST: Well, there were no lenses yet. 

ROBERTS: Oh, right. 

BEST: It was, we had a few cameras, cameras that did not 

have the interchangeable lenses, only standard lenses that 

came with it. Maybe Leica at that time had a few telephoto 

and wide-angle lenses, but the development of accessory 

lenses came much later, when there were more cameras. 

ROBERTS: I see. And the reason that you got into these 

other areas was primarily because the photographic area 

alone was not enough— 
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BEST: To support the business. 

ROBERTS: To support the business. You talked in terms of 

making specifications on products to various of your 

suppliers. At the time, did you have any engineers working 

for you, or with you? 

BEST: No, we were a two-man company and we had a shipping 

clerk and at best, maybe later, a bookkeeper, but that came 

much later. But we just— To be perfectly candid with you, 

at that time you could sell almost anything, you didn't 

have to be a super engineer or technician or whatever. 

There was so little available during the war years. 

We had a very, very close friend who helped us 

tremendously during some of this time, a man who picked up 

short film ends from the studios. You know the studios buy 

a 1,000 foot roll of film and not every picture stops at 

1,000 feet, some stop at 912 feet or 844 or whatever it may 

be, and this man made a little business for himself by 

picking up from the studios these, what were called "short 

ends." He collected from camera stores and photo finishers 

the cassettes of 35mm film and reloaded some film into 

these cassettes, used the cassettes over, put the shortened 

film in there for twelve pictures or twenty-four pictures 

or whatever, packaged them neatly in a little box. We 

could sell these, what we called reloads to the stores. We 

could sell all we could get, we had a blanket order with 
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this man to ship us whatever he could. That also helped us 

tremendously. These were two brothers by the name of 

Teitelbaum who helped us tremendously by supplying us the 

reload films. And we in turn, could be heroes for our 

customers by having film for sale for once. The short ends 

of the motion picture film could be used very successfully 

in the then-available 35mm cameras. So that was an 

additional source of income, small, but anyway it was a 

source of income. 

ROBERTS: Were you selling any photographic equipment or 

accessories to the film industry here in Los Angeles at all 

during this time? 

BEST: No, even the film industry was very small; they used 

the motion picture equipment they had. They couldn't make 

anything new, not much, except if it was for war 

pictures. All this was in its infancy. So we really had 

to struggle from day to day to come up with new ideas, and 

search and try to find saleable merchandise where we could 

make a few dollars. 

ROBERTS: During this period of time, how was the division 

of duties, I guess, between you and your partner? Who did 

what in the business? 

BEST: Well, it's very difficult to specify it. At that 

time we traveled together, we had only one car; we both 

went out in the morning and decided who calls on what 
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customer; at night we sat in our hotel room and wrote 

invoices, and in some cases we even had the merchandise in 

the trunk of our car, and delivered it the following 

morning with the invoice; we both did everything. As time 

went by, I became more and more and more involved—our 

suppliers and Max Ponder became more involved—with the 

customers. So gradually, over years, we kind of separated 

the activities. He was on the— Although he was the worst 

salesman in the world—he was a lawyer—he took over the 

sales, and did remarkably well for what he knew and what a • 

lawyer could do. And I tried to create the friendships 

with the suppliers, until the war was over, and then we 

really began to search for major products and start a 

business. 

During the years from 1938-- I would say almost from 

the beginning through the war it was just taking chances on 

finding something here and finding something there, and 

building some friendships with suppliers who had a few 

pieces of merchandise to sell. It was very hard. 

ROBERTS: I guess it must have been. As it began to become 

evident that the U.S. was going to win the war, did you 

start making any plans for the future? 

BEST: Oh, yes. 

ROBERTS: Postwar period? 
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BEST: Absolutely. First of all, it had always been my 

specialty to plan for sources of supply. I always felt 

that any company's profit would always come from the buying 

side and not from the selling side. And all through my 

life I found that to be true. If you buy right and if you 

buy the right product, you can sell it. If you buy wrong, 

your competition will eat you up, really. 

I tell my people today, sometimes to their dismay, 

that as much as the salesmen and regional managers and all 

the people involved in sales, as much as their work is so 

very successful, without the right product that we buy at 

the right price, no success. So I devoted, I would say 80 

to 90 percent of my time to become a good customer; to 

gradually build a line of competitive products, products 

that other people did not have; tried to get exclusivity to 

avoid the never-ending competition. That is just as 

important today as it was in 1945, when we began to start 

out all over to put a line of products together. I have 

had many a discussion, and group meetings, and meetings 

with associations, and said the same thing over and over 

again: "You have to know what you want to buy, and you 

have to know what to pay for it." It has always been my 

principle to see to it not to have too many suppliers but 

give more business to a smaller number of suppliers, and 

see to it that they, too, make good profit because a 
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supplier who doesn't make good profit is going to die on 

you sooner or later. I had many little incidents where I 

bought together with other companies, especially eastern 

companies, at the time when we started this, who had no 

care for the welfare of the manufacturer. That led 

ultimately to the idea that we separated ourselves from the 

eastern and midwestern associates who sold the same product 

we did—because we sold only in the eleven, then eleven 

western states—and we made up our mind that we would go 

national and sell in Chicago and New York and hire salesmen 

and so forth. We had a different philosophy of handling 

business which had proven to be successful. 

ROBERTS: I see. When did you start to make some of these 

decisions to go national and to— 

BEST: Well, the decisions were partially made by our 

suppliers, who felt that they didn't like to have a 

distributor on the West Coast and a distributor on the East 

Coast. Interestingly enough— I don't know whether it's 

important for your part of this discussion, but I'll tell 

you about it anyway. My first attempt to get a camera line 

was shortly after the war ended, and there were, as you 

know, hardly any American-made cameras. America was never, 

outside of Kodak and later Polaroid, Bell and Howell in the 

motion picture business-- A few companies sprung up; hardly 

any survived. So my idea from the beginning was, "Get a 

good German company to represent." 
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All the German companies had their agents, so my 

first, and you may call this "entrepreneurial," attempt was 

to contact the people who made the Rolleiflex camera, 

Franke and Heidecke. I wrote them a letter first-- I did 

this all on my own, against even my partner's wishes and my 

whole family was against it, to start to deal with German 

manufacturers. I knew that they had a distributor for all 

the United States but on my travels to Hawaii and Alaska, 

where I went twice a year, I never saw any Rolleiflex 

cameras. So I figured maybe this would be the idea to go 

to Franke and Heidecke, manufacturers of Rolleiflex, and 

say, "Look, we are not interested in you as business on the 

mainland. Give us your line for Hawaii and Alaska. Nobody 

buys any Rolleiflex cameras there; your distributor cannot 

lose anything and your agreement may not necessarily be 

violated, but if it does, maybe you can get out from under 

it. " 

They wrote me a letter back, I should tell them how 

many customers are there. They hardly knew where Hawaii 

was and where Alaska was. Really! So I wrote them back, 

"There are thirteen possible customers in Hawaii and maybe 

seven in Alaska—twenty customers—and I would be willing 

to serve them well because I go there myself four times a 

year; and I think there's enough business" (which I 

verified) "to make it worthwhile"—together with our other 
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products. And one happy day, Mr. Franke, the junior boss 

of Franke and Heidecke, came to New York and invited me to 

come to New York too. And we sat down with the U.S. 

distributor and he [Franke] said, "You know, I have decided 

to give Mr. Best the agency for Hawaii and Alaska." They 

[the U.S. distributor] said, "That's fine with us, if 

that's what he wants. We don't go there anyway." 

Well, to make a long story short, due to the fact that 

during the war we supplied these people in Hawaii 

especially, and also in Alaska, always gave them 

merchandise, always saw to it that we distributed our 

products fairly, and they needed it over there especially, 

they welcomed me with open arms in Hawaii when I came over 

there with the Rollei line: the Rolleicord camera and the 

Rolleiflex camera. Cameras were very expensive at that 

time and as it so happened, every photo dealer in Hawaii 

became a Rollei dealer and I came back with some very 

substantial orders. And I went to Alaska and did the 

same. That went on for a year, or two or maybe three, and 

then one day, I said to the management of the factory, "You 

know, we are doing so well, why don't you give me the 

eleven western states also, where you are very poorly 

represented. There's nobody on the West Coast who buys 

from New York, it takes forever to get the goods, there's 

no contact." Well, somehow, someway it worked. We met 
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again, and the distributor in New York, a very old 

gentleman who had been with Rollei people for many, many 

years, was ready to retire, didn't care so much anymore. 

He made a fortune on the line, incidentally. And he said, 

"If you want to give them the West Coast, give them the 

West Coast." The eleven western states, what it was called 

at the time. Well, that was our first big break, I think 

in 1948, or so. 

Incidentally, some of the dates I may correct later. 

I have asked Mrs. Ponder the other day whether she has some 

of the old catalogs which my partner collected. It's 

possible that they threw them away when he passed away, but 

it's possible that they are stored somewhere. That will 

give us some correct dates on some of the things we talked 

about. But it was around 1948 when we got the eleven 

western states for Rolleiflex, Rolleicord. That naturally 

made us a little company of importance; people respected 

Rollei cameras. Leica and Rolleiflex were the finest. 

People received us with open arms when we came with those 

cameras, and that was really the beginning of the upward 

curve. 

ROBERTS: Did the fact that you were representing Rollei 

help also in selling your other products, your accessories 

and so forth? 
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BEST: I'm sure it helped, but don't forget that 1948, '49, 

'50 were still years of infancy in the photographic 

business, over thirty years ago. The Japanesse had hardly 

anything then? the first Japanese camera came in the early 

fifties when the Nikon people started to offer a camera in 

America. They just used the German name, you know, from 

Zeiss-Ikon, took the Ikon and put an N before the Ikon and 

called it Nikon. A friend of mine represented them for 

many years. He was the first one in the early fifties to 

go to Japan, had the guts to take on a Japanese camera, and 

we followed. 

But we stayed with Rolleiflex until '63, I guess. It 

was a long and very nice relationship, until someday when 

the management decided that they don't want to have two 

distributors, one in New York and one on the West Coast. 

We were not represented in New York at the time, and 

Chicago; we were strictly West Coast people. So Rollei 

made the decision to take the line away from both 

distributors and go with Honeywell as their national 

distributor. Something they should have never done, as 

they found out later; Honeywell didn't do a job and the 

whole thing died. But we, when we lost Rollei-- Now I have 

to go back a little bit. 

During the years between 1948, roughly, and '54, we 

built really the backbone for our future business. In '52, 
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I saw already the first Japanese products coming out; very 

limited, not necessarily the best quality, but 

acceptable. It was the first time, I guess, where my 

partner Max Ponder and I had a difference of opinion. He 

felt that we would be the company with Rolleiflex and with 

German products, nothing to do with Japanese products. But 

only too soon did he find out that competitors sprung up; 

1952, '-3, '-4, not only Nikon but others, and, you know, 

the Japanese work very fast. So, to make a long story 

short, in 1954 I made my first trip to Japan on January 4, 

1954. I had met a man in Washington at a convention who 

made a tiny little photoelectric exposure meter. I 

figured— We were, at the time, agents for the Weston— 

Have you ever heard of Weston Instruments? 

ROBERTS: No, I sure haven't. 

BEST: Weston at the time made the only photoelectric 

exposure meter in America, to measure light. We didn't 

have cameras with built-in light meters; you had to have a 

light meter to take your correct exposure. A Weston meter 

at that time, sold for, maybe $30, up or down slightly. 

This man in Japan showed me an exposure meter which 

was smaller, maybe not so good but usable, and the first 

price he quoted me in Washington in his room was, I guess, 

$4. So I figured where a $4 exposure meter comes from, 

there must be other things that will be made and can be 
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made, and so I took a trip to Japan. Like I said, January 

4, 1954, my first expedition. That was at a time when you 

took a Lockheed Constellation plane and hopped from here to 

Hawaii, Hawaii to, I guess Midway, Wake Island? stop, stop, 

stop, all the way until you finally got to Tokyo—endless 

trip. There was only one hotel, the world-famous Imperial 

Hotel which you may have heard of? Frank Lloyd Wright built 

this hotel—earthquake proof. The first night I was there 

they had the worst earthquake in years and years and I have 

never seen anything like it, the hotel was just flying 

around. But, when I arrived there, like I say January 5 

[1954], it was snowing, it was cold, I couldn't speak a 

word of Japanese and I had to fight my way through the 

first jungle of business meetings with people I could 

hardly talk to. But I made a deal with this exposure meter 

manufacturer to become his agent for the eleven western 

states. Incidentally, got the line for a friend of mine to 

sell in New York who came to Tokyo then too to make a 

contract. That's when Nikon was starting out and we 

started out with one item; then gradually, we added other 

products. That took quite a number of years because 

photography at that time developed fairly slow, almost too 

slowly. There was hardly anything going on here in America 

to speak of, especially few items where we could buy 

accessories for, but you could feel the electricity in the 
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industry. I felt that this would be a place to be to build 

a large business. It may take time, but I got the feelings 

to make friends, continue first of all the friendship with 

the American manufacturers who helped us through the war, 

but then add, gradually, products outside of Rolleiflex 

from Japan. As time went by, Japan became, as we know 

today, the leading camera and accessory country in the 

world. 

ROBERTS: During this postwar period, what happened to the 

suppliers, the American suppliers that you had used during 

the war. Did they continue to supply things? 

BEST: Yes. Not only did they continue, we expanded the 

business. Then aluminum became available again, steel 

became available again, glass material became available. 

We could really broaden the base and we sure did do that. 

It took years until some of them were sold to larger 

enterprises, merged into other companies, but for at least 

a ten-year period, I would say we had excellent business 

with all these companies. 

Then we had a shift-- We are going very fast here 

through the years. It became clear to my partner and to me 

that we could not exist as a West Coast company. Wherever 

I went, people said, "Yes, we would be happy to work with 

you, sell you merchandise, make changes, but we would like 

to be represented nationally, the whole country." So in 
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the early sixties we made up our mind that we will open a 

little warehouse in New York and then the same in 

Chicago. Then we were a national distributor. We even-

Even during the ten-year period during the fifties, let's 

say, we had a warehouse in San Francisco, we had one in 

Seattle, we had one in Denver, but all this did not help 

enough to make the business grow. We needed the Chicago 

and New York market. (We may backtrack a little while, a 

little bit afterwards.) We decided in the early sixties to 

open up in New York and Chicago. And if I'm not mistaken— 

again don't pin me down to the exact date—we got a letter 

one day from Rolleiflex (I think it was on October 1, 1963, 

I'm fairly sure) in which they just said, "We would like to 

take advantage of our contract. We give you ninety days, 

and we are going to give the line to Honeywell in Denver as 

exclusive United States representatives." Not only for 

that reason but Honeywell had some electronic flash 

equipment which they made available to Rolleiflex so it was 

a cross-deal. They took on some Honeywell products and 

Honeywell became the Rollei distributor. They hired away 

one of our top technicians, who was responsible for many of 

the Rollei demonstrations and the contact with the 

professionals. He left for Denver with the line and we had 

ninety days to find a new line. 
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That letter from Rollei reached us when I arrived, I 

guess, October 1, 1964. I arrived in Tokyo on my regular 

expedition. I went three or four times a year at that time 

to Japan. While I was unpacking in the morning, I get a 

phone call from my partner, Max Ponder, who was virtually 

in tears. He just received the letter from Franke and 

Heidecke that they give us ninety days and we will lose the 

Rollei line. That was maybe a year after the Minolta 

people came to us and wanted to establish us as a 

distributor, but my partner was very proud and he said, "We 

are Rollei distributors; we would never take on a Japanese 

camera line." So on that famous, either first or second of 

October, I sat in my hotel room with a partner in tears at 

home who had only to say, "Well, this is the end of our 

business. I guess I prepare to close, I feel like 

committing suicide. I trusted these people that we would 

be together for a lifetime, that we would never part." Mr. 

Franke and he played cards together and drank beer together 

here and in Germany, and promised each other everlasting 

friendship, and then we got a letter that it would be over 

in ninety days. 

Then my wife called me right after that, from here 

[Los Angeles] and said, "Look, your partner, Max Ponder, is 

in terrible, terrible shape. He is in the most terrible 

depression for personal reasons; that he lost his 
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friendship. He kept the firm from getting into Japanese 

cameras—the end of the world has come." And she said, 

"What are you going to do? Are you coming back?" 

I said, "I will not come back. I will go back to 

Minolta within the next few hours and find out whether they 

will still consider to do business with us." Which they 

didn't as it turned out. 

However, I made up my mind if I have to stay two 

months, or three months in Japan, I will not go home until 

I have found a substitute so that we could continue to do 

business. Now life goes strange ways, and I have had an 

old principle, maybe this is part of my personality, to 

make friends with people in foreign countries. And I 

always say, "One never knows how one could meet again and 

help each other again, and support each other." Now, I 

have to tell you a very funny story. I mentioned to you 

previously when we looked at the photos, that I had a very 

close contact with the Los Angeles Dodger (baseball team)— 

my two sons were great baseball fans—and I had a friend, a 

photo dealer, who was also the photographer for the 

Dodgers. A fellow by the name of Andy Castle. We became 

friends in a very funny way. In 1939 he came out here to 

retire. He was the, I'd call it national sales manager for 

a Wisconsin company that made the famous men's underwear— 

What is the most famous name for men's underwear? 
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ROBERTS: I suppose Jockey. 

BEST: Jockey. But the firm's name was different. He made 

so much money, he came out here to retire. But he was so 

bored that he decided—he was a photo nut—that he would 

open a camera shop. One day in 1939 I guess, we had a tiny 

little store on 1015 South Grand Avenue in downtown L.A. 

here. There was my partner and a shipping clerk and a girl 

to type and write envelopes, four people. One happy 

morning in 1939 I took a broom and broomed out the little 

entrance and showroom, what we had and then I took the 

broom and all the dust and dirt out the door on the street, 

put the dirt on the street. As I was standing there, 

working away—shirt-sleeve[s], dirty clothes--a man comes 

up to me and says, "My name is Andy Castle, I came here 

from Wisconsin, from Appleton, and I intend to open a 

camera store. I'd like to see Mr. Best." 

And I said, "I'm Mr. Best." 

He said, "No, no, no. I would like to open a store 

and buy merchandise from Ponder & Best. I'd like to talk 

to the owner who was recommended by another photo dealer 

out here." 

I said, "Mr. Castle, I'm very sorry. You are talking 

to the owner. We are still a very small company; I am 

salesman, buyer, shipping clerk and cleaning woman all in 

one!" 
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Well, he couldn't believe it; he was a very wealthy 
man, very successful, retired. He could very well live on 
his retirement. He said, "Well, if you are Mr. Best, show 
me what you have to sell. I am going to open a store on 
1529 North Vine Street and I need merchandise." 
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ROBERTS: As you were saying, you met Mr. Castle, and he 

was talking about opening a store on Vine. 

BEST: Yeah, 1529 North Vine Street. We became the closest 

of friends and through the years, maybe forty years--until 

he passed away about two years ago--he did whatever he 

could in his lifetime for me. He always considered me like 

a son. One day—this is going to be a little longer 

story—he told me that he was going to Dodger Stadium 

because the photographer needed an assistant. He was 

basically a photographer, amateur, but photographer. He 

had already opened his store, incidentally, on Vine 

Street. Would I like to join him? I said, "Sure, I've 

never been in a baseball stadium. 11d be happy to." I 

went down with him and I was introduced to Mr. Walter 

O'Malley, the owner of the Dodger team and to Walter 

Alston, the manager, and to all the people. Here they are, 

this is the whole— 

ROBERTS: What year was this roughly? 

BEST: We have to figure that out. 

ROBERTS: It would be in the mid- or late fifties? 

BEST: No, it must be before, I guess. This is—today he 

is one of the most famous announcers—Vin [Vincent] 

Scully. This is Walter Alston, this is Red 
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Patterson, the publicity director of the Dodger team. All 

these pictures-- Look in the back of what you have in your 

right hand, does it show a date? 

ROBERTS: July 9, 1969. That's— 

BEST: That is pretty late already. 

ROBERTS: And most of the pictures look about the same 

date. 

BEST: No, they came on different dates. But anyway, in 

these very early days we went to the-- It shows you that 

some of the dates may have to be corrected later, that I 

may have forgotten the actual dates. 

Anyway, I asked Walter O'Malley whether I could bring 

my wife one day to a baseball game, because we had never 

seen one. Sure. So we arranged Andy Castle and Walter 

O'Malley and my wife and I, to sit in the famous "royal" or 

"emperor's" lodge they have there, where Walter O'Malley 

and his family always sit. We were invited to sit with 

them and my oldest son was allowed to throw out the first 

ball at the game. This went for a number of years because 

we then, Vivitar, became—it must have been in the early 

sixties—Vivitar became the official sponsor of the Dodger 

Camera Day. (We must have jumped over a number of years 

here.) To make a long story short, on one of the camera 

days, we were sitting there, Walter and his wife, and my 

wife and I, and a Japanese couple; we were introduced to 

118 



the Japanese couple, Mr. and Mrs. [Matao] Uriu, the 

Japanese consul in Los Angeles. 

ROBERTS: To the United States. 

BEST: And, somehow, someway we started a very nice 

conversation and Mrs. Uriu, who spoke perfect English, 

asked me after the game—or asked my wife after the game— 

would we enjoy someday to visit them in Pasadena in their 

home together with Walter O'Malley and his wife. I said, 

"Well, certainly, we would be delighted to." I have to 

tell you this because it leads up to something: we became 

the closest of friends with the Urius. In fact, I had a 

letter from them a couple of days ago and I visit them in 

Tokyo—he's now counsel to the prime minister, not consul 

and later ambassador anymore—we always visit them. And at 

a dinner party, this Mrs. Uriu told me that her uncle, 

actually two uncles—after I told her what business I was 

in—were in the camera business. 

"What camera are they making?" 

"They are making the Mamiya camera." 

I said, "I see, very interesting." 

A number of years went by, so it must have been 

between 1961, '62 that we visited with them rather 

frequently. We became friendly with the people in the 

Dodgers, with my friend Andy Castle--kind of a circle of 

baseball fans. The last time, my two sons were allowed, 
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one to throw out the first ball, and one to catch the first 

ball; we made a big to-do out of it. I was really involved 

in it and Vivitar was always sponsor of the Camera Day, of 

the Camera Day once a year. I don't know whether you know, 

or realize, that they had the Camera Day; people were 

allowed to bring their cameras and photograph all the 

players on the field; the kids were allowed to go out onto 

the field and talk to the players. It was always very 

exciting, we had never less than forty or fifty thousand 

people there for Camera Day. 

When all this happened, what I told you, that we got 

the letter in 1963 from Rolleiflex, and Minolta then turned 

me down (they were well represented by another company in 

America), I figured Mrs. Uriu told me that she has an uncle 

in the camera business in Japan. [I] went back to Tokyo, 

contacted Mamiya. They told me that they are represented 

in New York by the Nikon distributor, and I said, "Well, 

would you consider to make something for us, that maybe 

they don't have?" So they had an export agent; I was 

introduced to the export agent in a group of about twenty 

people gathered in a conference room, and I told them who I 

was and what we were doing. I told them about our success 

with Rolleiflex; that we would lose the Rolleiflex line and 

we are looking for a replacement. What could they do for 

us? It so happened that Mamiya was the biggest competition 
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for Rolleiflex, so there was nothing to do there. Then I 

had the idea, I said, "How about 35mm cameras?" 

"We don't sell 35mm cameras in America." 

I felt, "That's my opening." I told them, "I would be 

delighted to take on your 35mm cameras, for America." 

Well, they had to clear that first with the Nikon 

agent who had Mamiya for the professional Rollei-type 

cameras, which they did. We were not allowed to use the 

same Mamiya, but we had to call the camera Mamiya-Sekor to 

have a different name, which we did. 

Their export director was the most unpleasant Japanese 

I ever met in my whole life. He said, "If you want our 

line of 35mm cameras, we have 40,000 cameras in stock, 

which are obsolete, which you have to buy first if you want 

a new line." I had no choice. 

I said, "Let me see the samples." So they brought the 

samples in and I had to act very quickly. I couldn't call 

anybody, I couldn't ask anybody. I said, "How much do you 

want for the cameras?" Well, they quoted a price that was 

very high, like all cameras they made very high-priced then 

at the end of '63, twenty-five, twenty-two years ago, 

twenty-three years ago. Somehow, someway I guess, I told 

them, "I will give you a net amount at which I am willing 

to buy the 40,000 cameras." They were unusual, they had 

beautiful lenses, lenses that didn't even belong on a small 
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camera like that. Someday I'm going to show you one. (I 

still have one.) If I'm not mistaken, I told them, "I pay 

you one million dollars—which I didn't have—for the 

40,000 cameras" (roughly $25 apiece). One million dollars 

sounded tremendous; they said OK. I said, "But you have to 

deliver the case for the camera with it, beautiful box, 

then we'll take them over four or five months, because I 

don't have a million dollars lying around." They were so 

anxious to sell it: "Yes, yes, yes." Everything was 

fine. And lo and behold, we got the cameras and we sold 

all of them and we sold them well with good profit. 

In the meantime we developed a line of, or let's say 

we improved the line of single-lens reflex 35mm cameras 

that they were making that nobody wanted, with my associate 

Bruce Shomler, who is an ideal man for such a conversion. 

He and I spent endless hours with the factory people, 

changed the leather, changed the finish, changed the lens; 

made it more attractive, got a beautiful box. In other 

words, turn everything upside down without really doing too 

much, just change the cosmetics. And, lo and behold, we 

had a camera! We had the most outstanding advertising 

agency here. The owner of the agency, a man by the name of 

Harold Dreyfuss—who is in my humble opinion one of the 

greatest geniuses in advertising—helped us to put that 

camera on the map against, then already, toughest 
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competition of Japanese single-lens cameras. We stayed 

with Mamiya for ten years, and did extremely well under 

trying circumstances. 

ROBERTS: And these cameras were being sold under Mamiya— 

BEST: Mamiya-Sekor. We sold thousands and thousands of 

them. I attribute 60 percent of the success to the 

absolutely brilliant advertising, the artwork that Harold 

Dreyfuss originated for the line. 

ROBERTS: How did you first come into contact with 

Dreyfuss? 

BEST: Dreyfuss was our advertising agent, so to speak. He 

was recommended by one of the people from the art institute 

here. He himself was a one-man agency so to speak, with, 

in my estimation, the most brilliant advertising ideas. 

Unfortunately he sold his company to BBD and 0 and 

retired. I wish, only, we had him today; we have never 

been able to find a substitute for him, a man who has such 

incredible ideas. Just before you came— And you can turn 

this off for a second. [tape recorder off] 

ROBERTS: We were talking about—before we took a break 

there—about Mr. Dreyfuss. 

BEST: In other words I must say 60 percent of the success 

of the Mamiya-Sekor line was the unbelievable advertising. 

I mean, against all competition we had one of the fastest-

selling camera lines. But like so many things, a year ago 
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Mamiya went down the drain. They had an export agent who 

mismanaged the line, who took out much money off the Mamiya 

1ine--factory line--and finally they collapsed. They were 

taken over by an electronics company and now try in a small 

way to just stay with professional Rollei-type cameras. I 

hope they will do well. 

ROBERTS: We might go back for a moment, if we could, back 

a number of years to the late forties, perhaps, and talk a 

little bit about the growth of the company in terms of 

hiring more employees, adding on warehouses, and you 

mentioned that you were working out of a small store at the 

time. When did you first begin to expand after the war? 

BEST: Well, after the war we immediately started to take 

up negotiations with the suppliers we had before. We tried 

to expand their lines; like I say, we got the Rollei people 

to give us the Rollei line for Alaska and Hawaii and later 

for the eleven western states. We moved from 1015 South 

Grand Avenue, from the store we had there, to a larger 

quarter. We took a little one-story building also on Grand 

Avenue in the 1200 block, where we had maybe three times 

the space, and maybe had already six or seven people 

working for us. Then came the Japanese exposure meter. 

ROBERTS: How did that do? Did that sell well? 

BEST: Oh, sold extremely well. There was nothing on the 

market under $25, $30, retail and here we come with 
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something that could be sold for $9.95. But nothing sold 

in huge quantities because the whole camera business was 

not so big yet; and don't forget we only had the eleven 

western states and Hawaii and Alaska to sell to. So we 

were limited by the size of the market and limited by the 

territory we covered. But it was the first item that was 

worthwhile bringing in from Japan. A short while later— 

No, that must have been in the early sixties. You know, 

you lose sight of how the years went by so quickly. In the 

early fifties, we moved to Hollywood to Cole Avenue and we 

built our own building there. 

ROBERTS: How large do you estimate the company was, in 

terms of employees, at that time? 

BEST: I would say when we moved to Hollywood we had 

already fifteen, sixteen, seventeen people. 

ROBERTS: But you were still, in terms of numbers of 

people, fairly small. 

BEST: Oh, yeah. It was not so easy at that time to find 

and products. Now in '57, or '56, I made the first attempt 

to find some lenses in Japan. 

ROBERTS: And these would be lenses that could be used on 

Rolleiflex? 

BEST: No, no, no. Lenses that could be used only on a 

35mm camera. By that time, there were already four or five 

major Japanese cameras, single-lens reflex with 
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interchangeable lenses; the cameras came with a standard 

lens, 50mm, there was room for a wide-angle lens and a 

telephoto lens. I found a man in Tokyo through god knows 

what recommendation, who offered us these two lenses, 

mounted for Nikon, mounted for Minolta, mounted for other 

cameras. And we started to sell them, quite 

successfully. 

ROBERTS: What was the brand name on those, do you 

recall? 

BEST: No. But we put on P&B, our own name, "P&B Lens." 

But I have to mention this: in that interim a large, large 

number of other items we bought and sold, and they were 

superseded, for instance— [looks through papers] Well, 

I'll go through this museum here once before you come next 

time. 

After the war, a company in Munich, Germany, who 

worked for the British military forces came to me—maybe 

through Rolleiflex or somebody—and they wanted to make 

lenses for Japanese cameras, and did. For a few years we 

were highly successful. The name of the company was 

Steinheil; I don't know whether you know the name. 

ROBERTS: No. 

BEST: The man who was put in there by the allied high 

command (like so many of the German factories were run by 

foreigners) was a man by the name of Peter Schiks, a 
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Dutchman. He pushed the German management of the Steinheil 

factory to make some lenses for us. And we sold those 

lenses; we sold some Japanese lenses— We're going back and 

forth a little bit because some thoughts come to my mind 

that all play into the growth of Vivitar—of Ponder & 

Best. And I don't want you to misunderstand this, but many 

of these things really came to us through my personal 

friendship with the people. This Mr. Schiks who was the—I 

don't know—the manager from the allied command, high 

command. [He] and I liked each other and I helped him, and 

when I helped him, you know, he could make products that 

were saleable and he became a big hero. They had a Dr. von 

Hornstein in the factory, as a German manager of the German 

factory who was happy that somebody came with some ideas, 

and he could become successful with the Steinheil 

operation. But again, through this Steinheil connection, I 

became involved with an East German company; that was 

already in the second half of the fifties. These people 

were called Ihagee, they made the Exakta camera before the 

war. I don't know whether you remember these names. 

ROBERTS: I do remember the Exakta, yes. 

BEST: The Steinheil people made lenses for Exakta, and 

through correspondence and recommendation and friendship, I 

was invited one day to come to East Berlin and meet the 

East German government people. Then, like today, business 
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in East Germany is done through the government. You can 

not go to a factory and say, "I'd like to do business with 

you." Everything goes to the East German "high command," 

or whatever they call it. They have an office in Berlin, 

huge office? you go to a person, number thirty-four, and 

number thirty-four handles cameras? you introduce yourself, 

and you tell them what you want. I was royally treated by 

the East Germans, at that time. I had to go from the west 

side, through Checkpoint Charlie. You have never been 

there, I presume? 

ROBERTS: No, I have not been to Berlin. 

BEST: You arrive at one end of a long tunnel, which is 

called Checkpoint Charlie—this is the west side—and you 

walk through this, through I don't know how many controls? 

you show them your money and show them your jewelry--

everything. Now don't forget, nothing has changed. 

Finally I come out at the other side and there is a huge 

black limousine. [In] German: "Are you Mr. Best?" 

"Jawohl." [Yes, certainly] 

"We are from the East German Deutsche Demokratische 

Republik (or whatever they call it), to pick you up." 

An unforgettable experience so soon after the war, to 

be there. They put me into that black limousine—windows 

black, limousine black. It was snowing like crazy and I 

thought, "My god, will I ever see my wife and children 
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again?" I was scared to death. But they drove me to a 

restaurant in East Berlin, a restaurant that must be 

described as a plain, huge room with wooden tables and 

chairs, with a violinist in the corner. I was sat down 

with these five or six Russian and East German officers and 

if— I mean, thank god I could talk German with them, 

otherwise this would have been a total loss. And we talked 

about business, how could we sell Exakta, Praktica, and 

Praktiflex that were all made in Dresden, in the former 

Exakta factory. I was fed with the finest of Russian food, 

and we sat until about nine or ten o'clock at night to find 

out and work out a plan, because they were unable to ship 

merchandise from the East Zone to the United States, it had 

to go through either a trading company or legal entity in 

West Berlin. I had a lawyer in West Berlin who was willing 

to handle all this. We started, like we started so many 

things in my lifetime, a relationship with the East German 

government. It lasted a while. I also had a very close 

friend in New York who was the eastern [United States] 

agent for these people, who had, incidentally, started to 

deal with them before I got there. 

Then the problems started: there was no way to get 

spare parts, there was no way to get cameras repaired, we 

had the most terrible time with our customers. Although it 

lasted for quite a few years, through all the agonies we 
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had with them we made money, but it started at a time in 

its earliest beginnings, when there was only one factory 

that they rebuilt, or maybe it was never destroyed, in East 

Germany. On that night I visited with these people, we 

made a deal, we shook hands. I'm sure that they had 

checked me out from top to bottom—who I was and what I 

was, and everything about the company and so on and so 

forth, and we finally shook hands. They were rather 

friendly. They needed dollars desperately? they were 

willing to sell cameras at prices that were absolutely 

unheard of to get dollars, they had no dollars. Strangely 

enough, it was still at a time where everything was 

warlike. So about nine o'clock or ten o'clock at night—it 

was snowing—they brought me back to Checkpoint Charlie, no 

street lights anywhere. I walk through, I get my money 

back, I get my wristwatch back, I get my papers back and my 

passport back and they said, "Now you go to the end 

there." 

I said, "What's there?" 

"The American soldier you see there, he will tell you 

what to do." 

So I come out [of] Checkpoint Charlie, there is—I 

don't know what you call those little huts where soldiers 

stand at night—a guardhouse. I go to him and I say, "My 

name is John Best, here's my passport; I'm an American 

citizen. How can I get to the Hotel Kempinski?" 
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He said, takes the flashlight and points [it] at me, 

he said, "You, guy, must be crazy. How do you expect to 

get to the hotel at this time of the night?" 

So I said, "Well, the people on the other side told me 

that you would see to it." 

He said, "Well, I have no truck or no jeep. You have 

to walk." 

I tell you, my heart dropped to the floor. I said, 

"Mister, you don't seem to understand what you put me to. 

There is not a light for ten miles." 

He said, "Well, I am very sorry, stay on this street 

and keep on walking and sooner or later you will find a bus 

station, and there you will stand and wait till the bus 

comes." 

I said, "You must be kidding. I mean, couldn't you 

call somebody from your headquarters, somewhere in Berlin, 

to pick me up and bring me to the hotel? I tell you very 

honestly, I'm frightened to death." There were no houses, 

it was all ruins still. 

He said, "No, I cannot do anything; I cannot leave my 

post here. You just go ahead and walk." 

Now, naturally I was much younger then, and I was 

going like this, and I walked maybe-- Thank god I was born 

in Berlin and I knew the street and I knew where it was 

going. I must have walked for at least two or three hours 
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in the dark, just feeling my way through the darkness on 

that street, as long as I knew, I cannot leave that 

street. And I came to a place, where many, many years ago, 

I knew that the subway station was. Well, naturally there 

was no more subway station, but right where the subway 

station used to be, there was a post which said, Autobus 

No. 7, or whatever the number was. S o — What the guy told 

me was true; I stood there and waited and waited and 

waited, and no bus. It must have been midnight. So I 

figured, "There's only one thing to do. I know if I — " 

Naturally, the names of the streets were all changed during 

the Hitler years; I did not know the street name but I knew 

certain streets would lead me to my hotel. So maybe 

another two hours in the snow, in the ice, I walked and 

walked and walked until I finally saw some lights. That 

was the world-famous department store in Berlin, KDW, and 

from there to my hotel was just a short distance, maybe 

fifteen, twenty minutes. I knew when I saw the lights, 

"Nothing can happen to me anymore." That was in Berlin, a 

street like Rodeo Drive here, or like Madison Avenue in New 

York, with all the fine stores. There was one store there 

and another one maybe a half a mile down, [it] was still 

all in ruins [in] 1954. And I, finally, I guess, in the 

morning at three o'clock, I arrived at my hotel. 
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The next morning I went to the lawyer and signed all 

the paperwork and got it ready and we started business with 

these people. I swore to myself, never, never again would 

I do that—never! And I never went back. 

ROBERTS: How many years did you do business with Exakta? 

BEST: We did business with Exakta for a good number of 

years, maybe ten, maybe more. Later on they dumped the 

whole Exakta business into a New York company. A friend of 

mine who passed away, unfortunately, some years ago, 

became, so to speak, the import agent for the East German 

government. He brought in everything: cameras, lenses, 

microscopes, binoculars—the whole thing. He must have had 

somebody who was involved more than just as an agent who 

lead all the merchandise to him at the most ridiculous 

prices. They needed dollars so badly to buy materials for 

ships and for railroads and for god knows what. We worked 

with them for quite a few years. We'd stopped importing 

directly, there was no sense. We could not get spare 

parts, we couldn't—like I said before—we couldn't get 

repaired parts. It was an impossible situation. 

ROBERTS: When did the division of Ponder & Best [go] into 

the— 

BEST: Vivitar? 

ROBERTS: --selling side and into the supplier side that you 
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had mentioned earlier, when did that really start to take 

place? After the war? Where your partner was primarily 

involved in selling and you were primarily involved with 

the suppliers. 

BEST: When did that start? Yeah, right away. 

ROBERTS: I see. When did you start dealing exclusively 

with the suppliers? 

BEST: Well, when we got the famous letter that I mentioned 

to you before, that Rollei would take the line away from 

us. 

ROBERTS: That was 1963. 

BEST: 'Sixty-three. Then we decided, one, that we would 

only take on exclusive lines; two, that we would go 

national; and three, that we would change our name from 

Ponder & Best to another name, which then turned out to be 

Vivitar. So that all the money we would spend for 

advertising, we'd spend for our future, not for— I mean, 

we must have spent maybe ten million dollars for Rollei 

over the years, to advertise their product. Only to be 

told, ninety days, it's over. We decided these three 

things, and then we worked for about four or five years as 

Vivitar and established in Chicago, New York, and so on. 

Then in, I guess, 1969 or '70 I began to push for an 

international business, which we started. 
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I must stop here today. I have an 11:45 meeting at 

the Velvet Turtle with Price Waterhouse and I must be there 

on time. So you have to forgive me that we have to be a 

little shorter than usual today. 

ROBERTS: No, this is fine. 
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TAPE NUMBER: V, SIDE ONE 

JANUARY 15, 1985 

ROBERTS: As I was mentioning earlier, we wanted to review 

some of the areas that we had gone over last week; 

specifically, we'd like to talk about your first contact 

with the Japanese and why you found them particularly good 

businessmen. 

BEST: As I told you, I made my first trip to Japan in 

1954, based on a meeting I had in Washington, D.C., with 

the first electronics manufacturer who was in the process 

of bringing out a light meter; a meter that read the 

available light, because we did not have cameras with 

built-in electronic metering systems. So you had to hold 

your camera in one hand and the exposure meter in the other 

hand. You got your reading on the meter, transposed it to 

the camera, and then hopefully got a good picture. There 

was a very, very fine company by the name of Weston 

Instruments in the U.S.A. who made a very, very fine meter, 

which if I remember correctly sold to retail for about 

$32--it's a little hard to remember all of the details. 

This [Japanese] manufacturer whom I met in Washington, who 

approached me because he knew that we were very actively 

selling Weston meters, asked me whether we would be 

interested in a Japanese-made, much smaller, but supposedly 

very efficient, small exposure meter. And if I remember 
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right, I traveled to Japan on January 3, 1954. I met with 

him on January 4 in the old Imperial Hotel, had dinner with 

him and experienced my first major earthquake while we were 

eating dinner? we had to jump up, hide under some door 

frames— It was a frightening experience, being in a 

country for the first time, to experience that! 

Well, anyway, we started to talk about business; this 

exposure meter that the man had was the only product he had 

to sell and he demonstrated a few samples during dinner, 

and I decided to take it on as a product — under his name 

incidentally, the name was Sekonic. The owner of that 

company, named Mr. Mitani, and I hit it off very quickly. 

He spoke no English. He had an export manager, if you wish 

to call it; he didn't have much export business yet, but he 

had a manager, a young fellow who spoke English—that was 

his greatest asset. We spent the next two days together; 

as is typical for Japan, we didn't stay in Tokyo; we drove 

up to the mountains where he had a mountain resort and we 

spent Saturday and Sunday there--[to] get acquainted 

better, yet. It was really my first, direct exposure to a 

businessman and rather a successful businessman. And it 

gave me the idea that where I have one such connection 

started, maybe there would be other opportunities. There 
I 

is very little more that I can tell you about this 

relationship with this Sekonic company. We bought from the 
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man one exposure meter like I said; later on we added 

another one and then a third one, and built a line of 

exposure meters with him and the line became a well-known 

and highly respected and regarded exposure meter line as 

time went by. 

While I was in Japan, I visited a trading company in 

Osaka, a very, very small trading company. I read some of 

their advertisements and was quite impressed with what they 

advertised. Their main item was a group of flashbulbs, 

which intrigued me because at that time, and incidentally 

up to now, some of our largest accounts are the drug 

chains. People used to go to buy to drugstores when they 

wanted a package of flashbulbs at that time. I was very 

friendly with the buyer of this drug chain on the West 

Coast and I figured I'd take some samples along and talk to 

this trading company. And I found out that the flashbulbs 

were made by Matsushita Electric. They were the trading 

company for Matsushita. At that time, they had a very 

small photographic division—Matsushita, I mean, had a 

very, very small subsidiary that made flashbulbs, and they 

also had a very small flashgun. That was a unit—and still 

is—where flashbulbs are used that has a battery and a fan-

reflector kind of, and you stick the bulb into the center, 

and it gives you more light and better reflection, and so 

on and so forth. Although, I did not place an order at 
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that time, but with my never-ending idea to find new and 

creative and competitive products, I tried to nail down the 

exclusive distributorship for this line of flashbulbs and 

flashguns. That was really the beginning [of] what became 

later Vivitar's number one position in the world in the 

flashgun market. That took maybe ten or more years, but 

that's where it all started. It was at a time when very, 

very few people, especially in America (and not even 

thinking about Europe) had any confidence in Japanese 

products. It was still the time when people thought the 

Japanese do nothing but copy what other people had made 

before, and made bad copies and poor copies—you may 

remember that. There was a time when people just thought 

everything that comes from Japan is cheap copy off 

something else that's already on the market. 

Well, the flashgun and flashbulbs that we were able to 

import found an immediate market with the very large drug 

chains on the West Coast of the United States. We could 

be, price-wise, competitive against some of the largest 

American manufacturers, but the pricing difference was not 

so tremendous. We brought in quite a few thousand, I would 

almost think one boatload full of flashbulbs for one 

company. But the American companies woke up to that 

competition very quickly and after maybe six months or a 

year, we gave up the importation of these flashbulbs—they 
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were very, very bulky, low-priced, the profit potential was 

small—but we stayed with the flashguns. At that time, 

more and more cameras came out that needed, for indoor or 

evening or night use, a flashgun, and flashbulbs. And we 

started to work with Matsushita direct, at that time; the 

trading company felt that once we want our own ideas, our 

own designs, our own features, they could not contribute 

too much. They stayed with us for, I guess, two and a half 

years or so, and then we went direct to the Matsushita 

factory, and to their subsidiary, West Electric, and 

started to work with them. I saw at that time, maybe it 

was a hunch, maybe it was just a gut feeling, that there 

was a sleeping giant, a company the size of [which] that I 

had never seen before in my life. I felt that if we want 

to accomplish anything exciting in the photographic 

business, that would be the company to do it with. 

ROBERTS: Matsushita? 

BEST: Yes. We started to deal with them in 1957 or so 

(somewhere around there) and followed the pattern of making 

some flashguns of their design and some of ours, that 

became an extremely important item. We felt that the 

business was growing very fast and that it was impossible 

to do the business with such a company from Los Angeles 

direct to Osaka. They didn't speak English, most of the 

engineers for sure—maybe they had one or two English-
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speaking people—we had nobody here, including myself, who 

spoke Japanese. Through a strange coincidence--let1s call 

it that—in approximately 1957 we became acquainted with ai 

trading company in Tokyo. That was a time when Japan began 

the first small steps of making tape recorders. And 

through some good friends and some connections we had—and 

we're coming back time and again to the fact that you must 

have friends and good connections in order to succeed: if 

you sniff them out and find them before your competition 

does, you are a leader— This Matsushita was in the early, 

early beginnings of making a tape recorder and a friend of 

mine became the agent for the United States, for these tape 

recorders. He told me about it, and we found out that he 

bought from a division of Matsushita and I bought from 

another division. He had a trading company in Tokyo, very 

excellent people, and we began to discuss with the same 

trading company the question, "Couldn't we also work with 

them?" being the link between the factory and us, and we 

did. They had a president and a vice-president who spoke 

perfect English and had the open door to Matsushita. At 

that time, they were working with their customers on a very 

cordial and efficient level, they were just delightful 

people to work with. And not only did we take up the 

relationship with this trading company in Japan, we also 

began to represent my friend—and the name of the company 
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at that time was Concord Electronics—began to try very 

cautiously as time went by to sell the small, very simple 

tape recorders to the photographic stores. At that time 

there was nothing else on the market, nobody had tape 

recorders before. My friend at that time took on a second 

line of low-priced--lower-priced—tape recorders, which we 

also bought but gave up very quickly. He developed a line 

of tape recorders from the lowest price to the most 

exciting and elaborate tape-recording equipment over the 

years, which we kept on selling for a long time. 

I found out early, 1954 maybe even, that the art of 

dealing with the Japanese is something that very, very few 

American people could really devote their attention to. To 

this very day, I say to my own people in my company—I'm 

trying to teach how to deal with the Japanese; day after 

day after day for thirty years I have done it, almost—"The 

Japanese will never change, never. We have to change." 

ROBERTS: How would you characterize your dealings with the 

Japanese and how do you find them different, or easier to 

deal with, or more difficult? 

BEST: First of all the problem is the language: how many 

Americans do we know who speak Japanese? Hardly any. I 

was very, very fortunate to have a couple as friends; he 

was the consul-general of Japan in California; his wife was 

the daughter of one of the Japanese ambassadors in Europe, 
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spoke a number of languages, and we became very, very good 

friends. We are still friends, for the last thirty years 

we have been friends. This lady has taken time, or had 

taken time, to virtually teach me how to deal with the 

Japanese. It is, like I said before, an art; unless you 

devote a lot of time to it, and make up your mind that you 

want to be their friend and do what they think they want to 

do, and make them feel that any good idea comes from 

them. If they don't like you at first sight, you rarely 

have an opportunity to become a friend. I personally enjoy 

tremendously to deal with the Japanese; I have now dealt 

with them for thirty years. I have two people even who 

call me by my first name, I call them by their first name, 

which is very unusual. We visit, they come to my house, I 

go to their house, also most unusual. You know that the 

Japanese do not invite foreigners, in general, to their 

home; they usually (the men) go out without their wives 

with foreign customers, which is custom. It is a totally 

different philosophy, dealing with the Japanese. I never 

forget, I was invited maybe ten years ago to the home of 

one of our suppliers who made leather goods for us. He 

married into a very, very wealthy family. They had a 

beautiful home outside of Tokyo, maybe halfway between 

Atami and Tokyo, which is one of the resort places on the 

Pacific Ocean. As the main attraction of the day— 
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Incidentally, they knew that I was very much interested in 

art, in paintings and oriental pottery and so on. They had 

most of their art treasures stored in a van and storage 

company in Tokyo. And they asked me during the week 

whether I would like to come on Sunday and visit them at 

home and have dinner with them, come maybe early, have 

lunch and they would show me their art collection. Well, I 

had no idea what I was getting into when I got there at 

around ten o'clock. A huge moving van drove up to their 

villa, filled with art treasures, [a] priceless collection 

of Japanese porcelains, pottery, paintings; they took it 

out of storage, brought it to the small ocean village, 

brought it all up to the house, one piece at a time, showed 

it to me and put it back into the van. Who would ever do 

things like that? And we spent a delightful day with 

them--no business. There was a mother, and the 

businessman—our friend who made the leather goods—and his 

wife, her brother and sister-in-law and four little 

children. And we went for a walk into the mountains in the 

afternoon and I was already told on the walk, by the lady 

who also spoke fairly good English, that the grandmother— 

what they call the mamasan—would make a special tea 

ceremony for me, which is a great honor. It was my first 

experience to sit in a tea ceremony in a family; here in 

the center of the room sat the eighty-year old lady with 

144 



the little pottery jar, moving it in her hands, and a 

little bit of Japanese green tea, which is so bitter that 

you have to have sugar candy before you drink it; and for 

about half an hour the whole family sat in a circle around 

the grandmother who gave a cup of green tea to each and 

every one, including the children (they got little cups), 

didn't say a word. That was a time for relaxation and to 

find peace and quiet and not a word was spoken. These four 

little children were sitting there for thirty minutes 

without moving. One was only two years old, I guess, two, 

four, six, seven, that's about the age. They were sitting 

there next to their mother and you could hear a pin drop, 

they were so quiet, while the old lady performed the tea 

ceremony. And then I found out how important the tea 

ceremony is to the Japanese: if you are invited to a home 

and to a tea ceremony, you got it made, you became a 

friend. But I also learned later on that the Japanese 

enjoy to do business with friends outside of the office. 

They either like to play golf with their customers, or they 

invite them to their home. All the major, well-to-do 

manufacturers have a little—what should I call it?—a 

little garden house where they are resting. This tea house 

is beautifully outfitted; it has two heavy cushions on the 

floor and a table in between and you can have tea with your 

supplier or friend. You wait for your friend who invited 
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you, until he says something, and he may just start talking 

about art if he knows that you are interested in art, or 

music if he knows you are interested in music; you become 

very friendly, there is not a word of business during such 

a tea party, or tea hour. I think the man would almost be 

insulted if you would all of a sudden say, "By the way, you 

are making a camera; how much is it? How much could I buy 

it for?" It would almost be an insult. But the way I 

feel—and I'm not taking this out of any books that are 

written about Japanese tea ceremonies--that the Japanese 

businessmen, when they have a foreign customer or visitor 

or both, they are feeling out the personality of that 

individual, by sitting down with him quietly and alone, and 

feel how he reacts to certain questions: whether he has 

the necessary calm and quietness and dignity that they 

expect. And then they find out how—they figure out in 

their mind, I'm sure—how they then will do business with 

him. Is it a good match? Or is it not? 

ROBERTS: What do you think there is in your background or 

your personality that made it possible for you to be 

successful in dealing with the Japanese when so many other 

Americans were missing the same opportunity? 

BEST: Well, that's a difficult question. I think that the 

intuition is a great help. You cannot learn to become a 

man's friend. If there is not a feeling for him— And the 
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Japanese themselves probably had reservations in the 

beginning in the early years of trade between the United 

States and Japan; they didn't know how to treat 

Americans. Many Americans came and made mistakes by 

pushing too hard or being very forceful. 

I have told a story many, many times wherever 

questions came up like yours: how did you find out how to 

make friends and how to handle the Japanese and deal with 

them? I like to tell you the little story because it is so 

unbelievably important and kind of reflects what you asked 

me. I cannot give you the exact year but maybe 1964, I 

came to Japan one day. We were hoping at that time that we 

could, I guess I mentioned it previously to you, that we 

could become the agent for Mamiya's 35mm cameras. And they 

had a trading company by the name of J. Osawa and Company, 

who handled their international business. They invited me 

one day when I was in Tokyo to come and visit them at two 

o'clock in the afternoon. And I was led into a most 

elaborate boardroom, maybe with twenty chairs around a big, 

long table; I was led into this room and there was nobody 

there. After a few minutes, a young man came, who 

introduced himself as the export manager; time went by, 

fifteen, twenty minutes two or three more people came in, 

introduced themselves, we shook hands — sometimes you do, 

and sometimes you don't. It was raining cats and dogs 
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outside. So I was told, unfortunately the president and 

vice-president of the Mamiya factory were late, due to the 

reason that the streets where the factory is, were muddy 

and the cars couldn't get through easily and I should 

please wait. Well, by the time it was four o'clock, there 

were maybe fifteen or sixteen people in the room. Nobody 

said a word to me; I was just sitting there at the one end 

of the table and waited. I guess, ten minutes before five, 

the managing director of the Osawa company and the two 

brothers who were the owners of the Mamiya factory walked 

into the room. I had another appointment at five o'clock 

in my hotel. So for three hours I was sitting there and 

nobody—except hello and name and exchange name cards— 

nobody said a word to me. At the other end of the table, 

the managing director of the Osawa company sat down. I 

looked at him. All nineteen people talked to each other in 

Japanese, as if I wasn't even there. About 5:15 I figured, 

what am I going to do to tell them that I have another 

date? I have been waiting three and a quarter hours now 

and nothing has happened. So I figured maybe a nice, 

polite way would b e — I lifted my left arm and pointed my 

finger to the wristwatch and the managing director saw 

that, very, very bright guy. He got up from his chair and 

pulled apart a walnut-paneled sliding door and a blackboard 

came out. Took a piece of crayon and wrote down, 

"Patience, Mr. Best." 
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That was my first major lesson in Japan; what to do 

when you are in a meeting with Japanese. To this very 

day--not that I have to point my finger to the watch—I 

know that there is only one way to deal with the Japanese, 

to be patient. The minute you put pressure on, it's 

over. For quantities, for everything that you can think of 

to make a deal, they are tough but very fair negotiators, 

but they take time, they tell you, "We'll think about it, 

we'll talk to you in a week. When are you leaving 

Japan?" "In two weeks." "We'll have an answer for you in 

two weeks." And usually the day before you leave or on the 

day you leave, you get an answer, if there's a question. 

So over the last thirty years I have had endless 

meetings and negotiations. We opened our own office and we 

have a president for the Vivitar Corporation in Japan who 

has become as close to me as my own son, probably. An 

unbelievably brilliant guy, who is as devoted as a man can 

be. He speaks perfect English and has handled our business 

for the last twenty years. But he, too, has to remind 

either myself or some of the people that travel with me 

now, that there is only one way to the heart of Japanese 

businessmen: be patient. 

ROBERTS: In dealing with the Japanese, did you find any 

management techniques that the Japanese use in dealing with 

their own people? 

149 



BEST: With their own people? 

ROBERTS: With their own people, that you have found 

valuable in dealing with your people in the United 

States? It's very popular of course these days to talk 

about Japanese management style. I was wondering, if you 

had, as it were, imported any Japanese management style to 

your own company? 

BEST: I tell you. I think that where Japanese business 

attitudes come to the fore is where automobile companies 

show them productivity improvements, show them a totally 

different management style, which you can read in the paper 

during the time recently when a General Motors and Toyota 

got together, finally, to open the automobile factory near 

Oakland. They have a management style that if you try to 

bring it to the United States—other than for 

manufacturing, I think—would terribly fail, fail 

terribly. I have had many opportunities where I was in 

Japan and discussed a product with a factory manager or 

managing director, or whatever. And I said, "You know, 

here is a new camera and today it is February 20 and I have 

to have a sample of that camera for a show on March 25. If 

we don't have that camera for the show, we miss the whole 

season." This man would go to the factory, call half a 

dozen people in, and tell them in Japanese (which I don't 

understand), "Here's a camera, I want four samples ready on 
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March 20. I don't care whether you work Saturday, Sunday, 

whether you work day and night, I want those samples." 

They will always be there. Try to do that here. There is* 

no argument about overtime, or people cannot do it. It has 

to be done. But you cannot ask for the impossible. You 

have to know how far you can go; if a Japanese manufacturer 

says, "I cannot do it," then time is too short. To push 

him and pressure him usually will not succeed. He may come 

back and say, "This is impossible, I need an extra month or 

so," and you can probably meet in the middle, or tell him 

to try for a shorter period. But they give you a date and 

they hold it and they keep it. 

Now, over the last thirty years I have learned to fit 

into these situations; they have philosophies that are so 

different than ours here in the United States. I think 

that some university some day will wake up and try to teach 

students how to deal with the Japanese businessman. It is, 

like I said before, a very special knowledge that you must 

have. And you cannot just— Not everybody can go to Japan 

and stay there a year or two and try to find his way—even 

then he may not succeed. I know dozens of people who were 

sent by American companies to become their Japanese 

representatives, so to speak, who went home after a year or 

two and didn't make it. The first mistake is that an 

American company should have a Japanese representative; 
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they don't like the idea that an American sits over there 

and tells the Japanese what to do. I think this is one of 

the very, very serious problems we in the United States are 

faced with. I see it in my own business. I cannot find 

people who have the knowledge of the languages, not only in 

Japan, in other countries. I cannot find people who want 

to travel; everybody wants to be home in the evening. The 

few people who want to travel usually succeed. We have to 

talk a lot about that, because the United States could do 

billions of dollars of business if they would have the 

right attitude—first the right people, then the right 

attitude—to live with the philosophy of the individual 

countries. We are giving business away to many countries 

which we could get if we would know how to do it; if we 

would have people. I'm looking myself for two or three 

people more for our international division. I don't even 

know where to go to find the right people. You hire 

somebody who had a course at a university in international 

business; they give them a book to read, they think they 

are the greatest heroes--
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ROBERTS: The need for American personnel that can deal 

with the Japanese. 

BEST: Yeah and other countries. Now, it has always been 

my philosophy to train my own people here. I have now four 

people who usually accompany me to Japan, or go a week 

before I go. And then my right-hand assistant and I go 

after they begin to prepare for our visit. Really every 

trip to Japan is a diplomatic mission. You have to prepare 

for it, prepare for it well, know exactly what you want, 

have it maybe even in front of you typed or in writing. I 

used to go to Japan for years with one of my associates, 

and we stopped for three days in Hawaii and worked for 

three days and even some nights, to prepare ourselves for 

the various meetings with a number of manufacturers. There 

were times when we had maybe twenty or twenty-five 

different sources in Japan; each one had to be treated 

individually and differently. We had to kind of structure 

the different approaches and yet in the final analysis they 

were all similar: how to deal with the Japanese, how to 

become their friend, their business friend, and maybe even 

social friend. 

ROBERTS: I do notice one thing that you were doing with 

the Japanese that you had done earlier. It's a thread that 
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seems to go through a lot of your life—going back to the 

time when you first specified the photographic process for 

printing cloth in Germany so many years ago—one of the 

things that you seem to do is to translate for the Japanese 

the requirements of the American customer. 

BEST: Yes. 

ROBERTS: Are there examples, other than the ones that you 

have mentioned this morning, where you did that for the 

Japanese? 

BEST: Well, I would say that for years we have devoted so 

much of our time to prepare, and to prepare well, our 

expeditions to Japan in— You know, we started in the late 

fifties, early sixties, to buy lenses in Japan. Then in, 

around 1963, '-4, we decided to not just pick up products 

in Japan and sell them here, but to put our own name on 

products; we developed here. We became associated with a 

man, his name is Ellis Betensky, who is today, maybe, the 

most outstanding lens designer in the world. All the 

Japanese have followed his computerization, but he was the 

first one who computerized lens designing. He came from 

the university in Rochester [University of Rochester, New 

York]. He was one of the top students there, and it is 

recognized around the world today that he is the father of 

the zoom lens development. We made an exclusive 

arrangement with him that all lenses for still cameras that 
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he designs, he would make exclusively for us. He is 

designing lenses for the military--the air force, navy--has 

some very important industrial accounts. He came 

originally from Perkin-Elmer (whom you may know), one of 

the finest optical engineering and manufacturing firms in 

America, if not the finest. They do a tremendous amount of 

work for the military. We hired this Ellis Betensky, who 

became much more than a coworker; he became what I would 

call a very, very close friend. He's on our payroll now. 

We bought a group of computers which he has in New York for 

computer work for special lenses; two of his associates are 

in Cincinnati, they are connected through telephone 

lines. There's a special reason for that because we're 

working on a development of plastic aspheric lens blanks 

for 35mm cameras, and the manufacturer who makes these 

plastic blanks is in Cincinnati. So two people, two 

brilliant physicists, sit in Cincinnati and we have our own 

people here. So we have a man here on staff, who is our 

executive vice-president, who is [Bruce] Shomler, whom you 

will meet, who has that rare gut feeling for what products 

we should have two or three years out. He and Betensky 

have worked together for years now and have brought to 

Vivitar some most outstanding lens developments. Now, 

during the last year or two the Japanese, as you know, are 

making computers, people like Fujitsu and others who could 

155 



conceivably compete with IBM, with their giant computers. 

And a couple or three manufacturers really have now started 

to develop lenses in Japan on their own computers and 

succeeded, so that that part of our business that used to 

be really exclusive, and everybody else just copied what we 

made and developed, now it has changed. Some of the 

companies have developed lenses and have to pay us 

royalties; they more or less copied what we had. We have a 

very nice income from royalties from Vivitar-developed 

products. But it is now beginning that a number of lens 

makers brought in their computers and computer operators to 

develop their own lenses. There is a shift to Japan, away 

from here; we can still do many things and are doing things 

that we hope to be very successful with but the Japanese 

manufacturers, without a shadow of a doubt, are very hard 

on our heels. 

ROBERTS: I see. When did you first start hiring people 

whose specific job was to develop— 

BEST: Develop— 

ROBERTS: —develop products? I suppose you were the first 

in the sense that you gave specifications to manufacturers 

in a number of situations. But when did you hire someone 

else? 

BEST: Well, I cannot take the credit and say I was the 

first. I'm not an engineer, I may have some good ideas 
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once in a while, but I always needed technical people to 

translate what I thought into the proper technology. That 

started, without question, in the earliest beginnings of 

our business. I always had the idea to find products that 

were needed in the market place, and the only way to do 

that is to go out and see your prospective customers and 

find out from them what they want and what they cannot get 

from others. This is one of the philosophies of Vivitar 

Corporation. I'm hammering away at our people more or less 

on a daily basis: "If you want to do something, go out and 

talk to the customers first. Then bring the information 

back to headquarters and we'll thrash it out and talk about 

it. Then talk to the factories about it whether it's 

feasible." The customer, the contact with the customer, is 

more important to me, and maybe it's the secret of our 

fairly nice, successful business that we always keep very, 

very close personal contact with the customers. I used to 

travel a lot, until a few years ago when some of my younger 

associates have taken over for me. But I still enjoy to go 

to shows and to shake hands with old friends and find out 

from them what they're doing. It is a philosophy that 

many, many American businessmen do not share; they make a 

product, they go out with it and either it sells or it 

doesn't sell. Listen, a few days ago— The man who wrote 

the book, In Search of Excellence, did you read it? 
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ROBERTS: Yes, I did. 

BEST: He [Thomas J. Peters] spoke at the National Press 

Club, and I listened to him and saw him on television for 

the first time in my life. By coincidence he said exactly 

the same thing: people do things, design things, 

manufacture products, without contacting their customer 

first—even the consumer, ultimately—and say, "Look here 

is a new product. Do you like it, is it saleable?" 

ROBERTS: Do you primarily rely on your salespeople as a 

source of information as to what products will sell, or do 

you have a separate marketing division that does formal 

research and so forth? 

BEST: We do. We not only have a marketing division, but 

we go through various steps. For instance, as I told you 

this morning, earlier, we're coming out with a new line of 

camera products in March. First we brought in our national 

sales manager, and his regional managers; that was the 

first step, to discuss the products with them—price (what 

should it be?), packaging, advertising, all the details. 

Then the national sales manager and our marketing director 

and executive vice-president went on the road and visited 

with all our salesmen in the field for the same purpose, 

show them samples of the new products, discuss them, get 

their opinion as to price and the way we should market 

them. Next Monday we are bringing in seven people: one 
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from Hong Kong, one from Tokyo, two from Canada, two from 

the United Kingdom, one from central Europe; and [we shall] 

go through the same routine with them. Naturally when they 

stay a week, we cannot talk about one subject six or seven 

days. We discuss with them financial matters, different 

policies for each country, advertising, literature—there 

are a hundred things to talk about—inventory controls, 

finances, bank lines; all these things have to be 

discussed. But that finishes up next week, the initial 

phase of a new product discussion or group of 

discussions. Then, end of March we have the national 

photographic show and we'll show the product to our 

customers. However, during the period from January 1 until 

the end of March, we will have seen every major customer in 

America and some in foreign countries with these new 

products, to discuss with them last-minute changes for 

features, packaging, their personal wishes for advertising 

campaigns, and so on. So by the time the product is being 

released, we should have a complete picture of what it will 

mean for the company. Will it be a big seller? Will it be 

a small item? Or, maybe, are we on the wrong track and 

should not even show it at the show? That could also 

happen. 

ROBERTS: When you were doing the initial design on this 

product line, did you go out to the final customers, the 

consumer— 
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BEST: Yes, we have consumer panels, we invite sixteen or 

twenty people and pay them for it and get their inputs 

too. 

ROBERTS: Do you conduct these consumer panels yourself? 

BEST: Not me, no. 

ROBERTS: Is it conducted by Vivitar? 

BEST: Conducted by Vivitar, usually one of the product 

managers will be there, the executive vice-president will 

be there, maybe one or more of the sales-oriented people— 

we don't call them salesmen anymore; we call them account 

managers now—all the people who have to do with sales. 

The product manager is the key person who makes a 

presentation and asks the questions of the panel. Before 

we release the product, it has to go through so many stages 

it is incredible; to make sure that when we commit for a 

product and start production, we hope not to make a 

mistake. 

ROBERTS: When did you first start doing these sort of 

formal marketing studies and product development? What was 

the first major product that you brought out using a 

product development cycle? 

BEST: I would say that we did that already in the very 

early days, in the early sixties. Mr. Shomler, who came to 

us from Sears Roebuck with an excellent background of 

marketing— Incidentally the president of our company, Jay 
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Katz, also came from Sears; I always felt Sears is an 

outstanding example of good management and diversification 

in every possible way. I think a businessman has to set 

himself goals to achieve, maybe not in size but compared 

to. I always had my eye on the outstanding management of 

IBM, and my two closest associates both came from Sears, 

and we bring together as much knowledge as we possibly 

can. 

ROBERTS: I'd like to— [tape recorder off] We were talking 

earlier about when you first went through a major marketing 

push and you said it was in the early sixties, this was 

about the time Vivitar first was formed as a corporation. 

BEST: Right. 

ROBERTS: What were some of those first products? 

BEST: Well, I guess the first idea was that we were 

representing, as I told you before, the Rolleiflex factory 

for so many years; spent, I'm sure, quite a few million 

dollars for advertising, only to be told in 1963 I guess, 

that they give us ninety days and it would be all over, 

contrary to my partner's beliefs that a German company 

never parts with a distributor and that this would be a 

lifetime relationship. That created in my mind the feeling 

that we have really worked for these people for so many 

years and we have spent so much money to popularize the 

name Rolleiflex—undoubtedly we made good money on the 
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way—but then to be told one day, "We give you ninety days 

and it's all over"—we talked about this before—was a 

terrible shock for me. I felt that the only way out of 

this dilemma-- Incidentally, we had a couple or three other 

manufacturers, American manufacturers, who did the same 

thing to us, people we more or less built up business 

with. They were nothing when we took them over and we 

built their business, we helped them to grow and grow and 

grow until they finally said, "Thank you very much, now we 

can go on our own." I felt that if we would have taken all 

the millions of dollars we have spent for advertising and 

would have put them on our own name, it would have been 

much better. And we started to, already a little earlier, 

to have a few isolated products, and we called them P & B , 

for Ponder & Best, smaller items. Then one day with the 

help of our advertising director, we came to the conclusion 

that even that wasn't good enough: "P & B" sounded like not 

much. So we decided we'd take a few weeks and find a 

trademark, a name, a name that could be pronounced in every 

country in the world, easy. After many, many meetings and 

talks and sessions, we finally arrived at the name 

Vivitar. And we chose a group of lenses—I guess not our 

own design yet—of lenses made in Japan and put the name 

Vivitar on [them]. As you may know, we have a logo and we 

have used that ever since [we] started to advertise 
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Vivitar, put our Vivitar name on the manufacturers' 

products before we began to do our own designing and our 

exclusive developments. 

Today after twenty-one years of selling Vivitar, it 

has really become a well-known name. I'm time and again 

amazed how many people know the name Vivitar not only in 

the United States, but around the world. Twenty years of 

advertising naturally creates a lot of knowledge among 

people. The rate of— The number of people is growing all 

the time. I was at Stanford University the other day in a 

group of business people and they asked me, "Who are you 

and what are you doing?" And I told them, mentioned the 

name: "Ah! It's a Vivitar! My wife has a Vivitar camera 

and my son has three Vivitar lenses and my daughter has a 

Vivitar projector," or whatever it may be. It was a good 

idea, it was a good idea. We spent lots of money in the 

twenty years, millions, to get the awareness factor that 

today can be judged very easily, it's very high. 

ROBERTS: Well, this must have given you much more 

leverage, over time, in dealing with your suppliers? 

BEST: Yes and no. The leverage on the one side with 

suppliers is OK when we buy large quantities; on the other 

hand, many foreign suppliers would rather have us promote 

their product. In other words, take a lens manufacturer, 

we worked with one for about ten years I would say—very, 
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very fine people, have become very friendly with us. The 

son of the manufacturer worked here for a year in our 

offices and had access to every secret that we have, I 

would almost say. Well, after ten years he decided, "Where 

am I?" and he wrote us a very friendly letter that he 

wishes to open his office here in America and promote his 

own trademark, because if we would ever decide not to buy 

from him anymore, nobody would know him. So it is not a 

one-way situation. As it so happens, these people are not 

too successful in their endeavor to bypass us and sell 

direct to our customers. They hired two of our top people 

away before they opened up and, like I said, the son of the 

owner worked here for a year and probably gathered all the 

information he could have gathered— They are not too 

successful. But that has a lot to do with the times we 

live in; that it is extremely expensive with a relatively 

small line of product to send out salesmen and pay for 

their travel, pay for their board and lodging and 

everything (which is common practice as you may know; the 

home-office pays for all this). And yet the traveling is 

the most important part of the business for an import 

company; if you don't see your customers, no business. 

We are in the process of trying a new form of 

selling: we have now six months of testing a telephone 

marketing project underway. I would say it is beginning to 
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show quite good results and profitability. As an example, 

we have one man on the telephone, he is being given a list 

of all customers in the state of Utah and Colorado, for 

argument's sake, where our salesmen cannot travel to all 

these little places but they have camera stores; this man 

will call by phone the store once or twice a month, becomes 

friendly with the owner. He knows who to call here and our 

salesman here knows how to contact the dealer, and we see 

repeat business coming in. It's a new approach, which we 

have used now here and also in our computer company: 

contact people by phone, don't push for huge orders but 

make it a service call, be very kind and friendly to the 

dealer; tell him, we want to help you, we cannot come to 

you all the time but here's what we are bringing out, new 

items, this and that, there are the prices, maybe you are 

interested, and so on. It has become quite an exciting new 

direction; we are, by far, not finished with this project; 

it's in its infancy. But travel expenses are so high today 

that it would not pay for a man to travel like I used to 

thirty years ago, travel from Spokane to Salt Lake City, 

eight hundred miles I guess, and there's nothing in 

between, you understand what I mean? There may be a couple 

of places in Idaho, if you go that way, and that's all. So 

the salesman may go there once or twice a year, but you 

have to keep the contact and the contact for a company like 

ours is extremely important, very important. 
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ROBERTS: In going back to the beginnings of Vivitar when 

you were first starting to go into major product 

development, you said that initially you were using lenses 

that were already being produced by Japanese companies. 

When did you actually start either designing lenses, or 

designing other types--

BEST: In the late sixties. We, at that time, developed a 

very strong position worldwide for electronic flash; I 

cannot guarantee it today, but until very recently, we were 

still number one worldwide in electronic flash. We have 

many, many patents in electronic flash, in automatic 

electronic flash. 

ROBERTS: Why did you decide to start going into the actual 

design of products, as opposed to making product 

suggest ions? 

BEST: Our people are sophisticated enough and are having 

enough intelligence to develop new ideas. For instance, in 

electronic flash we bought some patents. I never forget my 

first patent I ever bought for electronic flash, maybe more 

than ten years ago. It led to what is now known as the 

auto-flash. I met the man who had the rights to it; it was 

one of the most difficult negotiations we ever had. We 

finally agreed that we would buy the patents and share it 

with Matsushita Electric. They paid for half and we paid 

for half. That made it possible in later years to license 
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other companies for auto-flash, and we had a nice income 

for quite a few years on royalties. We did the same with 

the development of lenses. Sometimes you can build a lens 

a little differently than other people do, which makes it 

more efficient, a little faster maybe, a little shorter in 

size or whatever--maybe less elements, maybe more elements, 

there are many, many developments. We have a tremendous 

expenditure every year for patent applications. We deal 

with two law firms, one for electronics and one for optics; 

we have constantly a correspondence going back and forth. 

In electronic flash, I don't think I exaggerate when I say 

between 80 and 90 percent of electronic flash manufacturers 

around the world must pay us royalty. 

ROBERTS: Were manufacturers not supplying the products 

that you wanted? Is that the reason that you decided to 

start development, or was there a need to differentiate 

your own products? What was the driving force? 

BEST: The driving force was that as every year went by, 

competition became more keen, became tougher and tougher, 

and that we made up our mind if we want to be something, a 

company that was just a little bit different than others, 

we had to do it. That's how we became number one in flash 

and for a good number of years we were number one in 

lenses; and now the Japanese have, like I told you, 

developed some lenses that are very, very good, very 
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unique. I think that we may be number two now, we may be 

number one still, I don't know this year whether we can 

hold the position. By the way, would you like some 

coffee? 

ROBERTS: Oh, I'm fine, thanks. These first products that 

you came out with, how did you find the technical people 

that you needed to be able to start the research and 

development that was needed for these new products? 

BEST: That was a very difficult part. I told you that one 

of my closest associates, Bruce Shomler, was tremendously 

influential in all these developments. He brought the 

people in. In the area of electronic flash, we brought in 

a man from Belgium who was the original inventor of auto-

flash. We then surrounded him with assistants, product 

managers, and so on. In the lens field I told you, we have 

the number one man in the world, who is Ellis Betensky, who 

began to design lenses. We came with [the] craziest ideas 

where everybody thought, "It's impossible." When we 

brought out the first 70mm to 210mm zoom lens it was 

sensational at the time: a three-time zoom on a still 

camera available for almost any camera on the market. It 

was sensational. We sold close to a million lenses in a 

relative short time. But this too has changed a lot; the 

Japanese are giving us a lot of competition today. We have 

to work harder and harder and harder and get longer and 
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longer focal lengths. For instance, we are coming out with 

a lens that goes from 28mm wide-angle to 200mm telephoto, 

in very, very small configurations. These are the things 

that we are very proud of. We have some very exciting new 

products coming during the next year. For instance, what 

you see over there is a 450mm telephoto lens. Now when you 

sometimes see, when you go to a baseball game, let's say, 

or a football game, you see the photographers with their 

cameras and these very long lenses. They stand on home 

base and take a picture of the outfield or of second base, 

which is pretty far away; I mean, it is more than ninety 

feet as you know, from base to base but the outfield is 

sometimes three hundred, four hundred feet away, and that's 

why they need these huge lenses. We have developed this 

450mm telephoto lens that is especially designed to hold in 

your hand, it's only this big. 

ROBERTS: That's about six inches long. 

BEST: It's between six and six and a half. For the first 

time we have it in our catalog which just came out. 

ROBERTS: It is amazingly short. 

BEST: It's unbelievably short, and it's very, very good. 

We worked three and a half years to accomplish this and 

believe it or not, we have the first pilot run now going 

into production. It was unbelievably difficult to make, 

and it has an aspheric plastic element inside that could 

not be made in glass. 
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ROBERTS: Were you working closely with a manufacturer when 

you decided to put this together? 

BEST: Yes. 

ROBERTS: Who was it? 

BEST: Robert Bosch Optics. 

ROBERTS: I see. Are their engineers and so forth working 

directly with your people in the development of this--

BEST: Well, I tell you, it was, I would say, the most 

difficult project of my lifetime. It needed the most 

unbelievable expertise in dealing with people. Let me tell 

you how it is being put together. The lens was designed by 

Ellis Betensky in New York, with our people; then the 

aspheric element, which is plastic, was designed in 

Cincinnati by U.S. Precision Lens Company. In order to put 

it together--after the computer people were finished, after 

the plastic lens was finished--we needed to put the lens 

into a housing. So the design for the housing was made in 

Switzerland. The housing itself was made in Germany. The 

mirror that is in front of the lens is being made in 

Singapore. The optical elements come from Japan (except 

for one), and the metal blades that open and close the lens 

opening, I guess, are made in Taiwan, and the whole lens is 

being put together in Taiwan. 

ROBERTS: It's amazing. 
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BEST: Now figure, to bring all these people together and 

make it work took us three and a half years, and everybody 

in the industry said we would never make it. When you meet 

Mr. Shomler, which I hope you will, over his desk is a 

little sign that says, "We make the impossible possible." 

It's really true. 
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ROBERTS: Why did you go to each of these different 

countries? Because of the technical expertise that they 

had there? Or was it partially because of economics? 

BEST: No, it has nothing to do with economics. The prime 

contractor, [Robert] Bosch [Optics], tried to find the best 

supplier for each component. For instance, the German 

factory that makes the housing felt that the toolmaker who 

makes the molds for the plastic housing— There's only one 

in Switzerland and they wanted to have him make it, a man 

who has the expertise for, probably, watch housings or god 

knows what. The German prime contractor is Robert Bosch. 

You know the name Robert Bosch? 

ROBERTS: Oh, yes, they're a large electrical business. 

BEST: That's right. Robert Bosch has a photographic 

division and they wanted to work with us on projects, so 

they made the housing in Germany. Then there was a change 

in midstream because Robert Bosch wanted to sell one of 

their factories. We had to find a buyer for that factory 

so that we would get our housings, and our lenses 

ultimately, so we arranged for the sale of the Robert Bosch 

photographic equipment division to an American company. 

Bosch had this factory in Taiwan, and they wanted to get 

rid of that factory and we arranged for that factory to be 
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sold to an American company. It took endless months and 

months until we had it all together, but we did it and we 

have now every assurance that the pilot run will be 

delivered in March. 

ROBERTS: Terrific. 

BEST: [It] will not be a tremendous item, by the way; as 

you can see it's an expensive lens and there are not too 

many people who need such a lens. Someday I'm going to 

show you some pictures that were taken with the lens, where 

you can go maybe three, four, five miles away and get a 

perfectly sharp picture. It will probably be used also for 

military purposes. It is very lightweight, also. 

ROBERTS: It's a beautiful lens, it's so short to be able 

to hold it in your hand, when attached to the camera. 

BEST: Yeah. Nobody else has anything like it, but like I 

say, it won't be a huge seller, but that's fine with me. 

We have something that nobody else could achieve. 

ROBERTS: Does having something like that provide you with 

an image among photographers that's important? 

BEST: Yeah, yeah, no question about it. There are 

photographers who over the years have used and tested 

Vivitar lenses. For instance, you see that dog over there 

on the wall? That picture was taken by Julius Schulman. I 

don't know whether that's a name you know. 

ROBERTS: No, I don't. 
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BEST: Julius Schulman is the foremost architectural 

photographer in the world today. I don't think that there 

is a building, hotel, whatever it may be, where people want 

to make a brochure or illustration in a magazine, or 

whatever it may be, where they don't call Julius 

Schulman. He is teaching most of the time now at 

universities. I think he's even teaching at UCLA; somebody 

at UCLA may know him. Very, very famous, has shows all 

over the country, all over the world actually. He's 

devoting some of his time now for environmental 

photography, and his specialty is to make pictures like 

that which is, as you can see, most unusual. He took that 

with the Vivitar lens, so he brought it to me the other 

day; we very often give him lenses to test and to try and 

to get his judgement. He loves Vivitar equipment; so do 

many other professional photographers. 

ROBERTS: But your market has been more, it's been more 

your ability to provide a good product at a reasonable 

price. That's the impression I have. Is that correct? 

BEST: Yeah, it is correct to some extent, and yet when you 

look through our catalog you will see that we have some 

rather expensive equipment designed for professionals. The 

only thing is to convince the professional that the lens is 

as good as the original manufacturer's product and that 

took quite a few years with many of them, but we have today 
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from National Geographic to-- I don't know who to 

mention. Many, many magazines are using Vivitar equipment 

for their staff. And by working with them and explaining 

Vivitar products to them and having things that others 

don't have, we see every year a few more professional 

people using our equipment. And then men like Schulman who 

is lecturing all over. We have people at Brooks Institute 

in Santa Barbara where students have Vivitar lenses. It's 

building; I hope it will never stop building. Someday we 

will talk about the future, because it will be very 

interesting to see what will electronic photography later 

on do to the present still photography business. 

ROBERTS: You said that the Japanese are beginning to 

provide a lot more competition in terms of innovation. 

What are some of the areas where they're giving you 

competition? Is it in the photo-flash area or lens area? 

BEST: It's in everything, it's really in everything. In 

photo-flash not necessarily so much, we're still number 

one. In lenses, no question that some of the major 

companies who have made lenses for years, like Nikon and 

Minolta and Pentax and so on, those people have made lenses 

since their early beginnings and they're now trying to, 

some of them very successfully, to come out with lenses for 

their cameras. We're always trying to be a little bit 

ahead of them, but it's tough; it's getting tougher all of 
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the time. But so far we've succeeded with almost every 

product we have come out with. We hope it will stay that 

way. 

ROBERTS: How about Rolleiflex and some of the other German 

competitors that you've had. Have they been able to 

provide competition? 

BEST: No. Rolleiflex went into financial problems a few 

years ago. Have given up anything in the 35mm camera 

field, and are now back to the 6 x 6 cm format in a very 

small-- It's owned by an English electronics company, and I 

think they are quite successful, but in very limited 

quantities, very limited. I cannot tell you how successful 

financially they are, but I was in Braunschweig where the 

Rolleiflex factory is and I could see from the huge 

enterprise, it's now a miniaturization of it. Leica in 

Germany is still a class by itself. People who want a 

Leica and are used to a Leica, [who] want to take pictures 

with a Leica, will never change; that's a group all by 

itself. There is not too much more in Germany in lenses, 

they hardly do anything; most of the German manufacturers, 

except for the famous Zeiss & Scheineder lenses, everything 

else comes from Japan with German names on them. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: Really. The Japanese have conquered the lens 

market. They are number one in the world. I don't think 
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anybody can catch up with them. Unfortunately in America 

we tried unsuccessfully to make some lenses here and 

failed. 

ROBERTS: Your company is kind of unique, it seems to me, 

compared to some of the older camera companies and lens 

companies in that you have a brand name that is very well 

known and you are beginning to specify design. Did you 

ever go further into the production business, either in the 

assembling area, where you assembled cameras, or where you 

produced lenses, or any of the other products that you 

sell? 

BEST: Well, let me sum it up for you. About six or seven 

years ago I had the idea that we were buying too much in 

Japan and in foreign countries. Would there ever be 

another disturbance? Whether it's war or whatever, trade 

restrictions, import licenses, or whatever it may be. We 

would be in a terribly vulnerable position. So I discussed 

with my associates a question: What are we going to do 

about it? And we come now to a very sad report. We tried 

to work on a project to make lenses with Perkin-Elmer, 

U.S.A. You couldn't have a finer company with more 

brilliant engineering staff, with more experience, than 

Perkin-Elmer. I met with them twice in the early days and 

said, "We would love to buy some lenses from you," and they 

were very much in favor of trying. Except for two lenses, 

177 



one 600mm, one 800mm, huge lenses, they could also use 

probably for military purposes, they didn't succeed. Their 

prices were way out of line and they finally told us, 

"Forget it. " I met with the chairman, Chester Nimitz, who 

is very well known: "No way. " So that fell through. 

Our second venture was to try to make a pocket camera 

here and it shows you that not everything we tried to do is 

successful. The Polaroid people for years, for eighteen 

years I guess, had their camera bodies made by Timex 

[-Sinclair, Inc. ], the watch people; Timex came to us one 

day and said Polaroid decided to make their own camera 

bodies (they have a huge factory in Arkansas, I guess); 

couldn't we give them an assignment to make a camera? So 

we decided that we [would] give them a design of the 

simplest pocket camera that anybody ever made. It was just 

a plastic shell, a little, tiny little lens like this; 

transport, push a button; we would deliver the flash. They 

worked for a year, never delivered camera number one that 

worked. Although we told them, "Just copy what we give 

you, " that failed. We went to Matsushita, in six months we 

had a camera that we are still selling today after years 

and years—unfortunately. 

Our third U. S. A. adventure was— You have heard of 

Schott glass, the finest glass manufacturer in Europe? 

They have a subsidiary in the east here. They came to us 
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at one of the conventions and said, "Look, you are buying 

ten thousands of filters in Japan. Why wouldn't you let us 

make Schott filters for you?" They bought $2 million worth 

of equipment in Germany and brought it here. They never 

succeeded to make a little round filter with coating on it, 

optical coating, on it. They never made one filter we 

didn't have trouble with. We must have given them an order 

maybe for a half a million filters, in order to make it 

worth their while; half of them went back and forth and 

back and forth. We finally gave it up. We still have a 

few thousand filters here which we cannot dare to ship and 

sell. We went to Japan and had filters more or less 

overnight and we are selling huge quantities of Japanese-

made filters under the Vivitar name. Three times we really 

tried hard— I wanted to be a hero, I wanted to be number 

one in trying to bring photography back to America? we 

failed three times. 

To top it all off, we opened a manufacturing plant in 

Inglewood, California, to make a group of highly exclusive 

photographic products. We hired engineers, we hired 

people. Every product was a big success, except we never 

made any money, A typical example: a very close friend of 

mine was here from Japan at that time—a man who will be 

the president of a ten billion dollar company very soon— 

he's now executive vice-president--and he and I are the 

closest of personal friends. We don't do business 
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together, but we became the closest of friends when he 

resided here for six years. He came one day to Los 

Angeles, and I very proudly took him through "our 

factory." We made a beautiful enlarger, we bought molding 

machines to make molded cases for our cameras, we bought 

electronic equipment for plating, for--you name it, we had 

it! In the end we closed it up, we wiped our mouths and 

lost our money. Impossible! 

When I went through the factory with this man from 

Japan, he went through it, he didn't say a word, he looked 

at everything. [We] walked out to the car together to have 

lunch, and he said, "John, are you really my friend?" 

I said, "I hope so." 

"Am I your friend?" 

I said, "Yes, you are." 

Typical Japanese conversation. He said, "Would you be 

very mad if I tell you something that will hurt you 

terribly?" 

I figured, "What could that be?" 

He said, "You know what you should do? Close that 

factory this afternoon. Not tomorrow, close it this 

afternoon. After I saw the people working in that factory 

and compared them to the speed of work the people do in 

Japan, all you can do is, as every day goes by, is lose 

more money." He said, "I mean well. I wish you would be 
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successful; you have fantastically beautiful products, but 

you will lose your shirt. When I saw the productivity, the 

way the people work, the way they walk, the way they sit, 

the way they move their hands to put something together. 

In Japan they do it five times faster. Take a key, lock 

the door, and throw the key away." 

We did that a week or two later. We lost a lot of 

money. It is impossible, impossible to compete. And you 

see today, Ford Motor Company sent a group of people to 

Japan to be trained, and make cars here now; General Motors 

and Toyota working together. We are slowly in the very 

heavy industries learning to do some things the Japanese 

way. 

ROBERTS: You've talked a lot about the differences between 

Japanese culture and American culture. Do you think that 

the difference in speed and productivity is a question of 

management or a question of--

BEST: Psychology. The Japanese employee is happy when his 

company is successful. And you see the people with smiling 

faces, cheerful faces, they have already started the 

morning with singing the company song and everybody gets 

elevated in their spirit. When you see in some factories— 

I'm sure you have seen it—hundreds and thousands of young 

people go like mad, putting things together. And that 

today, naturally, is being changed due to the automation; 
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where they had hundreds of people, now they have two or 

three, everything is robotized and automated and speeded 

up. But even the people who are left—there still is a lot 

of hand labor in certain products--there is a spirit, a 

drive to succeed that is unbelievable. Now they get 

competition from Taiwan, from Korea, from Hong Kong, from 

Singapore, they work twice as fast; they will not give up 

their leadership position. In certain products some 

competition first succeeded, for instance, in lenses, yet 

except for one company, everybody in Korea failed; the same 

in Taiwan, incidentally; in Hong Kong, there was one 

company who tried to make some lenses and they stopped. 

The buyers pick them up in Japan now. The Japanese will 

not let go of their leadership position. And I have to say 

very honestly, I admire them for that. The moment you walk 

into a factory, there is an electricity. You walk into an 

American factory, you walk in, people work from 8:15 to 

5:00; they go home, they come back the next day; they 

couldn't care less whether the company makes money or loses 

money, whether they work fast or work slow. You walk into 

a Japanese factory, all of a sudden, you know, you smile. 

There is a certain electricity. The managers, the factory 

managers, you know, when they take you and show you around, 

he radiates excitement with the accomplishments—it's 

unbelievable. I think the United States, unless we change 
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dramatically, will have a very difficult time—if it's not 

an IBM or people like that--if we want to catch up to the 

Japanese. Look at our own business that is related to 

video cameras, video recorders; every Japanese video 

recorder manufacturer can make something for an American 

company, they just put their name on it. We don't even 

have an industry in video equipment. It's terrible. It's 

the greatest nation in the world, and we can't compete. 

Where-- I mean, I have predicted for many years that the 

future is in the Pacific Basin. 

ROBERTS: Well, this might be a good place to break. 

BEST: Yes. 

SECOND PART 

FEBRUARY 5, 198 5 

ROBERTS: As I was asking you earlier, as Vivitar grew, how 

did you make the decision as to how to balance taking the 

advice of the people you had working for you, and the 

advice of the other people working around you, and 

following your own ideas and your own counsel, and making 

decisions on your own? 

BEST: Well, this is basically a very difficult question. 

We started as two partners, two people if you wish, in 

1938. For the first five years most certainly, most of the 

work was done between Mr. Ponder and myself; we had maybe a 
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secretary and a couple of salesmen and a shipping clerk at 

best. As we grew and expanded—which came quite a bit 

later—and we were still just a distributing company, we 

realized that we cannot run the business and do all the 

traveling and call on the customers, so the first step was 

that we hired a sales manager. He was a very, very good 

man and he stayed with us for, I guess, fourteen years. 

And I would say that for the first five, maybe seven years 

we did not add any executive staff; we added a bookkeeper 

and we added maybe a manager for the shipping department. 

All major decisions were made by Mr. Ponder and myself. 

Now, all that changed when we come into the 1950s. We 

had more salesmen. We covered the entire West Coast, 

Hawaii, and Alaska. And I felt, at that time, that we 

needed a — Well, we promoted first of all some people who 

did well during that initial ten or twelve-year period. I 

has always been my wish to promote people from within, but 

we then hired a gentleman who was actually a salesman 

behind the counter at Sears Roebuck but was involved in 

some of the marketing. That was our present president, Mr 

Jay Katz. He became kind of the catalyst between Mr. 

Ponder's and my ideas, and, out of a twosome, [we] became 

triumvirate. 

At that time I began to see that Mr. Ponder's ideas 

and mine, for the future, were different. He was a little 
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older and he had different ideas for his personal future. 

We had many times differences of opinion, although I always 

said for the thirty years we were together in business, we 

never missed to go for lunch together. But we needed Mr. 

Katz as the in-between man to kind of begin to weigh 

proposals and suggestions and ideas in a democratic way so 

that we would avoid problems for the company. 

Mr. Katz, after a few years, brought in, also from 

Sears, Mr. Bruce Shomler, who is now our executive vice-

president and has been for the last twenty years one of the 

key persons in the new product development and marketing 

departments. After all that was done, Mr. Katz involved 

himself mostly with sales, Bruce Shomler with the marketing 

efforts; Mr. Ponder watched the cash register, and I tried 

to be the link between the manufacturers and our company. 

Although I was always more interested in the sales 

department and basically selling, it so happens that I made 

many friends among American and foreign suppliers. So it 

happened that I became deeply involved in acquisitions of 

new lines and developing them with our people. I left some 

of the hiring of additional people to Jay Katz and to Bruce 

Shomler, always thinking sooner or later they had to be 

promoted into top positions and that's what actually 

happened. In the financial area, I involved myself 

personally a lot. We had a rather sizable number of 
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different chief financial officers, so to speak, who, for 

the type of growth company we were and actually still are, 

did not have the qualifications I needed. About, just 

about five, six years ago I hired a man who was 

outstanding, came from the Chase [Manhattan] Bank but 

unfortunately left us for a higher position with another 

company; we promoted then the chief of our computer 

division and made him chief financial officer. He came 

from one of the eight large accounting firms, had 

tremendous knowledge of computer programming and 

computerization. He did a magnificent job, and got us out 

of a never-ending problem with various computer companies, 

and I'm looking back now more than ten years. We had all 

kinds of arrangements from, I guess, ITEL to McDonnell 

Douglas; you name it, we tried their programs. But in 

principal, it was the lack of our own understanding [of] 

what we needed and what we should have, until we found Bob 

[Robert] Jones, who took over, changed everything. Where 

we had twenty-seven people in the computer department, we 

have now an extremely efficient, worldwide computer system 

that we're running here with five people. 

ROBERTS: Amazing. 

BEST: Yeah. Bob did an outstanding job and he is 

gradually, due to his knowledge he acquired at the 

accounting firm he worked for, working into a position of 
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an acceptable chief financial officer. We're working with 

him and have meetings with him almost on a daily basis. I 

personally am responsible, probably, for the amount of work 

that is being created in the finance department. I always 

say it is easy to find salespeople, it is easy to find the 

average employee. There are two people who are difficult 

to find and that is a top marketing manager, who has the 

foresight and the knowledge and the flair and the feeling 

to know what we should have two years out? and the next 

difficult person to find is a chief financial officer who, 

today, is more a banker than anything else. Because we 

live in a time where we as a company deal around the world 

in all kinds of currencies and with all kinds of people: 

with government regulations, with government restrictions, 

with import licenses, with, as you know, problems wherever 

you look. Customers in Europe need different financial 

assistance than customers in the Pacific Basin; customers 

in the Middle East have totally different financial needs 

than people in the United States. So as we became an 

international company, buying around the world and selling 

around the world, the financial arena of Vivitar became 

really almost a banking organization. 

We made mistakes. We accepted orders from very large 

customers a few years ago at a fixed price, the yen went 

out of sight, upward. We had to fulfill our commitments; 
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we lost a fortune. Now the yen is going downhill, we tried 

to protect ourselves by forward buying of currencies, only 

to see that the yen is dropping every day further. We are 

really functioning like an international bank today. We 

have five bankers we deal with, and we have, in every 

country where we do business, accounts and bankers who 

assist us from Hong Kong to Tokyo to Toronto to London to 

you name it. We have five bankers in the United States. 

And still we make mistakes, because who would have thought 

a year ago where the dollar would go on February 3, 198 5. 

And you know what it means when we buy forward yen at 252 

[a dollar] and today it's 259; if we cover at 252, but the 

difference of 7 yen, or 7 points rather, is a loss. We 

could have made an extra profit; if the yen would have gone 

to 240 in the meantime, we would have made money. It is a 

very, very serious speculation, and inasmuch as we're 

dealing in millions of dollars, in yen for instance, it is 

a very, very dangerous game. 

We are very careful now to sell everything in yen. We 

buy in dollars in certain countries. We sell in dollars. 

What we buy in yen, we sell in yen—except in the United 

States, we sell everything in U.S. dollars. But in foreign 

countries we sell in the currency we buy in, which has 

proven to be a mistake in some instances because the 

accumulated profits, if there were any, have been reduced 
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in some instances. You know where the English pound went; 

we have a very large position in England, we're doing 

extremely well, our profits are great, but our substance in 

one year went from I guess $1.97 to the pound to $1.11 to 

the pound. Now it's the same English pound, it's the same 

bank we deal with; we're doing well, we have raised our 

prices to some extent, but who could visualize that the 

pound would almost be worth half of what it was a year ago. 

ROBERTS: It surprised a lot of people I know. 

BEST: The big question naturally now is—I'm in constant 

touch with many American bankers as well as European 

bankers—where is all this going? How long can the dollar 

continue to go up? Will there be a day of reckoning and 

the dollar will go down? 

ROBERTS: In questions like making the decisions how 

speculative a position to take in regard to foreign 

currencies like the yen, do you participate in those 

decis ions— 

BEST: Absolutely! 

ROBERTS: —yourself? 

BEST: No such decision is made without me, because the 

amounts are too large. It goes into the millions of 

dollars, and I don't even want any one person or any group 

of people in our company to be responsible for a buy in 

forward yen or whatever it may be. 
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ROBERTS: How do you make the decision as to when to 

centralize the decision making, i.e., get involved in 

things yourself? And when do you decentralize decisions 

and push them down either to people on your staff, or in 

the question of overseas subsidiaries, pushing it out to 

the overseas subsidiary? What kinds of decisions do you 

feel are critical for you to make? 

BEST: I try to be candid with you, to avoid to make too 

many decisions and delegate them to my people. We have 

every Monday morning a meeting of what we call the 

executive committee. That is the forum where we can talk 

things over—there are six people on the committee—where 

questions, endless questions, come up. It is a very 

democratic organization. Nobody wants to be right all the 

time, including myself; we all feel that we make decisions 

designed best for the company. The international group has 

worked under my personal direction until now; last week, by 

coincidence—that's why I couldn't see you—we had for the 

first time, all managers of our foreign subsidiaries 

here. I did attend many of the meetings. 
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ROBERTS: As you were saying before the tape stopped on us, 

you have these meetings on Monday morning and you have 

tried to get less involved in the foreign decision 

making. 

BEST: I'm trying. That is, like I told you before, we had 

a meeting last week; for the first time we brought in all 

the managers of the subsidiaries. I tried not to 

participate too much like I do now for the last few 

months. I tried to stay away from some of the decision 

making, for the whole company, in order to see what are the 

people who are now in charge, what are they 

accomplishing? You know, there are, every day, important 

matters to decide. But I have the feeling that if I don't 

step away gradually, then there will be no succession. My 

whole goal now is to put the company on a footing where we 

have enough top people in place, so that if something 

should ever happen to me, the company would continue to 

grow and continue to work. I don't want a situation to 

happen where I pass away or get ill or something and then 

there is a terrible fight for the top position, or like in 

some smaller companies, it's a case [of] everybody wants to 

be right and nobody will respect management decisions. So 

this is what I'm doing now; I'm trying to put the right 
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people into the right place. I sometimes fail, I want to 

be sure that you understand. 

ROBERTS: Do you feel that there is a danger in 

decentralizing? When you decentralize your decision making 

and delegate authority and so forth, do you think there is a 

problem that the company might become less entrepreneurial? 

BEST: No. No. I tell you why. First of all, I'm still 

here. Secondly, we have never discussed in detail the 

steps I have taken during the last two years to diversify, 

which is a chapter all by itself. About two years ago I 

felt, and so did two of my associates, that there may be a 

change in the whole photographic industry. It was actually 

ongoing for the past five years, where, first of all, the 

American manufacturers, except for Kodak and Polaroid, 

faded away; some of the German manufacturers faded away 

also; Japan became the photographic giant of the world. 

Their products were excellent, innovative; the quality was 

good; they did an outstanding marketing job. Until about 

five years ago, every one of the major Japanese 

manufacturers had an importer/distributor and marketing 

company as agent; five years ago the first one started to 

open their own office in New York and one after another, 

the top five cancelled their relationship with the 

importer/distributor and marketing company and opened their 

own operation. They also didn't mind to hire away some of 
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their distributors' best men by offering them huge 

salaries, which the American companies couldn't meet. And 

that was for me the warning signal that we had to, number 

one, find more innovative products, find more exclusive 

products, sell everything under the Vivitar brand—in other 

words, discontinue any product that's just what we call a 

distributor product. 

As time went by and all this happened in rather short 

succession, some of the smaller Japanese companies also 

opened their own offices in America. First one lens 

company broke away from us, opened their own office. A 

second one opened their own office; they opened here in Los 

Angeles. Another one opened in Chicago. A company that 

used to be a leading tripod manufacturer opened here in 

California with their own little factory and assembly 

plant. So all this was coming together, as if by order of 

a higher management group in Japan and maybe it was. I saw 

that our position would be very difficult. It would 

undoubtedly reduce our profit margins, which really 

happened, and at that time, we began to think, "What should 

we do about it?" Now, to answer your question about 

entrepreneurialism, we decided that we will find, maybe, 

and buy a company in another field. The first opportunity 

presented itself about two and a half years ago. Mr. Katz 

was on the board of directors of a small computer-

193 



peripheral-equipment company in Seattle. He knew them well 

and he started to negotiate with the owner of that small 

company, which was strictly a distributor working in the 

Pacific Northwest, located in Seattle. They built a very 

nice little business through the mail and through telephone 

by sending out catalogs, and operated in a rather sizable 

number of states without salesmen even. So, to make a long 

story short, we bought that company. 

ROBERTS: What was the name of the company? 

BEST: The name of the company was Sigma Computer 

Company. Well, like so many things, it was not a blessing 

from day one. We had found out that the owner and his 

wife, who were running the little company, did not agree 

with our management style. The owner was used to be all by 

himself, make all the decisions himself, didn't want to 

work with us and after a very short time we parted company 

again, although we paid him a very high price for his 

company. So far, in retrospect, while it was a typical 

acquisition of an entrepreneurial company, we had to make 

so many changes; but I think just about now, we are at a 

point where we put the company into a shape tht we can 

consider a Vivitar-type operation. Unfortunately, we 

inherited a huge quantity of merchandise and you know how 

fast computer products become obsolete these days; so that 

I would say we are blessed with initial losses of this 
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enterprise. But we have, I think at least and hope, we 

have found a way now to reorganize and redirect the 

activities of the company. We put one of our excellent 

marketing people in as president, we took one of our most 

valuable accounting people, a lady who went to Seattle to 

run things the way we feel we want them run. We put our 

computer up there, and we can push a button here now and we 

can see what they do up there. We will probably within the 

next six months find out whether we now have a company that 

we can really successfully run and make good profits. I 

cannot promise you any more. But you know what the 

computer market is, not everybody can buy from IBM 

[International Business Machines] or Digital Equipment 

Company—the number one and two companies—there are many 

accessory companies, items that are needed in addition to 

the big computer or small computer scene. So we put 

together a very nice line of peripheral equipment, we also 

sell a few small computers, but we do it on a shoestring 

operation. We just opened a subsidiary in Portland, 

Oregon, I guess, in August last year with three people: 

one salesman, one shipping clerk, one girl at the 

telephone. They're making money already. It is something 

that nobody has done in this industry. You see, either 

there are huge warehouses, or like we have it in a way 

where the people who work with computer systems can go and 
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buy everything and pick it up from stock. For that they 

would have to go to New York or to maybe Los Angeles; we 

have it right in Portland and in Seattle. We are in the 

process of expanding this type of shoestring operation; 

it's an idea that nobody had before. In fact, many of the 

distributor firms in the computer field went out of 

business just recently. I always jokingly say they made 

room for us, because it's very unusual, the system that we 

really originated—to have a business place in a smaller 

state or city and succeed—it's the only way to succeed. 

Computers will be here for a while, I'm sure, although 

prices will come down and down and down, but new products 

will be added, programs will be needed and accessories will 

be needed. I see a possibility that the way we are going 

about it, having cut the overhead tremendously from maybe 

thirty-four people in Seattle to—we'll end up with six or 

eight—make that also a small operation, and you know what 

this means for profitability. 

ROBERTS: What do you think is the advantage that your, I 

guess it's Sigma Computer Company--

BEST: It is now Vivitar [Computer Products, Inc.]. 

ROBERTS: Now Vivitar. What will be their advantage 

compared to the other distributors? Is it cost? 

BEST: Other distributors in the same field you mean? 

ROBERTS: Yes. 
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BEST: That's an interesting question. You asked me 

whether I make all the decisions; this is one field where I 

try to stay as far away as I can, just hear the reports on 

Monday mornings, try to give my advice and watch the 

mistakes to be eliminated; really, stay away from it a 

little bit more than I used to, to give the people who are 

in charge the opportunity, as if it is their own 

business. They're responsible for it, for better or for 

worse. When they came to me--and I cannot take credit for 

that—with the idea to chop the operation down from thirty-

four people maybe, within the month or two, to six or 

eight, that's fine with me, as long as we can service the 

customers and as long as everything goes well: "Go 

ahead." Then they came— They want to do the same in 

Portland, Oregon; rented a small store, three people. It 

could happen that they will do maybe $2 million business 

this year already. This is entrepreneurialism, but it's 

really not coming from my desk. I watch it. I see the 

numbers. In fact, I see them almost on a weekly basis; I 

can push a button if I see something going downhill or 

going wrong. But it is the valuable assistance of some of 

our people who are now building a totally new business 

because of my never-ending feeling that the photographic 

business, while still a billion dollar industry, is, unless 

we can come up with the most outstanding products all the 
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time— So far—knock on wood—we have been able to do so, 

but if we would have a season where the competition made up 

their minds that they don't like us and all of them will 

compete against us, we could have a difficult year. I want 

to provide for a little diversification. So the computer 

company, while we really had our terrible headaches with it 

to get it going into profitability, I think it's a good 

beginning. Now the second-- I don't even know whether this 

belongs here but I think it's a good point. 

ROBERTS: I think it is. 

BEST: It fits into your, what you called your question: 

What am I doing? Who is doing what? 

Very interesting. We had a security chief on the 

premises here—I guess he was a former either FBI man or 

CIA man, we can find out—who handled the security systems 

here. He talked to us at one time and said there is a 

company, two young executives who have a security equipment 

installing company; they call them installers, people who 

go to Lockheed or to McDonnell Douglas or to Garrett, or 

any one of the industrial companies who are constantly 

looking for more security for their developments, equipment 

so on and so forth. We bought that company after long 

negotiations. The two heads of the company stayed on; we 

sent one of our finance people down. Their office is in 

Gardena. I have the feeling that we are on our way to make 
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that company one of the fastest growing divisions of 

Vivitar, because—for many reasons. You open your 

newspaper today and what you read is, or are, events where 

people need protection against burglary, against terrorism, 

against rioting, against break-ins. We are trying to come 

[up] with a line of products designed only for high-level 

industry protection, and military. We have developed a 

small number of products which we hope--in another 

division--which we hope to sell not only through our own 

company, but around the world to other companies. At the 

same time, we are looking for more such installer 

companies, to broaden the base for our products. 

ROBERTS: I see, what was the name of the original company, 

the security equipment company you initially--

BEST: When we bought them? 

ROBERTS: Yeah. 

BEST: Protective Service Engineering Company. 

ROBERTS: And they've now become a division? 

BEST: Yeah, they are now Vivitar Security Systems, Inc. 

ROBERTS: Are they still primarily in the distribution 

area, or are they actually producing equipment? 

BEST: No, no, no. There are two divisions which we now 

call the Security Group; my oldest son [Gary Franklin Best] 

was appointed president of that group. We are developing a 

limited number of sophisticated security products, like 
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access control; things that so far, others don't have. We 

have shipped only a few pieces so far. They are very 

expensive, by the way. I will get you later a couple of 

brochures so that you know what they are doing and you can 

fill that in. It's very interesting. We were very 

fortunate that the samples we demonstrated to one of the 

largest aircraft companies in the country were regarded as 

very, very favorable. It is now up to us to deliver 

more. We have tremendous delivery difficulties; we don't 

make them, it's made outside. There were also, like it 

always is, problems in the initial pilot run. Changes had 

to be made and-- Stop your machine for a moment. Let me--

[tape recorder off] 

ROBERTS: Well, it will be interesting— 

BEST: The security equipment business is totally different 

from anything we have ever done before but it will take us 

again into another direction and hopefully will add to our 

success of the future; in fact, I'm sure it will. We have 

excellent people in that division. Fortunately, our 

products are doing well in that division, but, you see, 

these are not products that they go out and sell to 

somebody. They have salesmen who go to any one of the 

large industrial companies who come and say, "Look, we are 

building a new room to put our computers in; how can we 

secure that room so that only authorized people get in? 
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The door, windows, ceilings, floor"--whatever. According 

[to] the severeness of the security needed, we come up with 

a complete program and tell the people what they need. We 

have, right now, a tremendous backlog of orders. 

Fortunately, we cannot build fast enough, so that's good. 

ROBERTS: These systems are actually built by--

BEST: By outside, mainly electronics manufacturers. It's 

all electronic, highly sophisticated; when you see the 

material, you will see that it is very, very difficult to 

understand. I try very hard to understand part of it, I 

try to understand at least what it costs and how much 

profit we can make and have to make. Like I say, this is 

not merchandise where you sell something for a few 

dollars. You sell it for $1,400, or $1,300, $1,200, or 

whatever it may be; it is an installation cost, a service 

charge. You have to keep up the service and see to it that 

the equipment works. Some of these people who buy make a 

contract for five-year service and you have to have service 

personnel to call on these people all the time. We are 

adding a small number of products for the time being; we 

want to go more slowly than I originally planned, because 

it seems that if we don't, we make mistakes. But we have 

just decided that-- We have downstairs the security 

equipment company, the company that actually imports or 

buys or has made security equipment and then sells it to 
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the other company. Now, we're putting the two companies 

together; we have reached the point where I think my son 

can handle it and we are moving them out of here. The 

whole group will move down to Gardena. But it is, in my 

humble opinion, and will be the fastest growing division of 

our organization at the present time. 

ROBERTS: Was Vivitar able to bring any special expertise 

to these two companies that you acquired, the computer 

company and the security company? 

BEST: Well, with the computer company, we inherited the 

former owner and his wife and an excellent staff of 

people. So, except for the owner and wife who left, the 

other people have done a magnificent job of running the 

company. Like I said, we sent one of our top marketing 

people and finance people from here. So, they had to learn 

from the people who were there and did, and are doing 

extremely well. In the security field, we have the two 

people who were the owners of the security company, 

brilliant guys, very young, who made a lot of money 

already, and ultimately probably have the idea to devote 

their time to other things. They are very cooperative. 

And we also have a staff of engineering people, product 

development people, and like I say, they also have an 

excellent staff. We only had to send one man down there 

from here, one of our very good financial people because 

their business was growing too fast. 
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ROBERTS: As we were reviewing these pamphlets on these new 

systems, you were indicating that you've been more 

successful in selling it than making sure that you are able 

to deliver what you sell. 

BEST: [long pause] I guess there's a misunderstanding 

somewhere. Can you repeat your question? 

ROBERTS: Well, you indicated that you've been having some, 

I guess, delivery problems and--

BEST: In the security equipment? Right. 

ROBERTS: Right. Which would indicate to me that you've 

been very successful selling it, but it's been difficult to 

get the production geared up. 

BEST: Yes, we have a major American electronics 

manufacturer making one of the units, the access control 

unit. They had unbelievable trouble to make the software, 

and this is computerized. We have the idea to deliver to 

our customer a complete package, and each package is a 

little different from the one before. I hope you 

understand that one company may have an aircraft hangar 

which needs a totally different security system than a 

small company that has a computer room that has to be 

secured. So each installation, especially in the highest 

level of security, has to be carefully analyzed. Recently, 

we installed a unit here in a large industrial company who 

needed a super special security, the highest security there 
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is. We had to have a special computer program designed for 

their needs; had to supply the program, the computer, the 

access control to the small building. It was a terrible 

task, but we did it better than any other company in the 

marketplace. 

We are still learning; we're still learning how we can 

improve our service to such companies. We have, so far, 

not been able to even go outside of California—maybe 

slightly but hardly outside of California—because the 

building of a growth company of this type is so totally 

different and almost nonexistent in America. Most of the 

companies go to ten, twelve, fifteen different places to 

buy the equipment and then put it together, which in itself 

is difficult and expensive. We feel that we want to try at 

least to deliver a complete installation. There's a 

tremendous difference between the installation of a home 

security system and a military installation or a, let's say 

an aircraft hangar, or whatever it may be that needs top-

level security—for different purposes. We are going very, 

very carefully forward, because we don't want to make 

mistakes. It's an extremely interesting field; it may 

include cameras for security, it may include lenses. There 

is [an] endless number of things that people require and 

request; if they can buy the access control for the door 

from us and get, at the same time, four cameras installed 
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which are connected to a monitor a mile away, if you wish, 

and they can get it all from one source. That is almost 

unavailable today. 

ROBERTS: I see. So the service that you're really 

providing is the idea of a complete system, so that 

companies don't have to design their own. 

BEST: Now, the second item that you see there called 

ADPRO, that's an item that was developed by the Australian 

air force. They, again through one of our people, became 

acquainted with us and we became the exclusive agent for 

the United States. We're having a very, very difficult 

time to sell it: number one, it's unbelievably 

expensive. But it can be used and will be used. This is 

an item that is being used in Australia mainly for prison 

security. One of our people made friends with the owners 

of the firm which was, like I said, supported by the 

Australian government. They are expanding their business; 

they just started in the United Kingdom and now we're 

starting here, just in its bare beginning. 

ROBERTS: It's quite interesting. I guess it's a very 

sophisticated motion detector, it looks like. 

BEST: But this, to sum it up, keeps me very busy. Now 

we're coming full circle to what your question was: How 

does one continue an entrepreneurial business? How does i 

work? How do we hope to work in the future? Even when I' 

not here anymore. 



ROBERTS: Do you as an entrepreneur-- As the company 

developed from the days, starting in 1938 to the present-

Obviously in 1938, remember your story, you were involved 

in sweeping the floor in your shop, you were involved in 

the selling, the company was you. 

BEST: And my partner. 

ROBERTS: Over time, your role has changed. The things 

that you do on a day-to-day basis change a lot. Have you 

at any point gotten bored or disenchanted with the work 

that you do at a higher level and wish that you were able 

to return to the more entrepreneurial days in the 

beginning? 

BEST: No, no. I think that every day that goes by brings 

new entrepreneurial ideas and I'm fortunate to have a 

number of people who are very bright. Maybe before we have 

finished with our interviews, I might be able to tell you 

about a fourth venture that we may get into, which is in a 

totally different field again but will secure Vivitar's 

position in the future, regardless of what photographic 

manufacturers will do or what they do to us or whether we 

will be as successful as we used to be. We have little 

children growing up that hopefully, when they are full-

grown, will be a sound base for Vivitar's future. 

ROBERTS: How important do you think that flexibility is in 

a company, in terms of being able to deal with new 

conditions that it faces? 
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BEST: Well, it depends completely where you start. If you 

start a sausage factory and make sausage and ham and supply 

chickens, there is no fashion involved. The sausage will 

not change. You may use a different filling or you make 

the ham barbecued instead of boiled. I don't know what 

they do with a ham, but basically, a ham is a ham is a 

ham. A camera will be changed, now especially in the 

electronic age, almost every six months; new components 

will be put in and so on. So, you cannot compare our 

business with other businesses. And yet we happen to be 

almost singular in many ways. Take the fashion industry: 

every six months, they have a new winter collection or a 

spring line. New materials, new patterns, new designs, 

whatever. But it's always dresses, or blouses, or 

sportswear, or whatever. We are even one step more 

difficult because ours is technology that needs to be 

developed; each product has consequences. You come out 

with a new camera that has a new lens mount, all the lenses 

have to be changed to a new lens mount; it needs different 

electronic flash equipment that works maybe automatically 

or it's built in o r — Changes constantly. So, we are in an 

industry that is more a fashion industry and subject to 

change than the fashion industry itself, because it's much 

harder to make a new camera than a new dress. 
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But we started in this business and we were very 

successful in it; but we see at the end of the tunnel the 

need to add new challenges and we, seemingly, are able to 

find them. I'm sure that when I'm not around anymore, the 

people who are here will find them, too. At the moment I 

devote most of my time to search for new ideas. I mean if 

I had the time and enough people, I could find ten 

different new businesses and make them successful 

tomorrow. You have to keep your eyes open and travel a lot 

and read a lot and listen a lot, and what is most 

important, talk to important people a lot, because you come 

away with new ideas. I think (I don't know whether this 

belongs here) when I look at the average person employed by 

us—except for very, very few people—when I sometimes meet 

with a larger group, fifteen or twenty people and I say, "I 

heard yesterday on the stock market program, at six o'clock 

on such and such channel every night, the following— How 

many of you listen to it?" One. I said, "The same program 

was rebroadcast at ten. Anybody listen at ten?" No. "How 

many of you know that there is such a program which not 

only tells if the stock market went up or down, but who 

talk[s] about what happens at General Motors, what happened 

at General Electric, what happened to such and such company 

in a new invention, a hundred things come up?" 
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How many people read the simplest of all financial 

magazines called Money? How many read Money, which by the 

way is an interesting magazine for the average employee to 

read? I don't know whether you know it. 

ROBERTS: Yes, I know it. 

BEST: I read it cover to cover. You have to, to keep up 

with new developments. 
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BEST: I read, and almost every week I bring things in. I 

would say I almost bring something in every day. I've 

already distributed some of the things this morning and my 

secretary took some of them out. Here's an article that I 

got from the Boston consulting group: "Will Bank X 

Survive?" Now, you may think what does that have to do 

with Vivitar? Our people in the finance department as well 

as management should read it, broaden the base. This is an 

article from a photo magazine, which shows how a number of 

stores did during the Christmas season; [the] survey finds 

holiday sales are good and it gives the names of the 

stores. I will give this to our sales department, find 

out: "Are we selling [to] these people? How much? And if 

not, why not?" This is an article here that's very 

interesting; I took that out of Business Week, February 4 

issue: "Selling Your Small Company." Although I have no 

intention to sell our company, it's extremely interesting 

what they tell you. So, I bring things in almost every day 

because I know nobody reads these, and more or less force 

the issue by pushing it under their nose and let them read 

it. I think the biggest problem, the absolutely biggest 

problem that we are faced with today is, people are one-

sided, don't have a broad knowledge of what's going on; I 
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think that's the biggest problem, because-- You may not 

agree with m e — 

ROBERTS: I do. 

BEST: You do. When I see what I am doing today vis-a-vis 

what I was doing thirty years ago— Thirty years ago, I 

took my sample case and went out and sold our photographic 

line. But I always subscribed to important business 

magazines. I always try to listen to not only magazines 

like Money or Business Week or Wall Street Journal, I also 

try to get foreign magazines. Last weekend, I read an 

article about my favorite subject, the future growth of the 

Pacific Basin. I guess someday I'm going to write a book 

about that. There are little countries today who may be 

big countries someday. I tell my people, "Why aren't we 

doing business? Why aren't we doing business in India or 

Sri Lanka or in Java? I was there, I see the camera 

stores. We cannot just stay in Singapore, there are places 

around. Get the map!" I talked to one of my young people 

in the international department here. I told him just a 

few days ago, "Did you see the show on Channel 2, just two, 

three days ago at 7:30?" People are traveling around the 

world now. It was an article about Barbados, and my 

youngest son just came back a short while ago from a trip 

with his wife and children to Barbados; he told me about 

the tremendous growth of Barbados. I went to our 
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international manager, very bright young man, who has a 

tremendous capacity to learn more. I said, "Bob, when you 

go to the Carribean area, did you ever go to Barbados?" 

"It's too difficult." 

"Why?" 

"Because I make the whole tour, then I have to go back 

to Miami and take another plane and go to Barbados." 

"Do you think you can afford it, to spend two days 

maybe in Barbados and make the people happy and write some 

business? Because there are good camera stores. How much 

business are we doing there?" 

"Not too much." The man has three stores, we found 

out. 

"Would it pay maybe the next time you are in Miami, to 

fly over to Barbados, spend a few hundred dollars for the 

airfare and come personally? You will write business." 

This, I think, is my job for my remaining years. To 

make people aware, because I don't know what people do. 

Maybe when I was thirty or forty years younger, maybe I did 

not have an idea— Yes, I did, I have to correct that. I 

was always interested in foreign countries and to develop 

business. I told you, I grew up in the international 

market. 

For the first time in our history, last week—that's 

why I couldn't see you--we had all the managers here from 
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the foreign subsidiaries, had them talk to each other. A 

German fellow, a fellow from Hong Kong, from Japan, Canada, 

from United Kingdom, from United States. All of a sudden, 

things came out that we were unaware of here. Products 

that they needed "because we don't have them"; products 

that we have, that they cannot sell. All of a sudden all 

came out. Territories that we don't cover were discussed 

and plans made to cover them. 

It is so difficult, Bill; I don't know how you feel 

about it. I use every possible opportunity to think in 

terms of what can I do for more business for Vivitar? I 

don't know why it is so difficult. When I fly around the 

world, I always on a plane sit next to somebody. I always 

find people who know Vivitar or know somebody who would be 

able to sell Vivitar or would like to talk to me about 

Vivitar and so on. Every time I'm traveling, I find such 

people. I can give you, offhand, a dozen examples. When I 

flew to Tokyo the other day, a man sat behind me. You walk 

around. You know, you fly eleven, twelve hours, you talk 

to each other. The man came from Los Angeles, his home is 

in Paraguay. We don't do business in Paraguay, so we 

started talking. Lo and behold, he has a business of 

importing Japanese goods not only to Paraguay, but he ships 

a lot to Brazil, through the border. So we started a new 

business connection. 
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ROBERTS: Just through a--

BEST: Just talking to each other. But you know, this is 

what the younger people, even younger executives, either 

they don't think of it or they don't have the ability or 

the interest or I don't know what. I don't know whether 

you, in your experience at the business school, hear things 

like this from other people. You know, we are telling our 

president, "We are importing $125 billion more than we are 

exporting" (or whatever the number may be this year), but 

what are we really doing to further international trade? 

Very little. I talked to Jack [John B.] Farrell, not too 

long ago. I presume you know him; he used to be one of the 

partners with Price Waterhouse. Jack Farrell is now 

teaching at UCLA. 

ROBERTS: Oh, sure. I didn't make the connection. 

BEST: I told him, "Jack, in your courses, tell the 

students to learn about international business." We are 

too small to do much. I mean it goes sometimes to a point 

where our country is so stubborn. I'll give you an 

example. We are not allowed to pay under the table to 

anybody because it's considered a bribe. A very large 

order for airplanes went to another country because our 

people here could not pay off the buyer. We should have 

somebody in the U.S. government who says if that's the only 

way to do export to that particular country-- Especially 
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in, you know, the South American countries, everybody 

takes; nobody pays taxes and everybody takes. We could 

sell billion of dollars worth of merchandise there, if our 

government would open up for sales to foreign countries. 

The opportunity, where it is customary, to pay off the 

buyer. I mean it doesn't sound very nice for me to say 

that, but— 

ROBERTS: It is a custom in many countries. 

BEST: It is absolutely the custom in many countries and we 

are sitting back and are the "heroes" and don't get the 

orders. The government complains that we don't do enough 

export and our balance of payment is out of whack. Yet, we 

don't make an attempt to help businesses to do 

international business where it's needed. I know myself, I 

had situations like that, we'd just miss but we are only a 

tiny little company. Look at the big ones. So, I think a 

study group established at one of the universities, maybe 

UCLA, to teach people, at some level, international 

business. I could hire two or three people tomorrow, if 

they would know how to handle it. I have at least two or 

three places where I could put them immediately, if they 

know how to sell. I mean, they would have to learn our 

photographic equipment line and go out and do it. 

Recently, I appointed a man in Tokyo to cover part of that 

territory. I would have loved to hire somebody here, but 

couldn* t. 
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ROBERTS: In taking the sort of ideas that you come up with 

that your people can get involved in, how do you go about 

defining your objectives and how do you communicate those 

objectives to the people that work here? 

BEST: You have a very limited opportunity. First of all, 

you have to have people who are intelligent enough to 

understand what you want. Like I just told you, in the 

international market alone, I can use three people right 

now. (If you know some, please send them to me.) 

ROBERTS: I'll do that. 

BEST: I made a connection through a friend of mine in 

London who knows a retired army colonel in Oman, I guess, 

who is looking for something to do, and I'm in 

correspondence with him? maybe he can sell our merchandise 

there, I don't know. But, you know, you need connections, 

you need contacts, you have to talk to people. That's a 

training all by itself. Like you say, who are you 

delegating this to? I have a very limited assortment of 

people to delegate things like this to. It's very, very, 

very hard because— You may know this better than I do; I 

think there is a school in Arizona, an international trade 

school or something— 

ROBERTS: Yes, Thunderbird. [American Graduate School of 

International Management] 
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BEST: Thunderbird, right. Where are all these students 

who go to Thunderbird ending up? Where do they go after 

they [have] finished? I really mean it. Are they 

[American Graduate School of International Management] in 

Phoenix, or Tucson? 

ROBERTS: I'm not sure, I think it's Phoenix [Glendale, 

Arizona.] 

BEST: But, you know about the school. 

ROBERTS: Yes, I know some of the graduates. 

BEST: You do? 

ROBERTS: Yes. 

BEST: What are they doing? 

ROBERTS: Some of them are working for Johnson and Higgins 

in the international area. [laughter] 

BEST: There you go! They go, in other words, to large 

companies. Johnson and Higgins is international? 

ROBERTS: Yes. 

BEST: Well, maybe I have to go to Thunderbird and tell 

them we're looking. I have to make a note of that. 

Thunderbird School, is it Thunderbird University? 

ROBERTS: I'm not sure. It's Thunderbird and it is in 

Phoenix I'm pretty sure. I can get you information; I'll 

drop you a note. 

BEST: Will you? That's very nice. Probably there is a 

time before graduation or after graduation, where 

industrial companies go and pick up these students. 
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ROBERTS: That's correct. 

BEST: We have never gone. I think we should. 

ROBERTS: In talking a little about how things function 

within the organization, how do you deal with executives 

who might disagree with some decisions that you make? How 

do you deal with that problem? 

BEST: Frankly speaking, that doesn't happen very often. 

It really doesn't. I could not think of a single case 

where an executive-- Yes, I can think of only one incident 

where we hired a new president, for the photographic 

division only, about a year and half ago. I met the man 

and I happened to work at Stanford [University] at the 

time, for two weeks. His home was in Palo Alto also, and 

he applied for a job with us and we talked almost every 

other evening, over dinner. I was absolutely sure that 

this would be the man I want maybe to become president of 

the whole corporation. I hired him, gave him a three-year 

contract and a very high salary, gave him a salary higher 

than what I make. It was a total failure. It was such a 

failure that we had to let him go, more or less after one 

year and three months or shortly after; pay him for the 

three years that we made the contract for. The man made 

commitments that were beyond anything we could 

realistically pay for; he was given numbers to sell that he 

couldn't make and didn't say anything. It was naturally 
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always-- I mean I am the only one in our company who says, 

"If a major mistake is made, blame me," because I have the 

opportunity to fire that person. 

I should have watched him better, or our president of 

the company should have watched him and if he didn't, the 

man should have gone to him and said--we should have put 

stops on the way--"Any commitment over $100,000, you have 

to come and get approval." Or $500,000 or $1 million, or 

whatever it may be. We didn't, so the man went on the 

road, made commitments for buying and for selling that were 

beyond anything we could do. [He] made commitments for 

terms for payment; our normal terms are 2 percent, ten days 

the following month. He gave people three-month, six-month 

[payment] terms just to get orders, to fulfill his 

assignment. One day the bubble burst; we looked at it and 

I said, "Out!" We fired one other person with him—a man 

he brought in, totally incompetent. I made the mistake to 

hire; I knew after six months, when he began to hire a few 

people, that this man was on the wrong track. I waited 

another six months and hoped and prayed that it would work 

out. That's the only time I can think that we hired 

somebody who worked totally against the organization. 

ROBERTS: What about situations, though, that are not of 

that magnitude where, for instance, if you're deciding on 

the design of a camera, or on whether or not to enter a 
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specific line or something, how are disagreements 

handled? 

BEST: Disagreements are handled by a Monday morning 

meeting or a special meeting, an executive committee 

meeting; or maybe just Mr. Katz, and [Bruce] Shomler, my 

son [Gary Franklin Best], and I sit down and say we have 

the following problem for discussion. 

I have a letter here; it's a typical case that came 

yesterday: one of our suppliers wants to sell us for this 

year 750,000 cameras. It's too many. Maybe we sell them, 

maybe we don't. But 750,000 cameras, it's a $50 million 

commitment; no way that I would make such a commitment and 

permit anybody to make— So we got together, in not one but 

maybe half a dozen meetings and decided "no." 

Usually, we can do these things very amicably. Some-

body may say, "Sure, we'll sell them. If we advertise 

enough, if we go on television, if you make the money 

available—$10 million for advertising—we can sell the 

cameras." Somebody may say, "Yeah, but $10 million is more 

than we can afford; we can afford only $1 million, with $1 

million, you cannot sell 750,000 cameras." So, result? 

Try for 500,000 or 450,000 or 400,000 for a year and 

negotiate with the factory. 

I really think we very rarely, if ever, had a major 

dispute here in the company. We work very, very well? we 
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make mistakes together and we make successes together. I 

am a great friend to "accommodate people, give them a 

chance," even if I disagree. For instance, a week ago our 

president wanted to cover 2 million yen which was 75 

percent of what we need, let's say in April, and I said, "I 

have the feeling that the yen is going down more." He 

covered it; he said, "No, it's safer and if the yen goes 

the other way and we have commitments and we have orders, 

I'd rather cover it." I was sure that the yen would go 

down further. This morning it's, I guess, 260, we covered 

the 250 too. Well, what should I do? Go there now and 

say, "Listen, you are stupid"? He tried his best; it was 

his feelings. I give him a chance to make his decision. 

For one week his decision was wrong; maybe in three months, 

his decision was great! [laughter] 

ROBERTS: That's the way it goes in business, I guess. How 

much distinction is there between sort of the line 

organization in Vivitar and staff organization? For 

instance, is there a strong distinction between the people 

who are staff and the people who are directly in the line 

of command? 

BEST: Do you mean in their obligation to the company or 

obligation vis-a-vis their coworkers? 

ROBERTS: Are your staff people— Do you have people who 

don't really have direct decision-making authority but 
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merely provide opinions to the people who have direct 

decision-making authority, and how much distinction is 

there between the staff people who advise--

BEST: You call the staff people, the average employees? 

ROBERTS: Typically, in a company, it would be your lawyers 

sometimes, or perhaps your accountants, who are providing a 

service and providing advice on how the accounting goes but 

don't really make any decisions other than perhaps about 

their own staff. Is there a strong distinction between--

BEST: Yes, I would say there is. I mean, we have, like I 

told you, the executive committee, which consists of the 

president and the executive vice-president who's in charge 

of marketing and product development. We have the vice-

president of sales, U.S. We do not have, yet, a man for 

the international department in the committee because we 

just fired the man who was in that position (he was not 

suitable for it); so, we put his assistant in the position, 

but he needs a year or two to learn before we can bring him 

into the top spot. He works under the president, reports 

to the president. We have our chief financial officer 

here. We have our lawyer, legal counsel here. We have my 

son here, who's in charge of the security group. We will 

have the president of the computer group who's moving from 

Seattle to Los Angeles, because we're moving the main 

office for the computer group to Los Angeles on April 1. 
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So he will be part of that committee. That's about the 

group that works closely with me and they in turn have 

people who work for them. But the top six people, later 

seven, run the company, so to speak. 

But we are still not so large that we cannot work by 

exception. For instance, I personally work very closely, 

although unofficially very closely with the three people 

who handle the military PX business. We have one in Tokyo, 

one here, one in Germany, to coordinate that. It's not a 

major function, but I keep an eye on it because it's lots 

of business and it's very important business. So, each of 

us has certain smaller obligations. I handle all the real 

estate decisions; opening or closing of warehouses, 

expanding warehouses or-- Right now, we are moving our 

service center from across the street to downstairs--in 

fact, that's happening today. Things like that. Partially 

missed the internal administrative moves that Jay Katz is 

doing. When we bought the land for these two buildings, I 

did that more or less myself and, as an incentive to some 

of my top people, they participated in maybe 45 percent of 

the ownership of the buildings. As it so happened, it 

turned out to be a fantastic investment, so they're getting 

a very excellent income from that. But all the real estate 

operations as far as building and land purchases, I do 

myself. It's just that I feel it's too important, the 

amounts, especially today. 
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ROBERTS: So, in deciding what duties various people are 

involved in and deciding what decisions that you yourself 

get involved in, the size of the transaction is important, 

I guess. You've indicated that if it's a large transaction 

you like to be involved. 

BEST: Yeah. It has come almost the natural way, because I 

don't want any of the people involved to take sole 

responsibility. We made a couple of mistakes on the way. 

Maybe ten years ago, we tried to make cameras in this 

country with a very large manufacturer. Although I gave my 

blessing, I didn't watch it close enough and the people who 

handled it put a lot of money into it, only to find out 

that the company was totally incapable of doing it. We 

lost all our money. 

You cannot be everywhere all the time. Me, too. I'm 

bound to make mistakes once in a while. I don't make too 

many, but I make some good ones. It's impossible; if you 

are in an entrepreneurial business, you're bound to make 

mistakes. 

ROBERTS: How do you feel your attitude towards taking risk 

compares with those of other people? For instance, we've 

been talking about buying and selling yen, that's perhaps 

one area there might be an example, or entering a new, 

unknown area where there might be a lot of risk of 

failure. How do you think you compare to other people in 

handling risk? 
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BEST: I guess I'm the biggest risk-taker. And yet, I try 

to cover my flanks to the best of my ability. But we would 

not buy a company without my blessing, or make an 

investment without my blessing. Bruce Shomler is maybe the 

only one who has that same entrepreneurial spirit, and he 

and I very often discuss things in great detail before we 

bring it to the executive committee. He has a very, very 

good feeling and also made some terrible mistakes like I 

did; but you're bound to make them if you are in a business 

like we are. As long as you come out in the end with 

fairly good profits. Now Mr. Katz, for instance, is an 

ideal damper for both of us, for Shomler and me; he will 

weigh everything one hundred and sixty times until he makes 

up his mind to protect us from making mistakes, and it's 

very good to have a man like that. He is the most cautious 

man I ever met in my life. After twenty-eight years, or 

twenty-nine years almost, we get along extremely well. 

He's totally different than I am, but that makes also for 

success. 

ROBERTS: Do you feel that your willingness to accept risk 

provides more rewards for your company than--

BEST: No question. It provides for rewards but it also--

We make a mistake once in a while. But look, someday when 

we have lots of time, we'll talk about my feeling about the 

executive's role outside of the company he is heading. I 
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think it is there where you see personality of an 

executive. Because, like I told you, I think the greatest, 

in my humble opinion, the greatest achievements come 

through your experience in other fields, in investments and 

in getting to know people who are involved in investments 

of various kinds. I've always, going back through the 

forty-seven years I'm in America now-- I think when it 

comes to investments outside of Vivitar or for Vivitar, I 

have done extremely well, if I may say so as humbly as I 

can. It is part of business education. If you learn about 

real estate and are well-versed in it, you can guide the 

company's real estate investments better. You decide, 

"Should we lease a place or buy a place? If we buy it, 

what should we do with it?" I think it is extremely 

important; it's a science by itself. I don't know whether 

I make myself clear, whether you understand what I mean? I 

don't like the stock market and yet I will always have a 

few stocks to get the reports from companies; I like to 

learn from what they're doing, especially successful 

companies. Then I can guide my people here better, from 

the things I learn through that. 

ROBERTS: When you're trying to make a decision, what 

process do you go through in your mind as far as making any 

major decision? Is there any process that you go through 

on a regular basis to arrive at a decision? 

226 



BEST: Well, let's say we have to go by size of the 

decision: I am very, very fortunate to have a number of 

board members who are very brilliant. I'm going to New 

York in two weeks, for instance, to meet with one of our 

board members to discuss with him a decision I may have to 

make. I told you, we may have a fourth division. I met 

this man in Switzerland the other day. We talked about 

things and he called me from Switzerland a few days ago: 

"Listen, I'm [going to be] in New York, can we meet?" I 

thought about it, but it would take too long on the 

telephone. So, we're meeting on the 25th, I guess, 26th of 

February in New York. Very important. While I'm in New 

York, I will also meet with some very important bankers who 

have become friends of mine over the years. We don't do 

any business, but they are influential people. 

I have a lawyer friend here who is the senior partner 

of Irell and Manella, whom I'm sure you know. Larry 

[Lawrence] Irell has been with me for forty years. I can 

talk to him like a doctor, a physician, about the most 

confidential matters. He's the company attorney, his firm 

is. He and I can talk about certain things that I 

sometimes have to put on the table and say, "Look, I have 

this idea. How do you feel about it?" 

So many things happen all the time and with all the 

trust I have in my excellent executive committee, you 
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sometimes need an outside opinion. I love to meet with 

Jack [John B.] Farrell, for instance; I can bounce off 

endless ideas. I met another man at PW [Price Waterhouse] 

with whom I have the same rapport. You need people who can 

guide-- I don't say I know everything, I go from the 

assumption, the more people I know who are smarter than I 

am, the better. I can only learn from them. That's 

something that's missing with some of my people here. 

ROBERTS: In the decision-making process, how do you decide 

when you have enough information and that it's time to make 

a decision? 

BEST: It's only gut feeling. In an entrepreneurial 

business and a position that I have, like-- I want to use 

again the comparison with the sausage manufacturer: he 

doesn't need any much legal advice and marketing advice and 

advertising advice. He can make a sausage little shorter, 

a little longer, put a little more beef in, or a little bit 

more pork in—that's it. In a business like ours which is 

worldwide and in many currencies and many products and so 

on, it's different. I need people in every field who can 

make suggestions and I bounce off ideas. I don't know 

whether I make myself clear? 

ROBERTS: It's come through very clear. I think we have 

perhaps hit a good point to take a break here until next 

time. 
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ROBERTS: Which of your skills and abilities do you feel 

are the most important for you in your ability to change 

the events that affect your company? 

BEST: That is a very diplomatic question. Because if I 

would tell you that, fortunately or unfortunately, many of 

the ideas originate at my desk still; it's the good side. 

The bad side would be that it doesn't give the younger 

executive an opportunity to develop their own ideas. I 

would say that I make as many contributions still today as 

ever. However, during the last five years, I would say, I 

have developed a group of younger executives who have 

authority to make decisions, who come to me when they are 

not totally sure and we talk things over. As I told you, I 

have so many functions and such a variety of events every 

day; they're really all final decision-making events. 

Now, we briefly mentioned the fact that the 

photographic industry is going through a rapid change. 

Actually, the change is almost completed, based on the fact 

that the Japanese companies, to a great extent, have opened 

their own offices in the United States, and abroad too. 

However, the people we deal with, due to the fact that we 

always have something to "bring to the party," to a great 

extent depend on our knowledge and advice and our in-house 
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development—what I would call it—and do that on a very 

timely basis. We have been rather fortunate, but we see 

the handwriting on the wall. We are not afraid of the 

changes, but we have to change with market conditions. 

This is what today occupies at least a third or 40 percent 

of my time, to see to it that we don't wait like so many 

other companies until they're in trouble, but that we look 

at the reality of the marketplace early enough. 

Now, I think it is of extreme importance for a chief 

executive officer not just to talk to the people in his own 

company, but to talk to people in other companies and see 

what they're doing and how they're handling their 

business. Especially in our industry where, I guess, we 

are the last of the real marketing and distributing 

companies in the industry that work not only nationally, 

but worldwide: all the others have either gone out of 

business or have greatly reduced their activities. I feel 

that the next time-step for Vivitar has to be a 

diversification operation in a very, very serious mode, 

which means the following: we have to see to it, number 

one, that we retain our competitiveness in the photographic 

market. The name Vivitar, as you know, is well-known 

worldwide. The time has come, I think, where we realize 

that the growth—I guess we talked about this before 

briefly—the growth is— In my humble opinion, if there's 
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any growth in our type of business, it could be maximum 5 

percent per year, unless we find a way to reduce prices so 

much that we can capture some of the market that is being 

taken away [by] the Japanese manufacturers who have their 

own offices here now; and we're working on that. But very 

frankly speaking, I feel that if I direct the company that 

way, I don't do them any favor. We have to be intelligent 

enough and intuitive enough to find industries that are 

still in their infancy and that we can help grow, that we 

can do with such industry like we did thirty or forty years 

ago with the Vivitar photographic lines. We have found one 

industry that we feel has all those possibilities, and that 

is the security equipment business. I have made a survey--

I was in Europe to talk to people about the situation 

there--and I have concluded that probably one of the few 

real growth industries is in the security field. I tell 

you why I feel that way: number one, there are not too 

many companies in it. It is a high-technology area. You 

need very, very specially trained people for it. People we 

found, incidentally—we live in a world that is not too 

secure, let's say, whether you look into the Middle East or 

whether you look into Vietnam, Cambodia, or whether we look 

into our own backyard. People are being robbed, i.e., the 

case in the New York subway; the eighty-one year old man 

who was attacked in Beverly Hills the other day, and his 
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eighty-one year old wife--the man shot the attacker--I 

myself was attacked in Beverly Hills a couple of years ago 

by a man with a cut-off shotgun who wanted probably to rob 

me. Only by a miracle, I escaped him. 

We see it almost on a daily basis around us that we 

live in a time where people look for protection. That for 

me was the main reason I began to pay attention to the 

prevention of burglaries--or thefts or robberies or 

whatever you want to call it--and I find out that it is not 

just for private homes but it is for industrial 

complexes. Our defense companies—companies involved in 

the defense of the United States—need listening devices, 

access control devices, so that people [who] shouldn't get 

into certain buildings don't get in. You know that the 

banks, I guess, by law today have to have certain video 

equipment running most of the time to see what's going on, 

and a record is made of it. I'm sure the military today 

needs more security equipment than ever before to protect 

their bases and their equipment, including airplanes and 

airplane hangars, so on and so forth. 

So, all these things, to sum it up, are basically a 

repetition of what I looked at some thirty years ago in 

photography, or forty years ago, now. Namely that there is 

an explosive development in an industry where not too many 

people are in it, where we hope there will be a little 
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niche for us to provide services and a product that we, by 

request of people, develop and have started already to do 

so. We have not done more than supplied pilot samples to 

certain companies. We hope, sincerely, that by mid-year we 

will begin to deliver a finished computerized product for 

access control and security for a building. So far, very 

few, if anybody, have the type of equipment that we have, 

which is very expensive. We supplement our equipment with 

other very sophisticated products. We have recently made a 

deal with an Australian company that has developed a video-

motion detector, developed by this Australian company 

together with the Australian military, that fits into our 

program of top-of-the-line security equipment. We have 

recently appointed my son [Gary Franklin Best] to become 

president of the two companies which we now have: one for 

the product development area and one for the customer 

installation area. We're putting both companies together 

and I hope that my son will carry this venture to make a 

big success out of it. 

ROBERTS: In moving into this new area of security, how 

have you handled the financing? And how big a problem has 

financing been to move into that new area? Is it 

internally funded? Or do you go out to investment 

bankers ? 
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BEST: We try to do all these things internally. It may be 

a mistake, but, you know, we are a privately owned company; 

we are not on the market. I have never been a great friend 

of the stock exchange because I dislike the daily ups and 

downs. I'm a terrible loser and I probably would get very 

nervous when I see our stock go up a point and down a 

point. Although we have entertained the thought of going 

public repeatedly but we still haven't done it so far, we 

may do it someday. But we have financed it internally. 

The Vivitar security technology company, which is very, 

very small--it has only five people so far—we financed out 

of our own funds. And the Vivitar security systems 

company, we bought an existing company. [We] paid a very 

high price for it, but it brought us, automatically and 

immediately, into the mainstream of the security 

business. It's one of the finest, what they call 

installer companies, in Southern California. We changed 

the name to Vivitar. They are extremely successful and 

profitable already. We pay it slowly off to the former two 

owners, who are still with us, by the way, and doing a 

magnificent job to run the operation. 

ROBERTS: Are there any opportunities that you think you 

may have missed for some reason or another because of the 

difficulty that private companies have in raising 

financing, as opposed to public companies? 
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BEST: We have never missed an opportunity. Our five 

bankers in the United States have been incredibly 

supportive, I must say, through the most difficult times. 

That is probably due to the fact that, for instance, with 

Union Bank I started in 1938 in the office at Eighth 

[Street] and Hill Street and I stayed with that bank to 

this very day. So, that is almost forty-seven years we 

stayed with the same bank. I guess none of the old-timers 

are left at the bank, but we have a certain reputation, a 

certain standing. I am very old-fashioned when it comes to 

changes. Many banks have tried to take away the account, 

or take over the account, but I've insisted that we stay 

with Union Bank because I don't give up friendships that 

have lasted so long. But we also have some other banks who 

are extremely friendly and most cooperative. So, no 

problem on that. 

ROBERTS: Is a lot of your time and effort devoted to 

dealing with some of the financial issues? Or is that 

handled by others? 

BEST: Well, we have a chief financial officer, who is a 

very bright individual. I attend important meetings and 

policy meetings as to finance. I look every morning at the 

results of the previous day due to the fact that everything 

is now on computers. We are—it might interest you—we are 

now at our last leg of a worldwide computer system. We can 
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push a button here now and see what we do in the United 

Kingdom or in Canada, or later on in-- No, I guess we have 

finished the installation in Hong Kong; all I have to do is 

push a button and I have an answer in moments. This is 

extremely important. Let us say I need five hundred lenses 

in the United Kingdom in a hurry for a customer and our 

inventory there is low and I find out we have a thousand 

pieces in Hong Kong. I can, more or less within five 

minutes, advise both that Hong Kong should airship five 

hundred lenses to London, and they have them in two days, 

by air. Mr. [Jay] Katz, our president, who is almost 

fanatic about computers, sits on his computer screen more 

or less half of the day, and operates the company today 

like a railroad engineer watching the lines and the red and 

green lights; [he] knows more or less any moment of the day 

what's going on in the entire international Vivitar 

organization or its subsidiaries. For instance, our 

computer-peripheral-equipment subsidiary in Seattle, we can 

push a button here and we can see within seconds what 

inventory they have, what they're shipping, what they're 

selling, what they need and what they don't need and 

finances and all. We have become gradually so used to 

looking at the computer—the same way we forecast our 

purchases for all divisions, look at the computer 

screens. Maybe for our relatively small-size company, we 
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have computer equipment that could service a much, much 

larger company. But it's due to the efforts of two people— 

especially one man in our company who's just a brilliant 

computer programmer manager—that we can really get 

tremendous benefits out of our system. 

ROBERTS: When you first were starting Vivitar so many 

years ago, all of your contacts and information really was 

pretty much face-to-face. How would you compare the 

information that you got in dealing with people on a face-

to-face basis—for instance, flying up to Washington and 

talking to the people directly—with the information that 

you get from your computer system? 

BEST: Well, first of all in the beginning, the business 

was very small. Until 1969 when my partner passed away, we 

did, I guess $11 million a year. As you see the curve 

there, after 1969, '70, we really took the big upswing. So 

I would say between 1938 and 1969, we could manage very 

well without computerfs]. What we did in the computer 

field during that time was all wrong. We tried various 

systems and various programs and various suppliers, and we 

made nothing but mistakes. We found out as time went by 

that you cannot just go and buy a computer and make it 

work, or hire a programmer and make it work. There's a lot 

more to it. We found out the hard way and the most 

expensive way there is, by making so many mistakes. I 
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really mean it. We finally decided that we couldn't make 

any more mistakes and we hired a man who, like I mentioned 

a moment ago, is just a brilliant computer man. To give 

you an idea, we had, I guess, twenty-seven people in our 

computer department before he came to our company; we have 

now five in the company and it's going fantastically 

well. We hardly ever have a problem. So this man came 

here, started fresh, and it has proven to be outstandingly 

successful. 

So to answer your question, in the early years the 

need for a computer was not so great. For many years I was 

the bookkeeper, so to speak; I watched every penny that 

came in and went out. Maybe after we started, maybe three 

years later, we hired an accountant who in his spare time 

took care of our books. Then we finally, after five or six 

years, hired the bookkeeper. That went on for quite a 

while. And he added people as the company grew, until 

finally the computer age got us into the computer field, 

and that's where all the mistakes happened, until we 

finally, a few years ago, came to the point where we have, 

I would almost say, [an] almost perfect system now. 

ROBERTS: With the advent of computers and large companies 

and so forth, business has become much more complex. Do 

you still see the same kinds of opportunities for 

entrepreneurs that are starting out as you did with a car 

and a--

238 



BEST: Yes, absolutely. Today more than ever. I always 

tell my wife and my sons, if I would be twenty-five years 

younger, I could start ten new businesses tomorrow. There 

are so many opportunities, there is never an end to 

opportun ity. 

ROBERTS: What things in the environment, for instance in 

the United States, makes it a good place for an 

entrepreneur, as opposed to other areas where 

entrepreneurism isn't quite as evident? 

BEST: Well, first of all, we are the last and only free 

country in the world today. You can hopefully for a long 

time to come, do import, do export, bring people in from 

other countries and bring our people to other countries. 

We can get financing if we need it from banks, from venture 

capitalists, from private—if we would need it—from 

private individuals. We have a, really what I would say, 

one hundred percent international company today—something 

that I personally, like I told you so many times, feel is 

essential for success. The only thing that we need now in 

our business is that we watch—and you asked that question 

a little while ago—that we watch our finances, that we put 

the money into the operations that we see will be 

successful for the future, and that we gradually maybe 

reduce invested money in businesses that don't offer the 

opportunities that maybe they used to offer thirty or forty 
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years ago. There again, I guess I mentioned to you that we 

bought a little company that sells computer-peripheral 

equipment; the company started in Seattle and just did 

business in the state of Washington, with salesmen and then 

some mail order and telephone business. When we bought the 

company, we bought the company with the owner and his wife 

and partner to stay on, only to find out very quickly that, 

maybe initially they were doing well--and that's why we 

bought the company--but they didn't plan properly, they 

didn't see the long view of that business and bought wrong, 

bought too much of everything, didn't have the finances to 

pay for it. We parted company with the former owner and 

his wife very quickly. We paid a high price to make that 

possible, but I always feel the first loss is the 

smallest. So, we paid them out completely, overnight more 

or less, on a fairly amicable basis; he became a fairly 

rich man overnight and we had the business on our hands. 

To give you an idea what it means to be in an 

entrepreneurial environment: after we learned enough, we 

find out that of the thirty or thirty-five people they had 

to run this business, we are now reducing it to six or 

seven people, and we'll do the same amount of business out 

of Seattle. 

ROBERTS: The products which this company is handling, are 

they primarily U.S. products or Japanese products o r — 
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BEST: Oh, they are international, from all kinds of 

countries: accessory and peripheral-equipment items, a 

couple of small computers for people who like to buy their 

equipment locally--they need it in a hurry and don't want 

to go to Los Angeles or New York to pick it up from the 

manufacturers. We saw very quickly that there couldn't be 

any profit if you have so many people. So, what we're 

doing now is—I'm telling you a little secret—we are 

reducing the operation tremendously, which will have 

nothing to do with the amount of business we're doing. 

Recently, we opened a satellite operation with three people 

in Portland, Oregon, to take care of the state of Oregon. 

Now we're thinking in terms of maybe having a sales office 

in Sacramento and maybe in Salt Lake City. In other words, 

in places where people look for a supplier to have 

merchandise available quickly, or to pick it up or make it 

available, without going to New York and waiting for weeks 

until they get it. 

ROBERTS: Are your customers the computer chains or— 

BEST: Computer stores, all kinds of people who need 

computer equipment, mainly system houses; there is no end 

to businesses who use computer equipment. 

ROBERTS: So you, actually, are dealing sometimes directly 

with the user— 
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BEST: Sometimes we deal with the government— But it's a 

very small business still, very, very small. But we hope 

to build like we built the other Vivitar businesses. We 

are very, very careful; we watch our investments, we watch 

the profitablity. We must increase it to make it more 

profitable, and hope. 

ROBERTS: Do you think there's any possibility that the 

Japanese will do the same sort of thing in the computer 

area, or the computer-peripherals area that they did in the 

photo area? 

BEST: No, I don't think so. The Japanese will have the 

large companies; [they] will have an office in New York, 

maybe at best have an office in Los Angeles or San 

Francisco, maybe in Chicago. But what we are doing has not 

been tried before; it's totally different from anything 

that the Japanese manufacturers, the big ones, are doing. 

We are buying from some of the largest ones who have no 

representation in the areas where we want to be. But I 

cannot tell how much that business can grow. We hope that 

we will be successful, but that's one of the areas where 

time will tell us whether we are on the right track or 

not. So far, it looks very interesting. 

ROBERTS: How do you tell? You've had some successes and 

you also have indicated that you've had some ventures that 

have not been successful. 
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BEST: Right. 

ROBERTS: How do you know when it's time to give up on a 

venture? How do you know when to quit? 

BEST: I'm a great friend of realizing early when we see 

that a company or a venture does not work out, based on the 

philosophy that the first loss is always the smallest. 

When I see that-- It happened to us actually, to our 

company only once, that we started our own manufacturing 

business. We went in with flying colors--big, far too big, 

far too expensive. We did not pay attention to what our 

usual philosophy is, start small and build. We started big 

and found out that it was a bad mistake, a terrible 

mistake. I wanted to be a big hero and bring the 

photography manufacturing business back to the United 

States, but we didn't succeed. Didn't take me very long to 

see— Week after week after week we manufactured huge 

quantities of merchandise. Incidentally, the merchandise 

we made was outstanding; it was over-engineered; it looked 

like the finest German precision equipment, worked 

beautifully. We got lots and lots of orders only to find 

out that when we were finished, the productivity killed us, 

or the lack of productivity killed us, actually, after a 

very short time. We had one building first; we had a 

second building; worked out of two big buildings and 

machines were going day and night like crazy. We found out 
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we didn't make a dime. The moment I noticed we were 

losing—I actually saw the numbers and I figured out if we 

increase turnover or sell more we would lose more--I made 

the decision, "Finish, out, quick! Sublease the buildings 

(which we were very fortunate in being able to do), move 

all the merchandise out, at cost or better and close it." 

[It] went very quickly, we had to-- It was an interesting 

phenomenon. I don't know whether I ever told you, I guess 

I did, but at the expense of telling it twice: very, very 

close friend of mine, came from Japan and I very proudly 

showed him the factories one morning--this is the executive 

vice-president of a $10 billion company—I took him through 

the factories and when we were all done, he said, "John, I 

hope we are friends but I'm going to tell you something now 

that probably will shake you." 

I said, "Well, tell me." 

He said, "You know, after I've seen the two 

factories—they're beautiful—I would like to advise you to 

close them tomorrow because every day you work like this 

you will lose money." 

I followed his advice. He showed me, going back into 

the factory after he told me. He said, "Look at a group of 

people working there. The slowness of their work habits 

will kill you. The productivity is so small you will never 

make money here. Look at the Japanese factories where you 
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have hundreds of little girls or boys, sixteen, seventeen, 

eighteen years old who go like crazy, putting things 

together on a running band and they have hardly time to 

breathe. Where you make maybe one or two items in a ten-

minute time frame, they will make maybe twenty or forty. 

You will never be able to compete." 

ROBERTS: Do you see any changes in Japan or in the 

Japanese work ethic that would indicate that they are—now 

that they have become a prosperous nation—that they are 

less productive than they were in the past? 

BEST: No, only more. The spirit in a Japanese factory is 

so incredibly different from our American system. I don't 

know whether you have seen the television show; I guess 

Ford Motor Company sent a group of people over. 

ROBERTS: No, I missed it. 

BEST: I guess Ford sent a group of thirty or forty people 

to Japan for training. Ford buys, I don't know which one 

of the Japanese cars under their own name; they sent a 

group of people over there. Then they brought them back 

here in order to start a similar product development and a 

line of automation, everything, in America. The only 

Japanese who came with them with these forty or fifty 

people was the manager; then I guess one of the major 

networks interviewed the people for the news service. The 

Americans who were there came back with an enthusiasm of 
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how they have to run the new equipment and the new line and 

the new product; they themselves said it's unbelievable 

what they've learned and the spirit of the people in 

Japan. I see it every time I'm there. This is 

unfortunately where we have a lot to learn, where we have 

to do a tremendous amount of education. Even in our little 

company here, we think that we have an enthusiastic group 

of people. I think it is built into the people's mind 

there, the excitement that goes with a job in Japan is 

expressed by [the fact that] every morning, they sing the 

company song; during lunchtime they all do gym together and 

the girls now do aerobics together (the companies provide 

the necessary space for it). There is a spirit of 

belonging and of wanting to achieve that is unbelievable 

and, unfortunately, existing only in a limited number of 

companies in our country. 

ROBERTS: Do you think that this lack of enthusiasm and 

lack of productivity in the United States is due to 

educational systems, to the government, to welfare, to--

BEST: I think--and I cannot generalize it—the majority of 

people I come in contact with, in the past and even now, 

may think that they have the enthusiasm for their job. But 

we have a psychological dilemma in America, and that is, 

with few exceptions, the what I call the "I don't give a 

damn" attitude, combined with what people think is 
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enthusiasm. It is reflected in our lack of export, in our 

lack of productivity. Look at the automobile factories who 

are now bringing Japanese people here to show them how to 

do it, how to improve productivity, how to create the 

enthusiasm; it seemed to work, but it's just two or three 

companies. We have to begin from the bottom up and make 

people interested [in] and care for the companies they work 

for. 

ROBERTS: Have you been able to do anything at Vivitar to--
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BEST: We are really not a criteria for what we are talkin 

about. We are a small company; we are not manufacturing 

anything anymore. But--and this might hurt some of my own 

people when I tell you this--I make it my business, just 

like Japanese management people, [to] try to create a 

relationship between the people who work here. You know a 

times we have a few hundred people working here. We 

reduced it to some extent [with] the computerization and 

other time-saving devices, but in a marketing and 

distributing company, you can do only so much. I was 

always hoping that the time would come where some of our 

executives, without being told to do so, go every day or 

every other day, like I do; I go to the shipping 

department, shake hands with the manager, talk to all the 

girls and men in the department to find out how they are: 

how's business? how are the orders? Sometimes [I] talk t 

them about working conditions. We have a new scale or a 

new packing machine or god knows what: how is it 

working? do you enjoy it? Just keep a little personal 

interest in the people, and that gives them such an 

enthusiasm, you wouldn't believe it. I make it my 

business, if my time permits it, at least every other day 

to make a tour through both buildings and talk with the 
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people. I cannot talk to all of them everyday, but I can 

talk to some of them every week. 

ROBERTS: What—? 

BEST: Very few people believe in it, incidentally. It's 

an amazing phenomenon that, I guess, people either have to 

learn or grow up with or be taught by a university. I 

started to give you an example: I started about four years 

ago and invited once a week on a given day eleven people 

from all parts of the company and myself—we were twelve 

people. I had lunch served in our board room. One man—a 

shipping clerk—maybe a girl from the order department, a 

couple of bookkeepers—no management—somebody from the 

order-entry department, maybe a designer from the marketing 

department and so on, a secretary and myself. And [I] 

chose every week a different group. And it was the most 

amazing thing, how the people enjoy it. First of all, they 

came in, sat in front of their lunch, didn't say a word. 

You had to more or less play psychiatrist and get a word 

out of them: "Get to know each other!" Would you believe 

out of eleven people, they all knew me but many of them 

didn't know each other. So, I had them shake hands and 

introduce themselves and then I started during lunch 

already a conversation. First of all, everybody had to 

make a one-minute report where they worked, what their name 

is, what their duty is. Do they have any complaints? Do 
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they have any suggestions? When they were all done, I went 

around again. What do they have to say about what their 

colleagues had to say? It took me maybe forty-five minutes 

until they loosened up a little bit and began to talk to 

each other and just forgot that I was there. But believe 

it or not, there was not one person in our company who 

believed in this wisdom, to create this enthusiasm among 

people. People have to be reeducated, I guess. You know 

we have a tendency to always say-- Last night I heard a 

report on the U.S. shoe industry; I don't know whether by 

coincidence you heard too. 

ROBERTS: No. 

BEST: The head of the shoe manufacturers association said 

that 75 percent of all shoes in America are imported now 

mostly from the Pacific area, I guess; even from China now 

some shoes are coming in. Then there was an Italian lady 

who complained bitterly about the terrible competition from 

the Pacific. But nobody said anything from the American 

side; that all these people who were interviewed are 

outsiders and why don't we do something to make some shoes 

here and successfully so? They forgot about it, they 

talked only about each other. I guess the shoe industry is 

centralized in the Northeast, in New England. They were 

crying the blues that they cannot compete with this shoe 

and that shoe. Everybody was just down in the dumps and 
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they wanted import restriction and this restriction 

there. You couldn't hear a single suggestion to create the 

enthusiasm to buy automatic machinery, maybe, and make the 

shoes here. I mean, people say only General Motors and 

people like that can afford the robots--that is not so. 

You can buy small robots now, if you're a manufacturer, 

tiny little robots now. You can improve your productivity 

if you have the necessary excitement. Like I told you, if 

I would only be younger; it's unbelievable what can be done 

if you keep your eyes and ears open. I mean, the success 

now of Taiwan even in computer equipment, it's 

unbelievable; Taiwan, Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore—booming, 

taking business away from Japan. But you hear very rarely 

so far that American companies go to Japan, sit down with 

Matsushita maybe (who are now the largest robot makers in 

the world) and say, "Here I am. This is my manufacturing 

program. I'm not competitive. What can you do for me? 

I'd like to buy a machine that turns out a thousand shoes a 

day." You don't see it. This is what the problem is. 

ROBERTS: How do you feel about government regulation in 

the trade area? Do you feel that import restrictions are a 

help or a hindrance? 

BEST: Only a hindrance. If you know what you're doing, 

you can do imports, you can do exports. Government should 

be disinvolved completely. The people who are intelligent 
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enough will always do business. If I'm not mistaken, about 

three years ago, I guess, President Reagan—now I'm not 

sure anymore whether it was Reagan or Carter; could be four, 

years ago—made a speech and said we have to improve our 

exports: "People who do export should get special 

consideration from the Department of Commerce, and loans up 

to five hundred thousand dollars should be given on very 

favorable terms to such companies." I got on the phone 

immediately and called a friend of mine in Washington who 

was formerly undersecretary of commerce, and is now lawyer 

in private practice. I said, "I heard yesterday the 

president talk about a five hundred thousand dollar advance 

to companies who can prove that they can do more export if 

the government would help." He said, "Write me a letter. 

Tell me exactly what you want to do and I will go to 

Commerce and talk to the proper people, where I go in and 

out everyday." I wrote him the letter. Two weeks later, I 

got my own letter back, with just a few words from him: 

"Dear John, do me a favor and go to your local bank. There 

is no sense to deal with the government. Regards." This 

is the problem: keep government out. 

ROBERTS: Do you think the growth of government over the 

last, say, twenty years or thirty years has reduced the 

opportunity for entrepreneurs and for business in 

general? 

252 



BEST: I tell you, I may have a personal and rather unusual 

philosophy. If you have a businessman or a group of 

businessmen who have a company and have the drive and the 

entrepreneuralism, if you wish, the government cannot stop 

them to do more business or do international business and 

develop their business. I don't think that this is too 

much political talk. No. I think a good company with a 

good product—and I don't even believe in the idea that our 

dollar is too high and the other currencies are too low--

with the proper idea behind it, you can do business. Go 

ahead. 

ROBERTS: Do you feel that it's ideas that have made 

America such a success and makes the--

BEST: Sure. 

ROBERTS: —and makes the dollar so strong? 

BEST: Well, at the moment, there is a psychosis almost; 

the whole world thinks there's only one country left, and 

that's the United States, where you have a haven for your 

money. The dollar is too high, we pay tremendously high 

interest charges for the money. Imagine people in former 

years-- Let's take Hong Kong, for instance. In former 

years, a Hong Kong businessman, during the crisis when they 

didn't know how long it would last with the Chinese 

takeover, they would take their money to Switzerland; now, 

they bring it here. I'm sure they also bring some to 
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Switzerland, which is another safe country. But in 

Switzerland, I guess today—I'm not too well informed—I 

don't think you get more than 3 percent return on your 

money. Here, if you can take a million dollars, put them 

in treasury bills and get 8 or 9 percent today. So we're 

getting hundreds of millions or billions from foreign 

countries to invest here. How long this happiness will 

last I cannot tell you. I dread the day when something 

should happen and our interest rates will go down, through 

whatever may happen, and foreigners begin to pull their 

money out of the banks? it could be an incredibly difficult 

situation for the U.S. government. But I don't see it for 

the time being, because the foreign people are buying real 

estate here? they're buying land here? they're buying 

skyscrapers here, and they buy stocks here. Stock's the 

only thing they can liquidate quickly. Unbelievable 

amounts of money are going into buildings and land, from 

foreign countries. So, it doesn't pay to worry too much. 

If you begin to worry and think about the debts and the 

deficits, you have to just say one thing: "As long as Mr. 

Reagan is there and we keep on printing the money, 

everything is fine." People are hypnotized by the man, and 

he believes in what he says, it seems, too. I mean, the 

strangest statements he makes, people believe it and go 

forward and invest more money, especially from foreign 
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countries. It's incredible. He may go down as the most 

successful president we ever had! It's possible. 

ROBERTS: Oh, I'm sure. 

Talking about the legal environment that we find in 

this country; as opposed to, perhaps, the legal environment 

you find in other countries, notably Japan where they have, 

I think, one-twentieth the number of lawyers— 

BEST: People in Japan don't file lawsuits. 

ROBERTS: Exactly. 

BEST: Doesn't exist. 

ROBERTS: Do you think that the legal system in this 

country creates problems for business and for entrepreneurs 

because of the--

BEST: No question. Not only entrepreneurs, but where 

people make a few dollars, there will always be people, 

through legal maneuvers, to take it away from them, 

always. Look at all the law firms in this country; they're 

getting bigger and bigger and bigger and have more cases to 

take care of than ever before. 

ROBERTS: In talking a little further about that, have you 

run into problems in terms of patents that you've dealt 

with, or perhaps the Freedom of Information Act that has 

come out and required disclosure of information? Have 

those created any particular problems for Vivitar? 
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BEST: No, no. But don't forget that we are not such a 

large company. But we have our own problems. We have a 

lawyer on the staff here who filed a lawsuit against the 

treasury department and Mr. Regan--now the ex-chief of the 

Treasury Department—Mr. Donald Regan and U.S. customs, to 

protect our trademark from the gray market imports. We 

have spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on that law 

suit because our merchandise is coming in from all over the 

world at cheap prices. As you know, like Sony and like 

French perfumes and like even Mercedes cars and Rolex 

watches are coming in the gray market and it's upsetting 

the whole import business. It seems that our president 

recently has influenced the judicial people who were 

involved that it's fine with him if that happens. It makes 

prices lower and people can buy better. And Mr. Regan is 

all in favor, and now a group of the largest department 

store chains in the United States have put their efforts 

together to make it possible for them to buy gray market 

goods. 

ROBERTS: Is the gray market goods problem a significant 

problem for Vivitar? 

BEST: It is a problem without question. We are trying to 

get around it. We try not to sell certain products in 

foreign countries, but it's very difficult. We have many 

customers who buy our products in foreign countries because 
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they operate in foreign countries with different profits, 

different margins--Hong Kong, for instance. You can go to 

a Hong Kong retailer; if he makes 2 to 3 percent on a 

camera, he's happy. If you go to a dealer here, he wants 

to make 20 , 30 percent. ifou tell him to compete, he won't 

do it, he can't. But some of my best friends in the 

business here are importing our merchandise from Hong Kong 

and from Panama. I visited a retail store in Locarno in 

Switzerland, one of the most beautiful vacation places in 

the world. He has a four-story building there, packed full 

with the finest goods from all over the world, Japanese, 

Hong Kong, German, you name it--the warehouse is full— 

including our merchandise. It's all going to New York. He 

has a store where he makes his money. If he does a few 

million dollars with 1 or 2 percent, he's happy—extra 

income, right in Switzerland. 

ROBERTS: What do you think causes the gray market and 

where do you see it going over time? 

BEST: Like so many things in business and in life, people 

get used to it, slowly wake up to it. I listened to a TV 

show the other day that very, very specifically showed how 

a group of Mercedes cars were taken off a ship, were driven 

to a gray market importer here in town. He fixes the 

Mercedes cars up to meet the standards of the state of 

California, I guess (or maybe national, I don't know) which 
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costs him a lot of money. He can still sell the cars 

$5,000 cheaper than in any store in Los Angeles. Then they 

interviewed a Mercedes dealer and asked him, "What will 

happen, ultimately?" He said, "We'll get used to it. 

We're still selling all the Mercedes we can get." The 

government doesn't help, so you have to solve it 

yourself. 

ROBERTS: Do you think that the existence of the gray 

market will tend to force dealers in this country to drop 

their prices? 

BEST: It will make it possible for the dealers in this 

country to sell at lower prices and still make a good 

profit. It is making it very, very difficult for the 

people who are not buying gray market to compete with those 

who do. We have the hope that through promotions which 

we're making, we can help the loyal dealers who support our 

American business, and see to it that they can make money 

buying here. [It] would be terrible if we would lose our 

business to gray market. But we are not alone: it's the 

whole photographic line, it's in the perfume, it's in 

watches, it's in everything. Mr. Ralph Nader and company 

are very happy, because people can buy cheaper. People can 

buy a Mercedes $5,000 cheaper or a Rolex watch for half the 

price, or a Sony radio for 40 percent cheaper. Mr. Nader 

is very happy. 
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ROBERTS: If Vivitar cameras, for instance, that are sold 

in Hong Kong—I assume that you do make a profit on them 

even if they're sold in Hong Kong and brought back to the 

U.S.— 

BEST: Yeah. But we spend millions of dollars on 

advertising here. We have a big organization here. Our 

marketing costs are very high in the United States, 

therefore we have to make a certain amount of profit. The 

distributor in Hong Kong has nothing; he gets the 

merchandise, he can afford to add a few percentage points 

and no worry. Our overhead here is so enormous by 

comparison. Dealers today will buy gray market if they can 

buy 5 percent cheaper, 4 percent cheaper; that's good 

enough. I'm not even talking about 10, 20, or 30 

percent. 

ROBERTS: So, you're saying one of the things that's 

driving it is that the Hong Kong distributors are 

benefiting from the--

BEST: From our marketing, advertising and promotions in 

this country, which is by far the biggest market in the 

world. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: We cannot tell the dealer in Hong Kong or the 

distributor in Hong Kong, "We're spending five or ten 

million dollars of advertising in America. You have to 
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participate in that because you benefit from it." If we 

raise our price too much, then there are nine other 

Japanese companies who will not raise their price and we're 

not competitive anymore. So, it's a very difficult market, 

very difficult. 

ROBERTS: Do you think that if the dollar reduces its value 

that that problem will tend to disappear? 

BEST: Well, first of all we have to establish or answer 

the question, will the dollar go down? Do you think it 

will? Would you speculate on the dollar going down? 

ROBERTS: Well, my theory says that it's a random walk, 

that you cannot predict it. 

BEST: I don't know a single person—and I am in touch with 

the brightest Japanese bankers—who told me a few months 

ago that the yen will go to 200 and maybe even by the end 

of 1984, below 200, and that's one of the largest in Japan 

and the most and the best informed. What happened? The 

yen is going down every day. It was 260 [yen to the 

dollar] yesterday; today it's 261, something. Now the 

Japanese say it may go 270. The Japanese don't care. The 

yen is a yen is a yen. They don't care what we pay for yen 

here. 

ROBERTS: Moving into a little bit of a different area, a 

number of immigrant groups in the United States have done 

enormously well in this country: I guess the latest 
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example in the Los Angeles area are the Koreans who have 

taken over a large part of Los Angeles, and they seem to be 

doing enormously well. They seem to exhibit a very strong 

entrepreneurial spirit. Do you think there are any ethnic, 

or cultural, or religious factors that go in making an 

entrepreneur? 

BEST: I tell you, I can only say one thing. I don't know 

how successful the Korean firms are. We have a little town 

called Koreatown here and I see there mostly retail 

businesses, restaurants, and stores. They bring, as 

refugees to this country, the ways they probably lived in 

Korea, although I'm not too well informed. Whatever I say 

I have to be very, very careful, because I have never made 

it my business to investigate this. But one thing we know 

that the Koreans basically are a very mobile group of 

people; they work hard and fast and long hours. Their 

requirements probably for luxury are very limited because 

they come from a country where luxury, even today, is 

almost nonexistent. There are few very wealthy families, 

but the overall Koreans that I have seen, when you go from 

Seoul to Pusan and to Masan, which I did, are low to medium 

income people. You may know there is an international zone 

in Masan today where some American and Japanese companies, 

have their factories but the workers are all Korean. 

They're modest, they live in extremely simple homes, and 
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I'm sure that more or less like the Japanese—although they 

will be more westernized over the years than any other 

nation—if they have their rice and their little chicken 

once in a while and very little expensive food, they're 

very happy. They're very industrious on top of it, and 

productivity—mother, father, children, probably take work 

home at night. So they succeed here, too, on that same 

basis. I don't think that they offer any extraordinary— 

But you know you had for years the Chinese laundries 

here. Why do people go to Chinese laundries? Why couldn't 

an American open up a laundry and make the same amount of 

money? Because, first of all, when you walk in, there's 

the father and the mother, and all the children have to 

help in the afternoon. Then they sit there on their little 

bench and eat lunch or dinner inside: a bowl of rice with 

[a] little vegetable on top, and they may have a Coke here 

which they may even have in Korea today or in China. Their 

desires are so much more modest, I think. I don't know why 

a nice American couple could not open up a laundry and do 

just as well. Have you ever asked yourself why not? Why 

do we need Chinese laundries? I mean, I go to one myself, 

and they do a fantastic job. And they're friendly and 

they're nice, and if I tell them something, "I need it in a 

hurry. Can I get it tomorrow?"—they do. But I've never 

found out why American people cannot open a nice laundry. 

Who knows? 
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ROBERTS: Do you think there are reasons that perhaps these 

immigrant groups are more successful when they come to the 

United States than they were in their country of origin? 

BEST: No. I don't think so. I mean, I consider myself an 

immigrant myself, although it's forty-seven years since I 

came here. My wife and I came here with a few dollars in 

our pocket; I arrived in Los Angeles with less than one 

hundred dollars. We just had to work, we had no choice. I 

mean when we started-- I presume that the people who come 

from Korea and come from Taiwan and wherever they come from 

today, live the same lifestyle for a while that they were 

accustomed to; whether they change later we have no 

experience yet. There's a Vietnamese colony somewhere on 

the south side of town, but I have not investigated how 

they are doing and so on. In Vietnam I'm sure they lived 

maybe a good but very modest life. The family means more 

to the Oriental people than here. I mean you will always 

see—when you go to a Japanese restaurant--you will always 

see mother and father and all the children on Sunday night 

for dinner together, even older children. So, they come 

with a different upbringing; it's another culture they are 

bringing here and they won't change for a long time. So 

this is a situation, I guess, we have to live with for a 

while. We are seemingly letting many, many Koreans and 

people from the South Pacific come here. I don't know how 
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many Vietnamese are here. I'm more interested in the other 

side, in the people over there rather than what they do 

here. 

ROBERTS: Talking about a corporation that grows from being 

a small operation to a very large corporation, as it 

becomes a large corporation you begin to develop a manager 

class. Do you feel that people that come into large 

corporations as managers, because they are in a large 

corporation that gives them a lot of protection in terms of 

salaries and benefits and so forth, do you feel that 

they're less likely to engage in risky ventures or in 

entrepreneurial activities because they're in a low-risk 

envi ronment? 

BEST: That's a very difficult question to answer because 

the-- Let me put it this way, if they come into a company 

that is entrepreneurial-oriented—the head of the company 

and his closest associates and advisors are the 

entrepreneurs—if among management people, second layer or 

third layer, people have the same entrepreneurial spirit, I 

think some of them may not stay too long and the ones who 

stay long will advance very quickly. I say it's fifty-

fifty. The real entrepreneur will work for a while and 

then find out himself that he is capable of doing better 

for himself and start his own business. You have the 

endless number of people who just are not entrepreneurial 

264 



and enterprising, and just come to work and go home at 

five. So, to be very candid with you, I don't think that 

you can learn to be an entrepreneur. I don't know how you 

feel about it. I don't think that with all good 

intentions, you can sit down— Let's take it very 

personal: could I sit down with any number of people, who 

are very good people, incidentally, who work for me, and 

tell them, "We are an entrepreneurial company. Think about 

it, where else we could make an impact? In what market, 

what country, what product? Outside of what you're doing 

every day"? Very few. I think I could not teach 

anybody. You can tell somebody, "I'm looking for a new 

line of photographic lenses; try to find them." They might 

do that. But I don't think they would say, "Well, we have 

so many lenses already; what can I find in a lens that is 

not on the market yet?" No way. I don't know whether your 

experience is different. 

ROBERTS: Well, it's interesting that people go to business 

schools to learn how to become entrepreneurs— 

BEST: No, I don't believe in that. I had a rather sizable 

number of young people here who came from UCLA and 'SC 

[University of Southern California]--good people, really 

good people; some of them are with us--but 

entrepreneurialism is something that UCLA and 'SC does not 

teach. Like I always said, you cannot teach a person to be 
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a good salesman: either you are a good salesman or you're 

not. All the people we have had here who we are trying to 

groom to be a salesman, it doesn't work. You cannot learn 

to be a salesman. I consider a salesman as the most 

important part of an entrepreneurial business. I always 

say to my people, "I hire the salesman who asks for the 

highest salary, or wants to make the largest possible 

amount of money." A good salesman will never work for a 

salary; he will always work on commission because he knows 

he can sell. 

I know a young man who recently came from another 

country here and works for a friend of mine. A real 

crackerjack salesman! He could hardly speak English and he 

started to work here for a big toy company in America; from 

day one he told his boss, "I don't want any salary, maybe a 

draw against commission, that's all." [He] went out, and 

makes a fantastic living after a few months because he has 

it inside. 

ROBERTS: Do you believe that entrepreneurs, as compared to 

managers for instance, believe more strongly that they have 

to control their environment, control their destiny? 

BEST: Their personal destiny, you mean? 

ROBERTS: Their own destiny and the destiny of their 

company. 
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BEST: I would say if they surround themselves with the 

proper people who also have entrepreneurial ideas-- That's 

what every entrepreneur should do because I'm not here 

forever; someday, I have to say good-bye to Vivitar and I 

have to build an organization that has enough 

entrepreneurially-oriented people. That's my job, 

especially at my age and at this time. We have such 

people—not too many—and we hire some, and we find out 

they are not what we need, it happens too. If people have 

the entrepreneurial spirit you cannot stop them. I have 

two people in my company who are absolutely outstanding, 

entrepreneurially speaking; they're both leaving. What are 

they going to do? They build a golf course and a golf club 

a hundred miles away from here—totally different 

business. They want to buy some land, interest people in 

joining them, start a golf club. I cannot keep them. I 

know their loss will be very important for us, but it's the 

drive that makes them go out from Vivitar to golf club. 
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TAPE NUMBER: IX, SIDE ONE 

FEBRUARY 12, 198 5 

ROBERTS: Do you feel that entrepreneurs have to be better 

at handling stress than other individuals? 

BEST: That is a very, very difficult question and I'll 

tell you why. I think that the handling of stress is such 

a personal matter. I guess-- Maybe yes, come to think of 

it, because number one, as an entrepreneur you are 

different than the other average businessman or non-

businessman. You take chances that are sometimes not 

successful; I can look back at three or four major blunders 

I made. Probably some people may have faltered under the 

pressure and the problems, like the closing of our factory 

which cost us a few million dollars. You have to have the 

guts to stand up and say, "OK, I'll make it back." In this 

you're right, I guess. 

My youngest son [Robert Steven Best] who is a 

brilliant computer programmer, who could make a fortune 

here, worked for us for one year and then was hired away by 

'SC. Why did he leave here? Because the pressure for him 

was too much. He is now working for himself and is happy 

and content. [As of January 1987, Robert Best is vice-

president, Beverly Canon Investment Corporation.] When he 

sometimes comes here and sits in one of the chairs and sees 

and hears what's going on, within an hour he says, "I could 
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never ever do it. I would absolutely break down." So, I 

guess your question was not such a bad question. I never 

thought of it in such detail, but you're right. 

ROBERTS: In the way that entrepreneurs view the world as 

opposed to the way other managers, perhaps, view the world, 

do you think that there is a difference in their need for 

order in the world that they have around them? Do you 

think an entrepreneur is better at accepting an environment 

that is not ordered, that's very messy, for instance? 

BEST: No. You have to be more specific. I guess I didn't 

understand your question. 

ROBERTS: Managers may tend to be attracted to working for 

large corporations because the rules and regulations are 

very well known; it's a very structured environment. 

Entrepreneurs, on the other hand, are often faced with an 

environment where there are no rules. Do you feel that 

entrepreneurs are better at operating in an environment 

without rules? 

BEST: No. I have on my staff a couple of people who see 

to it that I don't go crazy! [laughter] You know what I 

mean? It's a balance. I can get terribly carried away. 

Instead of delegating certain things to people whose job it 

is to do certain things, I say, "I know you won't do it 

well, I'll do it myself"; I make that mistake very often. 

Then somebody has to remind me, "Hey, you take away his 
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job--how do you expect this guy to grow up and develop into 

a good person if you take away what he should be doing?" 

Many times I have to remind myself, because I sometimes--

It's very easy to get carried away: you get an idea and 

you want to rush into it quickly and you just-- I have to 

hold myself back, talk it over with a group of people when 

I meet with them, and say, "Look, I have this and this 

idea." And it happens that when I meet with four people, 

they all say, "No, we cannot do that." Then I sit here and 

I figure out, "How can I make it possible to do it?" But 

without a group of people where I have the necessary 

balance, we would not be so successful. 

ROBERTS: Do you think that it's those, if you will, crazy 

ideas that you get sometimes that have been important in 

your success as an entrepreneur? 

BEST: Yes, no question, but I also made mistakes. It is 

unavoidable that you make mistakes. I'm working 

continuously and I have one associate who is, I would say— 

it is maybe a stupid word to use—a carbon copy of me, but 

we have worked together for twenty years now; and sometimes 

we just have to look at each other and we know what we want 

to do and what we don't want to do. We both may get 

carried away. And then I have two other people who are the 

balance, who may say, "Now wait a minute. Let's sit down 

and figure it out first. Let's count the dollars that are 
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involved." I think a good businessman has to have a good 

balance of people. You don't need all entrepreneurs, you 

need solid businessmen, you need financially-oriented 

people, you need people who sit over computer print-outs 

half a day and look at numbers all the time. I don't, it's 

too boring for me. If I get in the morning one report on 

one sheet of paper, that's good enough for me. All the 

details I leave to other people. I want to see how much 

did we ship in each division, or in each country? How much 

money do we have in every bank? And I hope that we don't 

owe the bank too much; because of high interest rates, we 

want to minimize our interest expenses. If I watch it from 

day to day and I have a file that comes here every morning, 

I can compare it. That's all I want. 

ROBERTS: Are you ever concerned that when you pass the 

details off to other people that those details are not 

taken care of properly? 

BEST: No. Concerned, yes, but not worried, because I keep 

an eye on the whole operation. That is something also you 

cannot learn. But I tell you, the years of doing this 

help; you can spot problem areas, you know where they 

exist. Like I told you before, I talk to many people in 

the company; I talk to people who do the ordering — 

especially of important items—and I register in my memory 

how many cameras do we have in stock of a particular model 
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and how many are coming in and how many do we need for 

orders on hand. I don't do that for little optical glass 

filters or for some tripods. But I guess I know almost 

every major item we have, what our position is. You get 

used to that. 

ROBERTS: So, part of the information you get on how things 

are operating in the company are your personal contacts 

that you make with people throughout the organization. 

BEST: Yes, and I always do it in my own way, naturally: I 

ask questions and then people are surprised, "How come you 

know?" We were in a meeting yesterday and we have what 

seems to be a very successful new camera line which will be 

released in March. One of the men asked me to approve an 

increase in the orders—which we did—but there was one 

item which I have the gut feeling will not be selling too 

well. So one of the men said, "Well, how many do we 

have?" And one of the fellows who's in charge said, "Well, 

let me go downstairs and check." I said, "We have about 

ten thousand cameras in stock." He said, "How do you know 

that?" I said, "I keep my eyes open." He said, "I can't 

believe iti" So, he went downstairs, he came back: "You 

know how many cameras we have? Ten thousand, five 

hundred." 

He came to me later in my office and he said, "Tell me 

honestly, how do you know that?" 

272 



I said, "Don't you remember, we talked a few days ago 

and you told me that we have eleven or twelve thousand and 

I know we got some orders in, so it must be a little bit 

less. Just think about it." 

He said, "What do you need me for?" [laughter] 

Bill, it is eleven o'clock, I cannot give you much 

more time today. 

ROBERTS: Well, that's fine. I think this would be a good 

point to break. 

BEST: I have some important work to do before lunch--
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TAPE NUMBER: X, SIDE ONE 
FEBRUARY 21, 1985 

ROBERTS: As we were mentioning earlier, there's a belief 

among many people that people are successful in business 

because the men who are running successful companies have 

political connections with people in both the national, 

state, and local governments. I'd like to ask you if you 

feel that political connections are important for you in 

your business? 

BEST: I can give you a very simple no answer. For the 

last forty-seven years since I have been sitting at this 

desk, I have never actively participated in any political 

activity. I don't believe in it; I believe in free 

enterprise. I watch what the government is doing. I try 

to lead the company to a successful year, one after 

another. I am not at all involved in politics, neither 

nationally, nor statewide, nor local. I just am not a 

believer in politics. We, as a company, have to very 

carefully analyze the decisions that are being made in 

Washington. The incredible debt situation we have at the 

present time and the length it takes to straighten it out, 

because while I still think that we'll have a good year 

this year, maybe even next year, the day of reckoning is 

going to come, there is no question about it. I only hope 

and pray that our president will be smart enough to realize 
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that and do something, and his associates will do something 

about it, because we cannot go on like this. It is maybe 

very nice to see the extremely high dollar, but-- I just 

listened to Walter Heller last night, a nonpolitical 

speech, and I agree with Professor Heller that this present 

situation we are faced with is Utopia, and something has to 

happen, and I think all the people in the United States 

have to be prepared for it. If the president were to go on 

television and tell the people, not the politicians, where 

we are and what has to be done to get us back to a normal 

situation, I think—all the people in the United States 

don't want to see this country go bankrupt—people will 

absolutely stand behind him one hundred percent. All he 

has to do is have a fireside chat like Franklin Roosevelt 

had. At that time, people went with him. Forget the 

politicians in Washington, we have two hundred million 

people to worry about. So, I stay away from politics. 

ROBERTS: Is Vivitar or are you personally involved in any 

trade associations of either photographic or photographic 

equipment associations? 

BEST: The answer is no. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: We have tried to be a member of a number of 

organizations who ultimately have nothing accomplished. 

They go for an annual dinner party and get drunk. I'm not 
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the type and neither are the people around me. No, we 

don't belong to any association; we don't see the need. We 

belong to a organization of photographic manufacturers in 

Japan and the president of our Japanese company is a member 

of that and attends the meetings and reports to us what 

little comes out of that. But I think, looking around the 

world, that's about all. 

ROBERTS: I see. So, you're not only out of state, local, 

and national politics, you're out of industry politics 

also. 

BEST: Yeah. We can do fine without it. 

ROBERTS: I'd like to turn to talking about Matsushita a 

little bit. Matsushita, of course, is one of the important 

companies in the world right now; I guess it's the fourth 

largest consumer company in the world, consumer product 

company in the world, and was started some fifty or sixty 

years ago, I believe. 

BEST: They did. 

ROBERTS: Right, by an entrepreneur also. You have 

indicated in some discussions with me that Matsushita has 

had an influence on the way you think about business. I'd 

like to ask when did you first come into contact with 

Matsushita? 

BEST: Almost thirty years ago. I came in contact with 

Matsushita through a trading company in Osaka when 
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Matsushita was a much, much smaller company. I dealt with 

the group that is called West Electric Corporation, wholly 

owned by Matsushita; it's a subsidiary of Matsushita 

Electronics Corporation. We formed an extremely close 

cooperation with Matsushita, but like it is typical in 

Japan, you deal with people like Matsushita through an 

intermediary. Shortly after we dealt with an Osaka trading 

company our business grew so much that we associated 

ourselves with a company in Tokyo called the Hosho 

Corporation. At that time there were two owners, both are 

highly intelligent gentlemen, and we made them our link to 

the Matsushita organization. We're working with them until 

today and I have no intention to make a change; they have 

done marvelous negotiations for us. I used to go four or 

five times a year to Japan, and they took care of our 

business relationship with Matsushita. They are electronic 

people and have done a remarkably good job in diplomacy and 

business and forward planning, and I cannot rave enough 

about it. But without them, especially where many of the 

people don't speak English, we would have had a 

considerable amount of problems. Through their 

cooperation, things became easier and they have been highly 

successful. You know we have our own office, Vivitar 

Japan, Ltd., for all the other products we are handling but 

the electronic equipment that comes from Matsushita goes 

through Hosho Corporation. 
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ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: Because they are really outstandingly well 

positioned to handle electronic equipment. 

ROBERTS: I see. So, in dealing with a corporation like 

Matsushita, you believe it's important to have the right 

intermedi ary? 

BEST: Absolutely, yes. It is customary, and our 

relationship with the company has grown immensely. In my 

eyes they are really the finest people any company could do 

business with. I personally have become friends with many 

of the highest officers in the company over the years. We 

will celebrate our thirtieth anniversary pretty soon, and 

that in itself is a rare situation, that two companies 

through ups and downs, great growth in certain products and 

then recessions in others, have stayed together and worked 

together. We have brought a lot, so to speak, "to the 

party." We have our own patent people; we have shared some 

of our patents for automatic flash with them. We have 

brought the first beginnings of a pocket camera with built-

in flash, electronic flash, to Matsushita. They never made 

a camera ever, and they grabbed the idea and in relatively 

short time developed a small camera with built-in 

electronic flash which we have now built into one of the 

finest lines of small cameras in the 110 format and now in 

the 35mm format. They're becoming slowly a major factor in 

the camera market and are very, very successful. 
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ROBERTS: But it was Vivitar that originally suggested the 

idea. 

BEST: Vivitar suggested the idea. We brought all the 

ideas to them, but their ingenious engineering staff caught 

on, saw the possibilities and the future in what we 

suggested to them. That is probably the secret of our 

success. We are not just looking at a product that they 

have and say, "OK, we like that, put our name on it." 

We're going to them year after year, or almost twice a 

year, with ideas, with new ideas and they are working 

feverishly to follow our combined ideas. To be candid with 

you, the situation has changed over the last few years 

because the people like Matsushita have learned a lot. 

They came from nowhere into the camera business and now 

they develop their own ideas and products that we may not 

necessarily suggest to them. But when we meet we can make 

comments, we may criticize certain features or the lack of 

certain features. It takes usually a week for some Vivitar 

people to meet with them, and I, most of the time, spend a 

couple or three days at the tail end of the meetings to 

kind of sign off on the programs for the next year or 

two. But with the unbelievable financial strengths of 

Matsushita, they can experiment with things that are most 

unusual—they are not thought of, maybe, by other people. 

That makes the relationship so worthwhile; we're both 
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bringing enough to the so-called "party" to make it worth 

our while, their while and our while. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: Matsushita as a company is the typical entrepre-

neurial company. Mr. [Konosuke] Matsushita, who is in his 

high eighties, is still keeping an eye on everything and I 

think every major decision has to be signed off by him. 

ROBERTS: You've been dealing with Matsushita for some 

thirty years now. What is it about Matsushita that has 

made them so successful as compared to some of the other 

companies? 

BEST: Well, first of all, I would say that they are very 

successful, but so are some of the other companies. You 

cannot say that they are the only ones who are 

successful. You know the names of some of the other major 

Japanese companies who are today in the consumer product 

field and in other fields, who are tremendously 

successful. So, I would say the unique reason for 

Matsushita's success is that they have people with enough 

foresight, around the world, so that they know pretty well 

where the markets are going, whether it's in photography or 

in TV or in bicycles; or in the new wave of the most 

successful products, video cameras and recorders. Lately 

they have gone into the business of making robots and in no 

time, maybe a year and a half or two, they are number one 
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in the robot business. They have the unlimited funds 

available--very few Japanese companies have, to an extent 

like that--that goes into the hundreds of millions, 

available funds. They can do almost anything and usually 

succeed and the marching route from top management is, 

"We're going into a new product line; we want to be number 

one. Now go ahead and accomplish it. If it needs 

automatic machinery or robots or people or overtime, or 

whatever it may be, do it". 

They, I would say, to some extent like we at Vivitar, 

go with the changing times, and I think that is their 

greatest asset, that they have enough variety in their 

product line and are adding constantly new products. That 

is, [if there is] a recession in one product line, another 

one may be doing extremely well. They always come up with 

a good profit statement. We are trying very hard to work 

the same way in a miniature way. Matsushita today may have 

between 90,000 and 100,000 employees. It is an incredible 

empire of factories and buildings and people—I'm terribly 

impressed by them. There's no question about it, that in 

many ways they are number one. But they got tough 

competition and a very interesting situation will be what 

the other South Pacific countries will do. There are 

people who don't worry about it, and others say, "Keep your 

eyes open"; it's very, very important. 
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We talked Matsushita into building a factory in Korea 

to make electronic flash for us because we were not 

competitive any more, and they did. Recently when I was 

there, I saw how a relatively small factory has grown into 

an incredible complex of buildings, making all kinds of 

fantastic products. They're really doing the right things, 

and naturally, Korea offers them much lower wages, offers 

them land that is very low in price so that they can build 

up buildings; one, two, three--they1 re finished and add 

another story and another story and another story, and you 

can almost wait to see these factories grow. [You can 

almost see these factories grow while you wait. —Ed.] But 

they have a Korean managing director and usually one man 

from Japan is there to work with him and see what's going 

on. I wouldn't be surprised if they go, very soon, into 

other countries. 

ROBERTS: It sounds like they've managed to maintain an 

entrepreneurial spirit— 

BEST: No question. 

ROBERTS: --in the company. What do you think are the most 

important things that Matsushita has done to keep that 

entrepreneurial spirit alive? 

BEST: Well, they have, at top management they have an 

entrepreneurial-type management. It cannot be that you 

have-- I don't know how many directors they have but I 
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wouldn't be surprised, with all the divisions, that there 

are twenty or thirty directors and they all have to have, 

in principle, the same idea where the company should go and 

how the company would get there. I'm sure they don't 

always agree--neither do we—but the basic spirit in the 

company is entrepreneurial, to come out with new and better 

products all the time, whatever the line is. They are 

extremely versatile in a way that would make most American 

companies wonder. For instance, here is a giant in the 

electronics industry--maybe the most successful company--

they made a deal, as far as I know, with a company in 

Scotland to buy Scotch from them under the label of the 

Scotch company imported by Matsushita Electric or by some 

Matsushita division. Now you can go into a bar and you see 

on the shelf very, very fine Scotch imported by 

Matsushita. They don't mind, if they can make a buck or a 

yen, that's what they're doing. I was absolutely amazed, 

we had dinner in a kind of combination restaurant and bar, 

very elegant, in Osaka not too long ago. We went to the 

bar to have a drink and all of a sudden I see on the wall a 

whole battery of Scotch bottles imported by Matsushita! 

This is the entrepreneurial spirit. This is what I hope to 

create at Vivitar now that we finally got some of our 

people the proper orientation that it's the only way, 

unless you are manufacturer and you make a certain product 
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like an automobile and keep on making it and improving it, 

whatever. 

We are completely free if we see profit 

opportunities. I will tell you later what we're doing 

right now and you will be very surprised. We are entering 

a new field, totally different from anything that has to do 

with photo or security, or computers and we hope to make 

good profits. 

ROBERTS: Some companies in this country have made their 

fortune by focusing in on a specific product or a specific 

idea. It's often said that it's critical that the company 

have a single, focused idea of where they're going and what 

they're doing. How do you reconcile that with this idea of 

going out and seeking opportunity wherever it presents 

itself? 

BEST: Well, I don't quite understand your question, but if 

you want to say that there are companies who are one-

directional, make one product and try to improve it 

continuously, that's perfectly all right as long as they 

see profitability and continued good business. I'm sure 

that there are many who are extremely successful. But you 

never know what competition will do. A typical example is 

Caterpillar Tractor: a very, very successful company that 

makes outstanding products may now get Japanese competition 

from Komatsu, who are making forklifts and tractors and 
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other products much more reasonable. I just read a report 

from both companies; some of their forklifts are almost 40 

percent cheaper than Caterpillar. In the basic 

Caterpillars they may not have competition, but in the 

forklift, all of a sudden, there's a major competitor. If 

you can buy a forklift for $18,000 instead of $30,000, and 

you are a small industrial company—and it's an outstanding 

product, incidentally—some people will choose the 

Japanese-made. That will be an opportunity for Caterpillar 

now to either make a lower-priced forklift or diversify 

into something else. 

ROBERTS: I see. Well, of all of the Japanese companies, 

Matsushita is perhaps one of the younger companies. Many 

of the other companies are old trading companies, going 

back many, many more years than Matsushita. Are there 

differences that you've seen between Matsushita and the 

other Japanese companies that you've dealt with? 

BEST: Well, we are actually trying to deal with a small 

number of manufacturers. We feel we'd rather give a large 

amount of business and become an important customer for a 

manufacturer, than split up our business and deal with 

fifteen or twenty different manufacturers. We have a very 

small number of suppliers and we're very, very happy with 

that situation. We want to be an important customer to the 

people we deal with, especially in Japan. But we're adding 
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products all the time and we're discontinuing products all 

the time; that is the situation when you are in a fashion 

business like photography almost is. At the moment there 

are major, major changes going on in the camera business. 

Everything is going to fully automatic cameras, small and 

large. These need different accessories, they need like 

different lenses and different electronic flash 

equipment. All of a sudden, there's a stimulus for all to 

change, hopefully for the better. So, we're going with 

it. But now after I have seen the success of some of the 

Japanese companies and the ingenuity they have, and 

probably it is built-in— I grew up in that environment. 

Beginning 1930 or before in international trade where I got 

started. In our business in Germany we sold hard goods, we 

sold silk goods, we imported cotton goods and we exported 

all kinds of German-made goods and later bartered them into 

different countries and back. So, we are coming to that 

same situation, I guess. I predicted it ten years ago, 

that we would come to that situation. When you really look 

at the success of the Japanese companies, you have to see 

how successful some companies are by diversification. It's 

really a remarkable situation. Take a company like 

Hattori. I don't know whether you know the name. 

ROBERTS: No, I'm not familiar with it. 
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BEST: Hattori is the maker of Seiko watches. I'm not in 

the watch business, but it's undoubtedly one of the finest 

watches made in the world today. They are now going into 

other fields: they are making computers in another 

division; they're making computer printers; they're making 

shutters for cameras—most likely electronic shutters 

today--and god knows how many more products. In spite of 

the fact that they have a leading position in the world 

today, which Seiko watch has, they are beginning to 

diversify too. This is typical Japanese. 

ROBERTS: Do you think the Japanese are more prone to 

taking risk in going into new products than American 

companies? 

BEST: Yeah. No question, yes, and are subsidized probably 

and helped. The government will do anything to help 

companies to do more export and to further their expansion 

of international business; they will go to any lengths. 

ROBERTS: Do you think there is anything that our 

government could do to help encourage exports? 

BEST: Oh yes. Our government is doing nothing. Our 

government is watching all the companies in the world 

taking the business away from us and they don't care. They 

may be right as long as they feel we're doing fine, but a 

tremendous amount of business is going to other countries 

because they know how to deal with certain foreign buyers, 
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and that goes from airplanes to smaller items, much smaller 

items. You may remember the terrible scandal in Japan when 

the prime minister [Kakuei Tanaka] was involved in some 

kind of deal with Lockheed. I don't think it was ever 

proven or anything but some people seemingly said Lockheed 

had to pay off somebody in Japan to sell them certain 

planes, I don't know. It cost Tanaka the position, but 

he's still one of the most influential politicians in 

Japan. Seemingly that is also one thing in Japan that is 

permissible whereas here it would never be allowed. Maybe, 

that's good; I'm all for to have a legitimate business. 

But you try to do business in South America, why are we 

doing so little and why are others doing so well? 

ROBERTS: That's a severe problem I guess with the laws 

that have been passed that prohibit--

BEST: Yes. I have seen it with my own eyes, where people 

were paid off in other countries by German firms or 

Japanese firms and we are sitting there looking at them. I 

mean, I would not permit anybody in our company--if it 

would mean [a] pay-off [of] one dollar, I wouldn't permit 

it--we have to forget it. But we know it's been done, 

especially in South America and some of the Pacific 

Islands. People are used to it; they don't think of it. 

ROBERTS: In your thirty years, have any of the ideas that 

you've come up with jointly, have there been any failures, 
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anything that has not worked out with Matsushita? If so, 

how did Matsushita handle those failures? 

BEST: It's a strange answer I have to give you. We did 

not have a single failure in the thirty years. But that is 

due to the fact that, we give them an idea, they either do 

or don't develop them. Then we send a team of product 

managers to Japan to look at the item. Before they go even 

into a pilot production, they make a sample, we take the 

sample back here. We have meetings with consumers to show 

them the product—we call them consumer panels, twenty or 

thirty people who come one evening and are being presented 

with the product or products. We hear, one may say, "This 

is too large or too heavy," and another one may say--let's 

say it's an electronic flash--"There's not enough light 

output. I'd like more output, if I am to buy it." Dozens 

of suggestions may come. We go back and bring the 

suggestions to the factory and they're receptive, they want 

to make a success. It may take another six months to iron 

out all the suggestions and improvements. Then they make 

another sample; we look at it and then we say, "OK, we buy 

one hundred thousand or two hundred thousand pieces at a 

certain price over a period of a year." I would say there 

were items on our long thirty-year journey together that 

did not sell too well or that were originally overpriced. 

But they're the type of people where you bring a reasonable 
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suggestion for better sales, that they would try to 

compromise through better productivity or whatever it may 

be. Sometimes, they can afford to give us a slight price 

reduction; it doesn't happen too often. But before a 

product comes out, it is going through so many tests, from 

quality control to marketing, that we're fairly sure that 

the item will succeed. For instance, right now we're 

releasing three new cameras in, I think, the last week of 

March at the photographic show in Las Vegas. Our top 

people have [already] been out in the marketplace for a 

minimum of eight weeks, and have discussed the products 

with our major customers, so to speak. Now the show goes 

on in March and for us it's a closed chapter already. 

We're working already on the camera we come out [with] one 

year later. Because this is fixed in concrete now; we 

ordered maybe 500,000 cameras, I guess it was a total for a 

year or eighteen months or whatever it may be. It's 

ordered and we order it on the basis of customers who like 

the product. Some may come with special ideas for 

packaging. Some may want their own gift packaged for 

Christmas and tell us already now. We have plenty of time 

to do it for them. But the process is sometimes more than 

a year until we are really sure we have the right 

product. 
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ROBERTS; I see. Some of the other Japanese companies have 

gone direct, so to speak, to the markets in the United 

States. Do you think they are able to bridge the cultural 

gap between Japan and the United States? 

BEST: Oh, absolutely. They all have opened their offices 

here; they hired some of our best American people away from 

us, pay them crazy salaries just to get them. But you will 

always find that the top people in an American office of a 

Japanese company will be a Japanese president and the 

people around him will be Japanese. But the sales 

organization and the marketing organization usually 

consists of American people. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: It's a pattern that's fixed. 

ROBERTS: Do you think it's a good pattern or do you think 

that— 

BEST: I think it's the Japanese way. It's not a question 

of a good pattern or a bad pattern, it's the way the 

Japanese culturally and businesswise operate; the top 

positions stay with the Japanese. 

ROBERTS: At this point I'd like to turn to an entirely 

different segment of your life, if I might. Businessmen 

are not just businessmen. They get involved in many, many 

organizations on the outside. We'd like to talk about some 

of your activities outside, the organizations you're 
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involved in and so forth. I understand that you've 

developed interests in art and that you've collected some 

art and I'd like to ask you how did you first get involved 

in— When did you first get interested in art? And what 

specific areas did you get interested in? 

BEST: That is a long story. Basically I got interested 

when I was very young. My parents had in Germany-- while a 

fairly modest family, my parents always tried to have art 

objects in our home there. They were not necessarily very 

expensive art pieces, but most of them were bought with 

good taste and they looked for beauty and it didn't have to 

be a very high-priced painting for argument's sake but it 

could be a beautiful painting. So I grew up in this 

environment. My father had a collection of paintings and 

had a relatively small collection of bronzes, of German 

sculptures. So, I grew up in that environment. One of the 

world-famous German painters of the nineteenth century was 

Max Lieberman, who was a cousin of my grandmother and so 

there was an influence of art. We had a group of members 

of our family who were in the music field, singers, 

artists, composers; a very close friend of my parents whom 

we saw weekly, was the conductor of the Berlin City 

Opera. I grew up in what I would say [was] an environment 

of various art forms. When I came to America, 

unfortunately, as you know, we could not bring much of 

anything except what we had on, the clothes we wore— 
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ROBERTS: --Germany with the equivalent of about ten 

dollars. 

BEST: Yeah, each. I had a few English pounds stashed away 

in England through the help of some business associates of 

mine in England who kept some of the commission that was 

due to my father and me. I picked that up on my way to 

America, maybe $600 or so; it wasn't a big amount, but it 

was enough to at least get us here and get us from New York 

to Los Angeles. I spent six weeks in New York and was glad 

to have some money for that. 

But coming back to art, it is really a long, long 

story. I guess you're aware of the fact a good art 

collector never stops collecting something. Never. I 

remember in 1939 or '40, a year or two after we came here, 

I bought two paintings from people who came from Europe who 

needed money, money of which I didn't have much—very 

little, in fact--but we had a little home and the drive to 

begin to collect something. They brought me to some people 

who knew other people who were fortunate enough to bring 

their art objects that they collected in Europe before 

their immigration to the United States and I was able to 

pick up two paintings, that was the beginning. But at that 

time, I bought a very, very famous Dutch painting which now 
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hangs here in the museum, for $200! I paid $100 down and, 

I guess, $100 three months later. That was a major, major 

investment for me. 

ROBERTS: I guess so. 

BEST: It was a sixteenth-century painting by Felix 

Wauverman, one of the if not the most famous painter of 

white horses, world-famous in every museum. That painting 

stayed with us for quite a few years, until we finally gave 

it to the Los Angeles County Museum [of Art] as a gift, 

many years later. The second painting was a mistake, and 

in art mistakes are being made. A family came here with an 

absolutely gorgeous Italian painting, maybe fifteenth 

century and I gave them $100 and they were delighted, they 

needed it desperately. I brought the painting home. I 

went with my father, who I thought knew more than I did, 

and he said, "It's a beautiful painting. Let's put it on 

the wall." We did. Well, the first friend of ours who 

came to visit looked at it and said, "It's a fake." It was 

very disappointing, but for a hundred dollars who can be 

too disappointed? You have to realize that at that time 

good paintings could be bought for [a] hundred, two 

hundred, three hundred dollars—1940, '41, maybe 1939 

even. People came from Europe without money and their 

belongings, had to sell in order to live. We hired an 

Italian restorer because the painting got some cracks. He 
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walked into our house and he said, "Mr. Best, the first 

thing you do, insure the painting for $10,000. It's a 

Tiziano!" So, I called my insurance broker right away and 

had it insured for $10,000. My wife and I were just 

excessively happy. The man restored the cracks, then I 

took the picture to the museum here and the various people 

who looked at it said, "It may have hung next to a Tiziano, 

it may have been a student who worked with him, but this is 

not a Tiziano." So off came the insurance! We finally 

were so disgusted that I put the picture in the garage 

because we just didn't look at it anymore, knowing it's a 

phony, and a number of people who are art connoisseurs came 

to our house and everybody said, "No, don't hang this 

up." Maybe some ten years later—we packed it up and put 

it in the garage—when we had a remodeling of our house, we 

left the garage open, the painting was finally stolen; we 

never found it again. So, that's the story of painting 

number two. 

But during these early years, it was possible to find 

things, and at that time, we were only interested in 

paintings. In order not to make more mistakes, I took two 

night school courses at UCLA, art courses. At that time, 

there was a teacher at UCLA by the name of Jan Stussy. 

Does the name mean anything to you? 
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ROBERTS: No. I'm afraid it doesn't. I haven't had the 

opportunity to take any courses in the art area. 

BEST: Jan Stussy. Jan Stussy was the best teacher UCLA 

had at that time, going back thirty, thirty-five years. I 

was the oldest student in his class—most of the students 

were eighteen, nineteen, twenty, and I must've been already 

in my late thirties, and was looked upon with great concern 

by all the other students. And I stuck it out and took two 

courses from Professor Stussy. If I'm not mistaken, but I 

could be mistaken, he is still teaching at UCLA, and if 

not, he has become a very, very famous modern abstract 

painter. He and I, due to the fact that I was the oldest 

student and he naturally as a teacher was older than most 

of the students, we became kind of very friendly and I 

learned a lot more from him than normal college students 

would learn. We had long discussions and I told him who I 

was and what I was looking for and so on and so forth. 

Because there, like in so many other things, you need 

people, you always need people who are smarter than I 

was. It was at that time—about 1945, '-6, '-7—I struck 

up a friendship with Professor [William] Valentiner. You 

may not know who he was. 

ROBERTS: No. 

BEST: Professor Valentiner was in Berlin at the Kaiser 

Friedrich Museum, the recognized number one Rembrandt 
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connoisseur. With an expertise of Valentiner on a 

Rembrandt painting, you didn't have to go anywhere else. 

He was the man. There was another man in Germany who 

passed away, Professor Friedlander, whom I knew personally, 

but after Friedlander, Valentiner was the number one man. 

He came here—I really don't know what year he came—and 

came to Detroit and became involved to build a museum in 

Detroit and Mrs. Henry Ford and I promoted him and helped 

him, I'm sure financially, as well as a friend. He stayed 

in Detroit, built the collection for the museum and for the 

Ford family. Then, he came out here because we had nobody 

in Los Angeles to head up the museum here. When he came 

out here--I forgot how we met but we met at the museum 

probably, we went to every exhibit—somehow, somewhere, we 

met. It helped—he spoke German, I spoke German and we 

could communicate very nicely. And he lived, later on, 

around the corner from us on Wilshire Boulevard in 

Westwood. I went to him quite often just to chat and to 

learn. He was one of the most brilliant men in the art 

world and I learned so much from him. We were friends for 

years, he came to our house—he was a widower—came to our 

house. He liked my wife and me; we talked. I always asked 

him, "What should I buy? Where is the art world going?" 

Naturally this went over years and I don't want to bore you 

with too long a dissertation, but in 1953 he and I sat down 

i 
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and he said, "John (wasn't '53—yes, it was 1953) there is 

a dealer in New York by the name of Silverman who is the 

number one Rembrandt dealer in the world today and I am 

dealing with him. He has started to bring in from Europe 

what you always asked me about, younger painters who may 

have a future." He said, "I was in New York the other day 

and I saw four paintings, two by a man, a Spaniard by the 

name of Segovia, the son of the guitarist." He said, "The 

man is an incredibly good artist—artist and draftsman—go 

to New York and buy the paintings. Six hundred dollars 

apiece. Also he has two other paintings by Nicholas de 

Stael. I don't know whether that name means anything to 

you. 

ROBERTS: No, I don't— 

BEST: Nicholas de Stael, a man who lived on the Dutch-

Belgian border. All paintings were $600. I went to New 

York, visited Mr. Silverman, looked at the paintings, 

bought the two Segovias—which I still have—and I did not 

buy the de Stalls because they were abstract paintings and 

we never liked abstract paintings. I showed my wife the 

slides when I came back and I said, "Dr. Valentiner wants 

to push me to buy them." Well, as it so happened we didn't 

buy them because it didn't fit into our type of home, to 

also have abstract paintings. It was the biggest 

mistake. Nicholas de Stael died a few years later, as a 
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young man; his paintings sell for $30-, 40-, 50-, 60,000 

today, but we didn't buy them. The painter Segovia never 

became a world-famous artist. He lived in the shadow of 

his father, who is probably the greatest living guitarist 

in the world today. He became a kind of recluse; he lived 

in Spain. The paintings he did later showed a certain 

depression, and the cheerfulness of the early paintings 

turned into somber subjects and then, more and more to 

draftings than anything else, in color. I have not heard 

or seen of any exhibits that he had; he had one exhibit 

during this long period of forty years or so. But we still 

enjoy the paintings which he painted, one in 1950 and one 

in 1951. 

ROBERTS: You mentioned the L.A. county art museum [Los 

Angeles County Museum of Art] and you were friends with 

someone who sounded like he was the director of the 

museum. Have you had any direct involvement with the L.A. 

county art museum? Have you seen it grow? 

BEST: Yes, we see all the exhibits, but to be candid with 

you, I grew older and couldn't be involved in too many 

things. The only thing I did, we gave a number of 

paintings to the museum as gifts. I should tell you why. 

My friend Dr. Valentiner in 1954 told m e — I was on the way 

to Germany—and he said, "You always asked me what you 

should buy. German expressionist paintings today are not 
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in vogue, so to speak. People think of Germany still as a 

Nazi country, many people who are art collectors. In other 

words, there is no market much more for German paintings, 

especially German expressionists. Most of the paintings 

were burned by the Hitler regime and what's left, people 

don't seem to show much enthusiasm, especially not in 

America." He said, "But if you are smart, buy a small 

group of these paintings when you are in Germany." He gave 

me the names of two German art dealers whom he dealt with, 

one in Cologne and one in Braunschweig, in Germany. I saw 

them both. From the first one I bought a total of, I 

guess, four or five paintings, the most beautiful 

paintings. I don't know whether the names are meaningful 

to you. 

ROBERTS: Perhaps. It would be interesting. 

BEST: I bought a [Ernst Ludwig] Kirchner. I bought two 

[Max] Pechsteins. I bought a [Karl] Schmidt-Rutloff. I 

bought from another dealer two Emil Nolde, very, very 

famous watercolors of sunflowers, and a few more. At that 

time you could buy these paintings for so little money. 

Incidentally we gave all the German expressionist paintings 

to the County Museum [Los Angeles County Museum of Art] 

here, all of them as a kind of a, in memory of Dr. 

Valentiner who passed away later; in his memory, we gave 

the museum the whole collection of German paintings. But 
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believe it or not when I was in Braunschweig, there was an 

exhibit of Emil Nolde pictures. The man had a stack of 

maybe one hundred watercolors; he was the executor of Emil 

Nolde's estate. I came there and he said, "You are coming 

at a good time. Every one of these is 175 German marks," 

which at the time was less than $100 apiece. Today these 

paintings may be $50,000. Well, don't forget it's thirty-

five years, it's a long time. But my friend Dr. Valentiner 

had the right idea, because there were so few; the museums 

needed the representation of German expressionism which was 

in its glory between 1920 to 1930, until Hitler came and 

burned most of them. These painters were called the Blue 

Riders group; in German it was, die Blaue Reiter Gruppe. I 

bought at that time the best of very sought after 

paintings, if not by German museums, by other museums in 

Europe, not so much in America because there are not enough 

around. Every so often you see an exhibit of German 

expressionism, but very, very rarely. Well, you want to 

hear more? 

ROBERTS: Let me ask this: you were in Germany in the 

twenties and thirties. Were you aware of this Blue Rider 

group? 

BEST: I was aware of them. Then when Hitler came they 

were all either killed in Auschwitz or they left the 

country and I don't know where they all went. Anyway, it 
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was the Hitler time: they disappeared and never came back; 

it was an art form that never came back. That's why it's 

in demand today. 

ROBERTS: What was the feeling about the art in Germany at 

the time that it was being produced? 

BEST: Well, it was a very, very modern, expressionist 

group of paintings, a total contrast to the nineteenth-

century sweet and lovely works of art that a relatively 

small number of German painters did, because during that 

period the world-famous French impressionists were the talk 

of the world, from [Pierre Auguste] Renoir to [Pablo] 

Picasso, from [Amedeo] Modigliani to [Georges] Braque, you 

can name dozens of them who are so famous. Then in the 

latter part of the 1920s, '30s, and '40s, some of the 

French painters become also expressionists—more wild 

colors, more strong paintings, vis-a-vis the beautiful 

dainty kind of art that you see in Renoir or in [Claude] 

Monet and [Edouard] Manet and so on. So, during that time, 

my wife and I acquired a number of French paintings which 

we still have. 

ROBERTS: When did you acquire these French paintings? 

BEST: Oh, maybe between 1950 and '60. Then they became so 

expensive that we couldn't afford them anymore. When you 

are involved in this, you buy a painting and then after 

two, three, four years, you see another one you like that 
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is more expensive and you trade it in against the more 

expensive one. This is typical for crazy art collectors 

like myself! Around 1960, '61, we really stopped buying 

paintings, we haven't bought since then. I had a very 

close friend who was a very famous dealer, maybe the--

Well, let's say of the five or six good dealers, of which 

five are in New York and one was out here, a man by the 

name of James Vieeveno who had a famous gallery in 

Westwood, he was a Dutchman. That was the time when I 

became businesswise, very much interested in the Orient. 

So, inasmuch as we could not afford to buy European 

paintings anymore, I began to study Japanese and Chinese 

art. And again, I made friends with the most famous--they 

are very few, by the way-~dealer in New York. I also had a 

personal friend who lived across the street from us who was 

one of the most famous collectors of Oriental art in the 

U.S.A., who had an incredible collection and we visited 

ever so often. I got so excited about the Chinese art that 

I began to study it. Even then in the late fifties and 

early sixties, these things were not so expensive; they 

were affordable, let's say. For three, four, five years, I 

collected wherever I was, either very old Chinese pieces or 

medium old. Today that's also gone and we cannot afford 

them anymore. There is nothing on the market and the few 

dealers in the world who handle the Chinese art of the very 
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old kind like Sung and Tang and even good Ming. You have 

one dealer in Kyoto by the name of Yamanaka, you have one 

dealer in New York by the name of Chait--very, very 

famous. There is so little merchandise, that from the very 

old Chinese there is hardly anything left and what is left 

is so expensive that it's not affordable anymore. But I 

just read an article the other day published by Solomon 

Brothers in New York [saying] that during the last ten 

years what has appreciated the most in value is Chinese 

art. But like I say, we only have, unfortunately, a few 

pieces. We should have bought anything we could have 

gotten our hands on, but, you know, we are careful? we need 

the money in the business, but we have a group of nice 

pieces. You have to come some day and look at them. 

ROBERTS: That'd be terrific. If you were a young man 

today, going out into the art world and wanting to do some 

collecting now, do you see any possibilities for collecting 

art? 

BEST: Oh, absolutely. 

ROBERTS: What would be your advice to a young man now in 

buying art? 

BEST: Well, I tell you, it has a lot to do with the young 

man's personality. Because I have taught endless young men 

how to collect; some want only originals, they're very 

expensive. But if you are a real serious collector you can 
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find lithographs of famous artists, even lithographs of 

world famous paintings. For instance, I recommended to a 

friend of mine-- I own a Marc Chagall painting which is a 

beautiful, beautiful flower painting; he made two 

lithographs from it, only two. I told this friend of mine, 

"Why don't you--" He always admired my painting, and I 

said, "I know of a man who has the lithograph," and at that 

time it was $800. I said, "Buy it! It looks just like my 

painting." And he did. So, you can buy things. You have 

to look for them. There are not too many artists today, 

but I assure you, if you have an eye for good art, you can 

buy things, even paintings, that are beautiful and you 

don't know whether the artist will become world-famous some 

day— But you don't buy for speculation or as an 

investment, you buy it because you look at it and you enjoy 

it. That's how my wife and I bought everything we own. 

So, I would say definitely-- It depends. Some people like 

bronzes, some people like porcelain. You know, you can buy 

in Taiwan today fairly new Chinese porcelains; they are so 

beautiful. They are not Ming, which is three hundred years 

old or four hundred years, but you have a factory in Taiwan 

sponsored by the government where they take a Ming 

figurine, bowl, or vase and they mold it and put it in the 

oven and then hand-paint it. They have the original here 

and then there are maybe two, three hundred young people 
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sitting there--don't copy it exactly, put a little bit of 

their own taste on it. I tell you if I would have the room 

at home and the time to devote to it, I could have bought 

fifty different items for relatively little money. They're 

new but they're gorgeous! They're hand-painted and they're 

Chinese and they're porcelain. If I would put them in my 

house, nobody would even think that they were just 

manufactured. I have only one friend who really knows 

Chinese art. He would say right away, "Well, this was made 

last month or so." But ninety-nine percent of the people I 

know would say, "Oh my god, is this gorgeous!" And what's 

the difference? The art pieces I have were once new and 

now they're old, but somebody made them and bought them 

when they were new. So, I feel if somebody is really 

interested in art, doesn't make any difference, you'll 

always find something to collect. We stopped buying 

Chinese [art] five, six years ago. It's impossible to pay 

the price now for what we have. But then we switched to 

Japanese porcelain and I fell in love with one Japanese 

pottery maker, or porcelain maker. Like it has happened to 

me all through my life, his works over the last five years 

have gone sky-high. I bought a few pieces, I got a few 

gifts even, because at that time there were new, not old 

pieces. The name of the artist family is Kakiemon. 

ROBERTS: This is the group that you collect. 
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BEST: Yeah. 

ROBERTS: And what is this group? 

BEST: They're all porcelain makers. It's one family; it 

went from the great-great-great-grandfather to today, it's 

the fourteenth generation. They're absolutely unknown 

here. The name-- Are you interested in the name? 

ROBERTS: Oh, yes. 

BEST: The name of the father and the originator was 

Kakiemon, as I said before. 

ROBERTS: These are Japanese, not Chinese? 

BEST: Japanese. 

ROBERTS: Right. 

BEST: I would say today they are the finest Japanese 

porcelain makers. Where did it start? The originator 

started to make dishes and vases and bowls and so on. 

Nobody in China or Japan could make a persimmon color. Do 

you know what a persimmon is? 

ROBERTS: Yes. 

BEST; Kind of orange, dark orange, color. The name 

persimmon in Japanese is kaki. As I said before, this man 

invented, through experimentation— Being a Japanese 

artist, he wanted to probably have persimmon-colored 
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flowers or persimmons on his pottery. He succeeded, after 

firing the vases and glazing them and everything, to get 

the real true-to-nature persimmon color on the white 

porcelain. He has become world famous and changed his 

name: Kaki, persimmon, eimon, a man who loves persimmon, 

so now his name is Kakiemon. At this time Kakiemon XIV is 

doing beautiful work. He is young, but already very 

famous. You cannot go to a department store in Japan-

department stores are the major sellers of such porcelain-

Even today [Kakiemon] XIV is already very expensive. So, 

over a period of a few years now I accumulated quite a few 

pieces of Kakiemon porcelain. This is my last hurrah, I 

guess, in art! It is very, very hard to find Kakiemon—I 

don't think you find any Kakiemon in America. I have not 

found any in China or Hong Kong, or anywhere else in the 

world. The Japanese might buy them up as they come out. 

When you go to a store, there are maybe two pieces; they 

keep it very low-key. They still use the old-fashioned 

kiln and put the pottery in there and fire them, nothing 

modern, no electric ovens or anything. Very interesting. 

Incidentally, I have in mind to go to that little factory, 

to see the great Kakiemon works, on my next trip to Japan, 

to see it. 

ROBERTS: That would be fascinating. 
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BEST: Yeah. There are people in Japan who must be just 

waiting for one, or two, or three pieces to come out of the 

family and they'll buy them up. I know a man who used to 

be chairman of the board of Matsushita. This man showed my 

associate, Bruce Shomler, and me his collection of Kakiemon 

porcelain. I don't think I exaggerate when I say the man 

must have fifteen hundred or two thousand pieces, the 

largest collection in the world. He gave me a gift of one 

three-hundred-year-old Kakiemon plate which is just 

fabulous. You have to know people and talk to people and 

show them that you're interested and then things come to 

you this way or that way. So, that is the story of my art 

department. I could tell you for another ten hours all the 

events, the mistakes and the good things that have happened 

on the merry way since I was a young man. 

ROBERTS: Are there other art forms that you've invested a 

lot of time in? 

BEST: No, that's enough. We went from paintings to 

Chinese art to Japanese art, and on the way a good number 

of things happened; we found pieces, and like I told you 

one was a fake—you have to be careful. I bought from a 

collector, a Chinese bronze--absolutely beautiful, 

gorgeous--took it to the museum where I know the curator of 

the Chinese department; he laughed his head off. He said, 

"Take it right back! This is the typical bronze that they 
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put maybe thirty years ago underground in sand somewhere 

and let it sit, and took it out and it looked like it's 

four hundred years old." So, all these things happened to 

me on the merry way. 

ROBERTS: I don't know what your schedule is today. This 

might be a — 

BEST: Good time to break. 

ROBERTS: —good time to break? 

BEST: Yeah. I have to be shortly after twelve at the 

airport. 

ROBERTS: Great. 
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ROBERTS: When we were talking last week, you gave us some 

very interesting stories about your art collecting. We 

wanted to know more about your other cultural activities 

and any activities you may be involved in the community. 

BEST: Well, when we look over an almost fifty-year time 

span (forty-seven to be exact), there were many activities 

which I was involved in, let's say forty years ago, vis-a-

vis what I'm doing today. Therefore when you talk about 

activities in the community, we have to really think back 

because my activities over the years were divided. In the 

beginning, as probably is most understandable, coming here 

with no money as a Jewish refugee from Germany, I was 

involved in Jewish activities. I grew into these 

activities gradually, naturally. My first activity was 

actually--I guess some months ago we talked about that--in 

1941 when all Japanese and Germans were supposed to be 

moved out of the West Coast. We were trying to find an 

exception for German refugees of Jewish religion so that we 

wouldn't have to move a second time, it was, within a short 

period. My activity there was to work very closely with my 

partner Max Ponder, to try to convince the authorities here 

not to send us to Utah or wherever they wanted to move the 

people. We were greatly helped by a lawyer by the name of 
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Leonard Horwin (who later became mayor of Beverly Hills), 

his friend Carey McWilliams, whose activity as a government 

official in California helped us tremendously, together 

with Mr. Giralomo--I cannot give you the exact title what 

he was—who was the city attorney. These people all helped 

tremendously and with the result that no German-Jews were 

sent away. We had to obey the curfew that all Japanese and 

Germans had to live with; I guess we had to be in the house 

by seven o'clock in the evening and come out at seven in 

the morning, which was a very difficult time for a while. 

I got a special permit from the then government authorities 

to permit me to travel. (I guess we talked about that 

once.) Some of the largest companies in the country like 

Eastman Kodak and Sears Roebuck and many others vouched, 

more or less, for me and guaranteed that I was an honest 

person, so that I could at least travel between here and 

Seattle, Spokane, Salt Lake City, Denver, and back. We 

covered at that time, businesswise, these areas. 

All this brought me much closer to Jewish 

organizations, and I worked with them and for them for 

quite a number of years. It was the beginning of the 

American Jewish Congress, then the United Jewish Welfare 

Fund. We also had a Jewish Club of 1933 here, an 

organization that helped German-Jews who came here and 

needed a home, which later we were able to materialize, and 
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formed the Jewish Home For the Aged and had an addition 

built for German-Jewish refugees. I was involved with the 

Bonds for Israel; my wife was involved in various Jewish 

organizations and helped and collected money for "Trees for 

Israel" to the Ort [Organization for Rehabilitation through 

Training] organization, which helped women mostly through 

social functions. But I also always helped the American 

activities, whether it was various hospitals or whether it 

was Red Cross or it was Cancer Fund. You name it, there 

were dozens of charity functions that I was involved in. 

About a few years ago, I felt that after forty years, I had 

kind of done my duty to the fatherland, so to speak. 

I worked at the various photographic organizations; I 

was honored as "Man of the Year" for the [National] 

Photographers, Manufacturers, and Distributors Association 

at one time and got all kinds of recognitions which we can, 

if we want to, write down at a later time. I don't 

particularly feel it's necessary. There were dozens of 

"Outstanding Achievement" and "Man of the Year" honors that 

I got. I didn't do it for that; I did it to help. What 

interests me, when I felt that I had done enough of these 

things—couldn't contribute too much anymore—I turned over 

these things to the younger generation. One of my nephews 

is very active now; the son of the late Mr. Max Ponder is 

Frank Ponder, who is now very active. I'm very proud of 
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him, that he kind of took over from where, kind of, I left 

off. 

I became deeply involved a few years ago in a totally 

different work. That is, a group of rather well-to-do 

business executives and professional men formed a group, 

under the auspices of Stanford University Medical Center, 

to form a group to find a cure for psoriasis. I don't know 

whether you heard about it or know about it. Hundreds of 

thousands of people around the world suffer from psoriasis 

and nobody has found a cure or even nobody knows what it 

comes from. It's a skin disease; the dermatology 

department at almost every university or medical center in 

the world is researching and working on it. I myself am 

one of the participants in this disease and I had it for 

thirty-some years. Although I have a light case, I know 

the suffering that people who have severe cases go 

through. I became very friendly with a, I would say almost 

the leader in the world today for the research programs to 

find a cure for the disease, a Professor Eugene Farber at 

Stanford University. He is the dean and head of the 

Department of Dermatology at the Stanford medical center, a 

brilliant scientist, absolutely brilliant. Under the 

chairmanship of the Dr. Aleandro Zaffaroni--I don't know 

whether you ever heard the name—he is the chairman of the 

board of the Alza Corporation, another giant in the medical 
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field. He has made tremendous progress in medicine. He is 

the chairman of this group of some very, very good people 

who all, for one reason or another, found that something 

had to be done about this terrible disease. We meet a few 

times a year and we just built a center for the studies of 

psoriasis [Research Center for Dermatology] right off the 

campus of Stanford, in Palo Alto to be exact, but let's say 

the Stanford campus; it's about five minutes from there. 

We have a beautiful new building with the latest 

facilities. Many people from all over the world come there 

to help study or bring their information. They hope that 

within a few years they may find what causes this disease; 

they haven't found it yet. The best I can say is that they 

have found a way to reduce and improve, or rather say, 

improve and in some cases, stop the expansion of the 

disease on the human body. Incidentally, it hits people of 

all races and colors around the world and nobody has been 

able to find the reason and the answer for it. Recently I 

attended a reception in Stanford which Professor Farber 

gave me at the occasion of my inauguration as a director of 

this group. There were people virtually from every country 

in the world who participated in the reception, an 

unbelievable group of scientists who are all working— 

sometimes husband and wife even—working on this, day after 

day and year after year, to find a cure for it. So, that 
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has taken a lot of my time, and I've also tried to 

financially, to help them and support them. 

ROBERTS: What do you think the proper role of business is 

in these both community activities, both charitable 

activities and activities like this psoriasis group? 

BEST: I think we have to do both. We owe it to the 

community, we owe it to the country to help. If you have a 

certain income level, I always feel you are almost 

obligated, but I get personal enjoyment out of it because I 

know the desperate need for such help. The help has to 

come from the few people who either have the disease or 

friends of the university or friends of the professors or 

the scientists. We have collected quite a bit of money for 

this purpose but we need a lot more. 

It's almost an obligation of any business executive to 

not just sit back and cut the coupons or grab the profits 

wherever they can be, but to do something for other 

people. I have done this for years and years. It might 

interest you: I'm working, maybe by the time we get 

further with our project-- I got interested recently in a 

new venture which is far from in any way decisive, but 

which might lead us to help in cases of some cancers. I 

got involved in that out of the simple reason that I feel 

hundreds of scientists around the world are working on 

it. This is a Japanese discovery; a very close friend of 
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mine who's president of one of the largest trading 

companies in Japan told me about it. I became immediately 

interested in it. Believe it or not, it is a medication 

that may help in future years for certain cancers. But the 

origin is a Japanese mushroom. A mushroom that is called 

shiitake. The mushroom seemingly contains certain 

ingredients that, when put in a glass of water for 

instance, at night—left for twelve hours in a glass of 

water--the water absorbs some of the material (what it is I 

cannot tell you yet). It has helped some people who have 

stomach cancer when they drink that solution in the 

morning, day after day after day, to reduce the danger of 

the cancer in the person. But it is only three years old, 

the whole project. The biggest problem is that in Japan 

there are not enough mushrooms. The mushrooms that they 

have are mainly used for fancy food? it's a very tasty 

mushroom and you find it sometimes when you order in a 

Japanese restaurant in a soya bean soup, you find one of 

the mushrooms swimming on top of the soup. If you order a 

kobe steak sometimes, they put a shiitake mushroom on top 

of the steak? if you order a very fancy salad in Japan, 

which is beautifully decorated, like a flower arrangement 

almost, you very often find one or two shiitake mushrooms 

to decorate the salad. So far, it is a luxury food. The 

discovery as a help for possible cancers is a late 
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development, and I am personally deeply involved in it now, 

trying to help find oak trees and the fungus that makes the 

shiitake mushrooms; it has to be scientifically injected 

into the oak wood. We're trying now to get a group of 

people together to do this in America, with the help of the 

Japanese. There is little that I can tell you now, but I'm 

spending a lot of time on it in order to find a way--

Inasmuch as, seemingly, oak trees don't grow fast enough 

and in enough numbers in Japan, we're trying to find out 

whether we can do it in the United States. The Japanese 

seemingly have a endless demand for the mushrooms; they 

might provide the fungus in the beginning until we have a 

way to scientifically grow it here. It is a new venture 

and an exciting plan for the future and is one of the 

things that probably few people are involved in yet; maybe 

within a year or two we will get many more people 

interested in it. But we do not have any approval of any 

food and drug administration in the world or anything, so 

it's in its barest infancy. If we're not lucky-- It may 

not necessarily succeed, but we hope and pray that it 

will. 

So, those are the things that I do now. I have not 

given up my contributions for various religious 

organizations, for many others. My wife is very active now 

in making contributions to all kinds of organizations, 
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including her latest venture which is called Help the 

Children, which is being promoted very heavily at the 

moment, where you give money for children in Africa, 

Israel, and even here in the poorer areas, in the South of 

the United States. So, my wife is all excited and involved 

in that. We both have our own contributions we make, 

personally and financially. 

ROBERTS: Do you feel that businessmen act as spokesmen for 

their companies when they're out, involved in these--

BEST: No. I don't think so. When you are involved in 

trying to put together a life story (like we're doing right 

now), I would say that I'm representing the corporation, so 

to speak. But all the others I do personally, or my wife 

and I do it personally with our own funds, and they have 

nothing to do with the company. But I feel that every top 

executive should do something good and help in some way. I 

guess most of them do; some of them may not. All the 

people I know are doing more than they should; they are 

really very, very charitable. 

ROBERTS: Do you think the fact that the government has 

gotten more involved—what used to be charitable activities 

have now become Aid to Dependent [Children] families or the 

government has set up research institutes and so forth--do 

you think that has discouraged private individuals from—? 
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BEST: No, I don't think so. I think the government is 

going their own way and the private enterprises are going 

their way and find ways where, like we do, [we] try to get 

the most for our money. I would say in the government so 

much of the money is lost on the way to the final 

destination because it has to go through so many channels 

and every one costs money. Whereas we try to make our 

contributions directly to where it should help the most. 

But, you know, like I told you before, I'm totally 

disinterested in politics. I stay a million miles away 

from anything that is "politics"; I do my own thing. 

ROBERTS: Moving into a different area, often companies run 

into major problems either with a product or with their 

overall business strategy. How does a chief executive 

decide when something has gone wrong? How do you get the 

company back on track? 

BEST: That's probably the most difficult question you have 

ever asked me, because, first of all, the executive in his 

position is obligated to either his employees or to the 

shareholders if there are any. But mainly to the overall 

company to see to it that he senses early, early, the 

problems that either do exist or are beginning to show, and 

decide with his executive staff what to do. Now, there are 

various ways to deal with such situations and I can only 

tell you a little bit about my philosophy because maybe 

mine is different from many others. 
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In the photographic industry we saw a slow change 

during the last ten years. We talked about that before: 

that some of the major photographic manufacturers have 

opened their own offices in America and in other countries, 

more or less bypassing [a] marketing and distributing 

company like ours. So about fifteen years ago we started 

to establish in the international market various Vivitar 

facilities around the world, and, where we did not have our 

own, we appointed distributors. That has done extremely 

well for us. We made mistakes; in some countries we didn't 

recognize, maybe due to language problems, maybe due to 

lack of time, maybe due to picking the wrong person as 

manager or whatever-- But I would say the overall result 

has been extremely gratifying and has made Vivitar a world-

wide, well-known company, for its outstanding products. 

And so, until about two, three years ago, with the American 

base and the foreign subsidiaries and distributors in maybe 

eighty or ninety countries, we did extremely well. 

Now I come to the core of your question: What does an 

executive do in case he senses a danger signal? We 

realized already some ten years ago that, first of all, the 

whole photographic industry, with maybe minute exceptions, 

was taken over by Japan more and more. Fortunately we have 

Eastman Kodak and Polaroid here, who have a position in the 

world as leaders, but many of the other companies in 
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America could not compete anymore, turned to Japan to have 

products made. And many of the Japanese companies—like I 

said--who were represented here by importers, marketing 

companies and distributors, gradually decided to open their 

own offices, large manufacturers first, smaller ones 

following. We realized that. We were able for the last 

few years to overcome it by having outstanding new 

developments, developments that other people didn't have, 

and so we commanded kind of an exclusivity in the 

marketplace. But we saw even that gradually, not yet one 

hundred percent, but gradually evaporating. 

We felt about two years ago that it was time to search 

for other opportunities; while we were trying to continue 

to build the photographic business, continue to develop new 

products with outstanding engineering people and 

development people we have working for us. We began to 

look for opportunities other than the photographic 

market. And you cannot do these things alone, naturally. 

You work with your executive committee and your board of 

directors, but mainly with the four or five people you have 

daily contact with and you have daily opportunity to talk 

things over. So we took a giant step and bought a company 

that was in the business of distributing computer-

peripheral equipment. But like it is so often in business, 

we had to learn, we made mistakes; we are still in our 

322 



first year. Let me say first of all we had to replace the 

entire management team, the former owners in other words, 

and put our own people into key positions. But we also 

recognized that they had some outstanding employees in high 

positions who we had to combine with our staff, our team. 

And since six or seven months, maybe a little more, it's 

now a Vivitar company, and it is beginning to show 

interesting results. We have very, very carefully tried to 

change the makeup of the company, tried to make it follow 

our own so far successfully proven way of doing business. 

I hope [by] our next fiscal year, which starts in June, we 

should have a profitable company with a small number of 

satellite subs idiaries--very small, we keep it all very, 

very small. But you know yourself what the computer market 

is today. Although you see the disappearance of some 

companies today, on the other hand, you have the incredible 

growth of IBM [International Business Machines], which in 

itself is a powerhouse organization, respected worldwide as 

the unquestionable leader in the world today. You may have 

read the Business Week article about IBM. They want to be 

the largest company in the world in ten years. We feel if 

there is so much business in the future and billions and 

billions of dollars of it, there should be some business 

left for a smaller company, to support the big ones. 

That's how we started Vivitar and that's how we started our 

little computer company. 
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In order to further follow your question, it is 

important when you see the picture clearly, what is 

happening to an industry. If you have the entrepreneurial 

spirit—that you don't want to just sell out or fold the 

company or liquidate--you figure out, "OK, I reduce the 

original package to an acceptable size and I expand on 

other levels." So we found through research with the 

assistance of our own staff people, what we felt was an 

opportunity for the future. That is the business of 

securing buildings, from military to defense to 

construction of commercial buildings, where highly 

sophisticated electronic security equipment could be 

used. It was a shot in the dark. We did two things. 

First, we began with the one man we had on staff to find 

out where is an opening for a new company and we found 

that—in supplying security equipment for commercial use. 

We have recently decided, based on their success and our 

success in the product development area, to hopefully 

combine the two companies into one major security group 

which will be able to supply a complete package of security 

equipment to any large company, something that many smaller 

firms cannot do. So we, on the one side, are expanding the 

line of equipment. Some of it we will import from foreign 

countries, because in every country, more or less, the 

governments are helping the engineering companies to 
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finance security equipment developments. So, we are 

importing now from Australia a video motion-detector which 

is only for high security use, which is being used in all 

prisons in Australia and also in industrial buildings in 

Australia. We are just getting our feet wet; we have to 

demonstrate it to an endless number of people, but it's a 

unique and interesting product. I hope we can get it off 

the ground. 

ROBERTS: Are there other areas that you're still looking 

at other than the security area and the computer-peripheral 

area? 

BEST: No. For the moment, I think keeping our 

photographic company growing, adding two major new 

directions I think is enough for the time being. We would 

otherwise not be able to pay the necessary attention to any 

of the companies, and regardless of what one says, you 

know, you find people, and all you need is people. You 

have to find the right people and that is not so easy. So, 

for the time being, our decision is to expand the computer 

area by having more satellite operations: we started in 

Seattle, we moved to open a very small office in Portland, 

Oregon; we will hire only two or three people, a typical 

satellite warehouse and office. We are thinking of maybe 

adding Sacramento, Salt Lake City, and finally Los Angeles 

to that, and then we'll stop for a while and see how all 
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this works. The same way we will build in the security 

area. We have our development company (which creates the 

product) and the supply company; then we have the installer 

company, so that we can really go from the origin of the 

product to the installation—we have full control over the 

whole business. We're looking for some additional 

installer locations by either buying companies or opening 

our own. If we do all that, I guess we'll be plenty busy 

for the next few years. 

ROBERTS: In moving into the security area for the first 

time, I guess you're really getting into a situation where 

your company Vivitar will be dealing directly with the 

customer through the installation company. 

BEST: Yeah. 

ROBERTS: As opposed to in the past you've normally acted 

as an intermediary between dealers of camera equipment, or 

in the case of the peripherals between dealers and the 

manufacturers; do you see that as a major change, and what 

sort of changes will Vivitar have to make to do well in 

that area? 

BEST: Well, you have to realize that we are importing the 

photographic equipment—except for the products that are 

made here—and we're selling them through photo dealers and 

the dealers sell them to consumers. In the security area 

we are developing the product and have it made; then the 
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installer company installs it in factories or commercial 
buildings or military installations or whatever it may 
be. It's not too much different; it's still a three-step 
situation—I don't see any problems with it. 
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ROBERTS: Anything involving manufacturing? 

BEST: Yes, yes. In order to be a manufacturer, you have 

to have the knowledge; it is necessary to learn how to 

manufacture and get the right people. We made one trial 

run at that, did not succeed, and have decided that that's 

not our business. We stay away from it. So, I think that 

with the three fields we are in now, we are well set. 

Because photography will never stop, people will always 

take pictures; they may take them some day electronically, 

where they take them today on film; they may take video 

motion pictures instead of still pictures; they may do 

both. But I cannot possibly think that photography will 

ever stop, because there will always be children being born 

and birthday parties held, and there will be engagements 

and weddings; people will travel more than ever before. 

Incidentally, we see a tremendous upswing in our 

photographic area, where people travel now, in those areas 

far, far from here. The travel business is unbelievably 

important, especially the boat cruises and trips around the 

world. You open your newspaper on Sunday and see pages and 

pages of trips wherever you want to go around the world 

today. You can go to Russia and China, and you can go to 

Hong Kong and Singapore, and you can go to Switzerland. So 
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people, I guess, will always go to these places more than 

ever and take pictures. So I see a continued great future 

for photography, except there may be product changes and we 

may see over the next fifteen years, by the year 2000 

probably, we might have cameras that are electronically 

operated. You project them through your TV set at home at 

night after you take the picture; I mean you can do it 

today with video cameras very easily--show immediately 

after you take it, or while you take it, even. So, I'm 

very optimistic about the future of photography and about 

the photographic business. It's just that we feel that we 

don't want to be dependent totally on one line of 

business. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: Probably, that is what ultimately represents an 

entrepreneurial company, that you go forward. And we may 

add divisions for other things, if we see a profit 

opportunity. 

ROBERTS: What other changes do you see for Vivitar in the 

future besides the diversification that you're doing now? 

I believe Vivitar is still privately held; do you foresee 

it going public at any point? 

BEST: It is possible that at a certain point we might go 

public. We have discussed it many, many times. I am not a 

great friend of the stock market, neither are some of my 
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associates. If the day comes that we have maybe a number 

of profitable years and could get a very high price for the 

stock, we might consider it, especially while I get older 

and want to do maybe other things. But for the time being, 

I enjoy so much the way it's going and contributions I can 

still make that I would say for the next year or two or 

three--if one can make a forecast--we have to make changes 

for greater profitability through new ideas and new 

products, which we're doing. This past year has been a 

very, very difficult year like I told you, due to the 

devaluation of the foreign currencies in which we are 

operating. You cannot hedge everything, so that has deeply 

cut into our profitability, the year we're in now. We're 

taking steps now; sooner or later this has to come to a 

stop, too, because there's a limit to where the dollar can 

go. Nobody knows, and everybody thinks he is a big hero by 

making statements on television programs, but nobody really 

knows what happened to the dollar during the last year. It 

was not expected by anybody. My smartest Japanese friend 

said the yen would strengthen when it was 240, it would 

strengthen to 220 and 200, and it promptly went to 260! 

The same goes for the advisors I consult with in Europe who 

all thought this increase in the dollar was crazy, and look 

what happens, you almost have today, close to one dollar to 

one English pound today; it's $1.03 this morning. And the 
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[German] mark is falling. You can wait for its fall. So 

there must come a day when it cannot fall any further, when 

it has to be stabilized by something. But who knows what 

our government does? And for the time being, people don't 

mind the tremendous deficits and they enjoy it like— I 

don't know whether you heard Professor Walter Heller the 

other day make a very interesting speech? [He] said, "You 

know people all enjoy the dollar and everything is up, up, 

up. The day of reckoning has to come. It always did and 

it will come this time. The only thing is when it really 

comes, we have to see to it that the dollar doesn't drop 

like crazy, but very, very slowly so that we don't get new 

inflation and tremendous increases in prices and goods and 

so on and so forth." We live in a very, very difficult 

time and we sometimes feel here at Vivitar we are a bank 

rather than a business, the way we have to watch our money 

and see to it that we don't lose too much of it. But the 

uncertainties that are building are very, very important 

and we are playing it very, very cautiously for the next 

year or two or three; we want to see what happens. 

ROBERTS: What about your operations overseas? Do you see 

those as becoming more important? 

BEST: They are important. They're already very 

important. They're hampered b y — For instance, the United 

Kingdom, our investment in pounds was cut in half, and yet 
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we're doing extremely well and we show good profits but the 

profits are in English pounds which we have there and which 

are accumulating in the bank. They're worth less every 

day. And the same goes for Tokyo; the yen going down every 

day reduces our equity. Look at the Canadian dollar, 170 

cents today. Our operation in Hong Kong is doing well; the 

Hong Kong dollar kind of stabilized lately. So, we're 

trying our best to watch it, we're selling goods we buy in 

yen, we sell in yen; goods we buy in dollars, we sell in 

dollars so that we keep at least some of our assets on a 

relatively stable basis. But we cannot help it if we have 

a large yen position; there are limits to the hedging 

opportunities, because someday it goes the other way and 

you can lose a fortune. That has happened to us once too, 

a few years ago. We were hedged forward for many months to 

protect orders to major department store customers, and all 

of a sudden, we lost our shirt on our hedges. So, we have 

to be careful whatever we do. That's really the only thing 

we can do at this time, inasmuch as we are not General 

Motors, General Electric Company, like that where losses in 

currencies don't mean that much and may disappear in the 

billions of dollars they operate in. 

ROBERTS: What are other possible changes occurring at 

Vivitar over the future of Vivitar? Do you see then 

remaining as primarily a sales and distribution company? 
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BEST: Yes, marketing. We don't want to be a manufacturer. 

We don't want to go in the retail business. We feel we can 

do a good job in what we're doing. I like to keep it that 

way. We have enough opportunity for growth, for expan-

sion. If we are careful enough, I think we should do 

extremely well. 

ROBERTS: Do you see any possibilities that other countries 

may be able, at some time, to cut into the Japanese 

domination of the photographic market—for instance Korea 

or some of the other Asian countries? 

BEST: Korea has started; one company succeeded quite well 

in making lenses, they are the only ones. Matsushita 

Electric of Japan has opened a factory in southern Korea, 

in the free port area. They have a few hundred people 

there, Koreans, under the direction of one Korean and one 

Japanese manager; they're doing extremely well. Some of 

the components come from Japan. They do a lot of work for 

us. Taiwan, we have relatively small experience. We have 

one company that makes lenses, is having a very difficult 

time to be competitive, but they make an excellent product, 

owned by Americans, Hong Kong, we have one company that 

makes camera equipment, very, very successful in the lower 

end of the market, very successful. Singapore, nothing of 

importance. I guess that covers about the area: 

Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Korea, and Japan. The 
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Japanese are very, very smart. They, maybe with the 

encouragement of the Japanese government, have recaptured 

some of the business that they lost to some of the other 

countries, though I h ave absolutely the feeling that Hong 

Kong has a tremendous future. Taiwan will also be very 

important. But they all have to— They've started ten or 

twenty years later, so they have to build. They have to go 

through the quality problems and get to a high quality 

level. And last but not least, you now have mainland China 

competition. That is a market we don't know anything about 

yet in our industries. Some of the Japanese companies have 

started satellite operations there. I think they have one 

Chinese camera manufacturer. We have seen two cameras from 

them but we have not seen them in the United States yet, 

except samples. But with a billion people and with the 

orientation they have now, there's no question there is an 

unbelievable future for that country, for the market, for 

their export and for their import. The people who get in 

there early and get a foothold will do extremely well. 

It's bound to be—with all the changes they're making, 

they're becoming slightly westernized. All the countries 

around the world who have offered them assistance, 

technical assistance-- This is an enormous market that we 

have to recognize. Today the amounts of merchandise that 

go through Hong Kong and into mainland China are 
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astronomical; I mean, we know of a whole factory--I know of 

one that was built in Germany and transported to mainland 

China that will go into operation now. But it's all going 

through Hong Kong. 

ROBERTS: I see. Is Vivitar in contact with the Chinese 

government? 

BEST: No. We are going through a Hong Kong firm for the 

time being, and our office in Hong Kong is working with 

them. Our merchandise is a little bit higher in price for 

their demand—like our lenses and electronic flash. Yes, 

we shipped some lenses to the mainland China government 

that they needed, seemingly, for military use. Cameras, 

not yet. Cameras are too high-priced, I guess. But they, 

like I said, have started now to make small cameras, low-

priced cameras, in China, and I'm sure that given another 

year or two, they will do their own thing. I mean, they're 

bound to; they can hire people from various countries and 

ask for assistance or have joint ventures or whatever it 

may be. You have a billion people. There's no limit to 

the market. 

ROBERTS: Have they been in contact with you about the 

possibility of doing anything for Vivitar? Producing 

cameras or anything for Vivitar? 

BEST: We had one attempt made by one company, seemingly a 

very good one. But I must tell you very frankly, we did 
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not follow it up properly. In order to properly do it you 

either have to be there yourself, permanently, or have an 

office there, or an agency there, or representation there, 

so that you're constantly sitting at the door of the 

government, because the way I understand it, everything has 

to go through the government first. We are maybe a little 

bit late, but we're doing so many things, we cannot do 

everything. Besides the many things you and I talked 

about, there are many, many things we're doing outside of 

that, that are insignificant within the photo business for 

instance, but are very important and have to be dealt 

with. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: We are working with a photographic-- Well, let's put 

it this way, we're working with a computer company in the 

east; a man who is probably the leader in the world today 

for the design for 35mm camera lens equipment, comes from 

Rochester Institute of Technology, went to Perkin-Elmer 

first, then went into business himself and designs 

exclusively all our lenses—a fellow by the name of Ellis 

Betensky, a brilliant optical engineer who is recognized in 

the world today as the number one man. Incidentally, 

Vivitar owns a 20 percent interest in his firm, which has 

helped greatly and has helped us to get to new product 

developments and improvements, always first. But even 
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there we must give credit to the Japanese who have, over 

the last ten years since we started this, developed their 

own computers; they have developed the knowledge to design 

their own lenses--and some of them are outstanding. So 

again you see what we started out with today, that we had a 

certain amount of leadership and--how should I say?--

advantage due to our position with the development 

department, but slowly but surely, maybe another year or 

two or three, the Japanese optical firms will catch up. We 

have to think of something new again. We have licensed a 

number of Japanese companies—quite a few, in fact—for our 

electronic flash equipment that we developed and also for 

our lenses. We have already a few companies who pay us 

royalty because they followed our development and just more 

or less, I wouldn't say copied, but developed their product 

after ours. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: We have a legal division that takes lenses apart and 

checks them, and if there are violations of patents, we 

usually license them; they have to pay so much per lens. 

ROBERTS: I see. 

BEST: So, there are so many different things going on— 

that's what I wanted to point out to you—it is not just 

sitting down: "Here's a new product. Go out and sell 

it." 
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ROBERTS: Do you see any changes occurring in Vivitar if 

you should retire at some point? 

BEST: Well, I guess we talked about this once. I'm trying 

to build a group of younger people who today could do well 

without me. It would be foolish to say that I must be 

here. So they make a few mistakes, but I make mistakes 

too. But that would be very bad leadership position, if I 

don't groom enough people to follow me in my footsteps. We 

have a very good group. I would say we have excellent 

people worldwide. They were all here last month and when 

you look at them-- I'm very proud of the organization. 

We're adding younger people to the marketing organization 

here in the photo division, in the security division, and 

in the computer division, as I think about it. In each 

division, we have now men in their late thirties or early 

forties; they may need advice, but we have also some men in 

management who are in their late forties and early fifties, 

maybe. I'm the grandfather! [laughter] 

ROBERTS: Well, I think at this point, I've covered most of 

the questions that I specifically had set up for today. 

Perhaps it might be a good point to break at this time. 

BEST: Yes. 
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TAPE NUMBER: XII, SIDE ONE 

MARCH 5, 1985 

ROBERTS: In reviewing the several weeks that we've spent 

together talking about the founding of Vivitar and your 

history, are there any areas that you think that we haven't 

covered? Is there anything that has not been said? 

BEST: I would like to say a few words in summing up, so to 

speak, all the things that we have talked about; without 

trying to be a teacher or trying to put my knowledge to 

other people, things that I have experienced could be 

tremendously helpful to young businessmen, young start-up 

businessmen who leave the university. I have the highest 

respect for them, but the experience they have is mostly 

theoretical; the practical experience is what they should 

learn really. I just heard the other day, my granddaughter 

is graduating at Smith College and filed her application 

and was accepted at Harvard, but she has to go for two 

years to New York into business and then they will take 

her. She will graduate with very high grades and wants to 

get into investment banking. So she's in touch with her 

friends and mine to see whether she can find a job for two 

years and really learn from the practical side what's going 

on in the world, beyond what she learned at Smith and 

before she goes to Harvard. This, I think, is my greatest 

wish, so to speak, for the younger students as they think 
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about leaving the university: to begin to see the 

practical side of business either while they are still at 

school or immediately when they get out of school. I give 

you some examples: first of all, they should read and 

subscribe to--and I don't get paid for this commercial!— 

every morning the Wall Street Journal. They should read it 

from front cover to back; it gives them an immense 

knowledge of all the things that are happening. [tape 

recorder off] 

ROBERTS: As we were saying before we were interrupted, you 

were talking about the importance of being well-read. 

BEST: And it is not only the Wall Street Journal, there's 

an endless number of extremely interesting books that they 

should read. I picked one here that I read every month 

with the greatest of interest and it's called Leaders. I 

don't know whether you ever read it. It's an exciting, 

very, very exciting book and it is published in New York. 

The president and the editor-in-chief is Henry Dorman. They 

have a number of outstanding people who write for them. 

It's maybe in a way similar to Fortune magazine. It just 

gives you a tremendous insight into day-to-day business 

life. I keep it here and hand out to my associates every 

month the most important write-ups and the most important 

parts. Besides that, I would recommend wholeheartedly to 

read Business Week cover to cover, because it's a condensed 

form of what is going on. Forgetting the "commercial" part 
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of it, let me say although I have learned over the years 

that it is not the easiest place in the world to get 

experience, I think every young man should be involved in 

the stock market. Even if they buy just two shares of IBM 

or two shares of General Electric, or Philip Morris, or any 

one of the famous companies (I could name a dozen of them), 

not just to come at the end of the year to make a fortune, 

but to get the quarterly reports from the people, to see 

what they're doing to go forward. These growth companies, 

that more or less set the stage for America's future, come 

[up] with fantastic suggestions. It is not only that they 

are leaders—like IBM announced in Business Week the other 

day that within ten years they want to be the largest 

company in the world. When you read yesterday's paper, you 

can read that IBM is faced and surrounded by nothing but 

competition, people who try to get around them and people 

who try to bring products that work with IBM equipment. It 

is not just IBM; it is the companies IBM has a financial 

interest in. Why do they do that? You read all of a 

sudden that of the IBM home computer, a major portion comes 

from overseas, it's not even made in the U.S.A. All these 

things I feel are important knowledge for a young business 

executive who goes out in the world and who wants to make a 

mark for himself, only if he has the drive and the 

knowledge. That's what they should do. They should also— 
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if I may take a few moments of your time—they should also 

learn about real estate. Sooner or later they will make 

money, hopefully, and look for real estate investment, and 

they should try to bridge between a most successful real 

estate representative, let us say, or advisor, not just go 

to a store that is on some street and it says, "Real 

Estate" on the billboard or on the door. There are people 

who are known in every city in America and outside of 

America who are advisors and highly rated. That is another 

matter that has to be very carefully scrutinized. To gain 

the knowledge-- Regardless of what business you may be in, 

sooner or later you may need a store, or a small building, 

or a large building, or may want to be an owner, or part-

owner in a large building; learn about it and become 

acquainted with the danger and happy events that happen 

when you own real estate. I have always made it my 

business very often in my life to own real estate together 

with some people who are much smarter than I am and from 

whom I could learn. Incidentally, this has been my 

philosophy from the earliest years, from the time I was 

maybe seventeen, eighteen years old. I have always tried 

to associate myself with people who are older and wiser and 

from whom I could learn, and then implement what they 

think, or put my own and their ideas together, and it 

hasn't been too bad. I think in today's world, you know 
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you hear about gold and silver, you hear about currency ups 

and downs, you will hear a lot more in the years to come 

about barter trade—something that is rather unknown in our 

country so far, there are just a few people who are 

involved in the barter business. It will come, it has to 

come, there's no choice left with some of the 

underdeveloped nations; to buy from them and we sell to 

them, and money won't be exchanged or it will be partially 

money and partially product. I see the beginnings of it 

even in our various organizations, that people ask about 

barter. I cannot give you any details; they're pretty 

confidential. But if we would in America learn more about 

bartering some of our excellent products and give up the 

idea that we are only a country of service business and 

that all the products come from other countries, I think 

that could be partially avoided. It naturally depends on 

government intervention or permission to do it, but we have 

enough products to sell and we're most certainly importing 

enough merchandise. Unfortunately, I don't have enough 

time to devote to it, but if I were young today, at least 

much younger than I am, I think that's where I would go and 

open up new vistas for my business. In spite of my age, I 

might still influence some of the people who work for me to 

begin to do this. Take, for instance, mainland China: 

they have to offer a lot of goods; they're short of 
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dollars; they must import merchandise in dollars, in German 

marks especially. I think that between German mark, Swiss 

francs, and dollars is what they need the most and don't 

have. Like I say, if I would have the time today and if we 

wouldn't be as busy as we are, that's where I would put my 

efforts. I'm sure-- You couldn't say there's money to be 

made, but there are commissions to be made which then 

ultimately result in larger and larger purchases and sales; 

something that is almost unknown to this day. You may have 

a few barter deals in this country where somebody is 

overstocked with some merchandise and barters, in the 

country, against some equipment or newspaper lines or 

television time. But that's not what I'm talking about. 

I'm talking about the actual business of bringing in from 

one country that does not have enough dollars to pay, some 

of their best products, and trade them against some of the 

outstanding, an unlimited amount of outstanding products 

that are made in America today. The direction that comes 

out of Washington today is just going the opposite way. 

When you read the reports week after week, that we are 

becoming a nation of service industries and that the 

manufactured goods will from now on come from the outside 

with few exceptions, I don't believe in it. I never did. 

I started my career fifty years ago in barter trade during 

the difficult time between 1930 and 1938; it could be done 
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then and it can be done today, and I'm sure in Europe it's 

still befing] done. I guess we have to devote time to it 

here. 

So there are many, many things that I could think of 

that young people leaving school should do if they have the 

initiative, and broaden the base for knowledge which could 

come in handy. We probably completely overlook the 

importance of knowing about the banks, to know what makes 

banks tick. The Federal Reserve Bank has just released a 

very interesting paraphlet--I don't know whether you've seen 

it; it's available to anybody who writes to the Federal 

Reserve Bank in New York, a book that shows you the tables 

of how to make the maximum out of the money you have. It 

was announced in the Wall Street Journal a few weeks ago. 

I understand that ten thousand inquiries came to the— I 

got a book myself and I'm in the midst of reading it; it 

makes very interesting reading. So, we learn about the 

banks; we learn about the Federal Reserve Bank. It's a 

giant circle of acquiring knowledge, knowledge that does 

not come necessarily on a daily basis out of school books, 

and yet knowledge that we need and that we can take 

advantage of in our daily business life. 

ROBERTS: The knowledge that you have developed over some 

forty or fifty years in business--

BEST: Fifty years, yes. 
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ROBERTS: Your wisdom has been very hard gained. Do you 

think that going to a business school can short-circuit 

that process or accelerate that process? 

BEST: Well, there's no question that any business school 

you go to, you learn something, if you are intelligent and 

want to learn, which is a prerequisite. However, let me 

make a very primitive suggestion: if you would sit at my 

desk from eight-fifteen till five o'clock every Monday 

through Friday for two or three months, where would you 

think you would gather more knowledge, here or in your 

business school? 

ROBERTS: Well, that's an unfair question: I'm sure I 

would learn much more here. 

BEST: It's not supposed to be [an] unfair question, please 

don't misunderstand me. I mean, I had to go to school too, 

and by no means do I want to minimize the importance of 

school. My two sons graduated from universities and I'm 

all for that. That's the basic that everybody has to go 

through, but I think if you would take the last two years 

of your college life vis-a-vis sitting with me for three 

months at my desk and just listen and overhear and then ask 

questions--I guess it could be quite interesting. 

ROBERTS: Oh, it's been very interesting. 

BEST: Do you know what I mean? By no means, don't 

misunderstand me; school is a must, university or college 
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is a must, but sitting within a parameter of a chief 

executive officer of a fairly successful company, I guess, 

is equally important, at least. 

ROBERTS: Oh, I'm sure it is. 

BEST: That's putting it as simply as I can. 

*[At this point during our interview we should spend 

few moments talking about Matsushita Electric. I consider 

it of great importance to talk about the immense 

contributions that the founder [Konosuke Matsushita] of 

this now giant company has made. For myself, I must say 

that I have learned so much from him and his associates, 

have tried in my small way to follow some of his brilliant 

ideas. He is considered today without question one of the 

business leaders who is responsible for the incredible 

growth of the Japanese industry during the post-war era. 

Already ten years ago he promoted the idea of putting less 

emphasis on excess college education and rather provide 

more practical educational alternatives. Matsushita in 

many of his writings again and again alerted industry 

leaders to put their companies on the most profitable 

basis. Time and time again he spoke out on making the 

country efficient and beautiful and at the same time. 

* Mr. Best added the following bracketed section during 
his review of the transcript. 
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Through diversification, through his own ideas as well as 

following the advice of some of his outstanding management 

people he had built the great empire of which he has today 

at the age of about ninety years, one of the leading 

manufacturers in the world of consumer products and 

electronics. Through his foresight and help, Vivitar 

Corporation and I, myself, have greatly benefitted—from 

his cooperation and wisdom—something we should never 

forget.] 

ROBERTS: In looking at Vivitar, at some point John Best is 

going to retire or will have to leave Vivitar for one 

reason or another. When that happens and John Best is no 

longer at Vivitar, what will be the thing that is 

missing? What will the people who remain behind say about 

John Best and the fact that he's gone? 

BEST: Well, I hope that they will say something good. I 

hope that they will at least appreciate that I have helped 

to build the company and be there all the time with my 

guidance, and later on, maybe with just consultation. My 

responsibility to the whole organization is to groom people 

who can carry on when I'm not there anymore. And it's 

especially difficult at the moment, because, as we 

discussed before, we are going through a new phase of 

Vivitar. We see the severe competition in the photographic 

industry. We see—and have seen for the past three years, 
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incidentally--changes coming and we had to make up our mind 

what are we going to do about the changes? That has made 

my job during the last at least two and half years 

extremely difficult at a time when I was thinking maybe of 

working part-time or retiring and become a consultant to 

the company. We had to totally rethink what we're going to 

do with the company. The decision might surprise you; we 

have decided that our future is not necessarily exclusively 

in the photographic industry. It cannot be, not that it 

has reached a saturation point, but the competition is 

incredibly high. Many of the Japanese manufacturers have 

opened their own offices here, bypassing American marketing 

and sales companies. We still, through the capability of 

designing unusual products, have a good position in the 

photographic market, but there is no question about it that 

we saw and are seeing from day to day a leveling off, and 

the fantastic growth that we had for about thirty years is 

slowly coming to a normal, either leveling off or only 

slight growth pattern. Therefore, we had to shift some of 

our people out of photography into the two new fields which 

we are going into or have gone into. 

I guess I mentioned it before; we've formed a company 

that handles computer-peripheral equipment, and we handle 

this on a totally new concept. We are also for that 

business the now famous telemarketing way of going, which 
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has already proven out to be fairly successful in one of 

our subsidiaries of the computer division. It could be 

that that will be— In other words, we are putting more 

people into that operation. We are putting a sizable 

number of people into the security division, especially 

into the security equipment installation division. We were 

very fortunate to become fairly successful right from the 

start in that business; we are pushing very hard to expand 

our product line. We want to be known in America as the 

company that provides highest end of the security 

equipment, and we are developing products to meet that 

challenge. The first one, hopefully, will be released in 

July of this year. We already have orders for the 

equipment. We have had a pilot run of the equipment. It's 

very expensive, but it has been met with great approval by 

the people who in the future hopefully will buy it and 

install it. It is for top, high-level security. 

So, we take people out of the photographic arena and 

put them-- If they want to; some have left Vivitar. Some 

we had to let go because they didn't fit into a new 

picture. Those are the hard moments in life, to part 

company with people who have done a good job for so many 

years and all of a sudden the job is gone, so to speak. I 

always disliked the idea of letting people go who have 

become friends, who have worked for a long time, but it 

350 



cannot be helped. I know one of the things that was 

especially difficult when I saw the shift from Europe, for 

our business, to the Pacific Basin, which I think has the 

greatest future of any part of the world: we had to close 

three operations in Europe, which was a very hard thing to 

do, and expanded our operation in Tokyo and Hong Kong, and 

we may expand it further in the Pacific Basin. 

So, these are things that are happening on a daily 

basis, and it's my job to see to it that other people see 

these developments the way I see them, and continue. I 

think I have people now who do that. For instance, one of 

my associates recently, in order to familiarize himself 

more with the foreign business, invited all our managers 

from around the world to meet here about three weeks ago 

for a week and exchange ideas: how do products in sales 

compare between U.S. and Canada? Or United Kingdom to Hong 

Kong? Or Australia to New Zealand? And so on and so 

forth. We are today working in about over one hundred 

countries and it takes a lot to watch all that, plus watch 

the United States where we have over four thousand 

customers and we're still not a large firm. 

ROBERTS: In thinking back over the several weeks that 

we've been together, we've talked about many things that 

you've done; of all of the things that you've done in your 

life, what would you consider the most significant 

achievement that you've made? 
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BEST: That's the most difficult question you've ever asked 

me. I would say to be sentimental for a moment, my biggest 

achievement is to have brought up, next to my wife, three 

wonderful children who have found their place in life and 

have started to build their own families. We are blessed 

with eight grandchildren already. I think that's an 

achievement— And to keep them all friendly and happily 

together. That has always been my dream. Over and above 

everything else, that I see my children and my daughters-

in-law and my grandchildren have a harmonious family 

relationship and meet often, with their grandparents or 

without. This is the personal side. The business 

achievement is on paper. I think we have a fairly good 

success. If you just get up for a moment and look at the 

plate that's leaning against the wall there. Just bring it 

over here for a moment—I don't want to disconnect the 

microphone. I'll tell you why I consider that an 

achievement. The plate that leans against the wall in 

back, just bring it over here. You hold onto it. 

ROBERTS: Sure. 

BEST: When you come to achievements, you can say you 

achieve relationships, good relationships, with many people 

and make many friends in the business world, and that I can 

safely say I have done; financial achievement, you see the 

beginning in the plaque you are holding in your hand. 
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ROBERTS: I might read it. It says, "As per 12/31/39, 

Union Bank $287.61; Bank of America, $40.75; and petty cash 

$7.75, for a total of $336.11." What is the significance 

of that? 

BEST: That was our statement at the time. I was the 

carpet sweeper, accountant, bookkeeper, shipping clerk, and 

salesman, and you name whatever else, at that time for the 

company. The company was then one year old and that was 

the statement. 

ROBERTS: That's amazing. 

BEST: Look at our statement today. We have come quite a 

ways; I think, very humbly speaking, you may call it a fair 

success. It has taken a long time, but I hope it will also 

go on for a long time and will grow from here. And maybe 

long after I won't be around anymore, it may grow for a 

long time to come, because we have the right people in 

place. We tare] already talking about— Besides the three 

divisions we have now, we are discussing a fourth one which 

is a totally new field. Believe it or not, in the fifty 

years (in round numbers speaking) that I have been in 

business, we are coming now full circle, three hundred and 

sixty degrees, to exactly where I originally started in 

Germany when I came out of school. The same international 

business, the same variety of products, not being satisfied 

being in one type of product but branching out into others 
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in order to build a broader base for profitability for the 

company, beginning to look, for barter deals. Although we 

have not done much in it, we're just getting our feet 

wet. It is really like a full three-hundred-sixty-degree 

circle, that after over fifty years, we're coming back to 

where we started, only in a bigger way. But that is 

really-- I never thought of it until you asked me the 

question, but this is really the achievement, and hopefully 

we'll continue in all divisions successfully into the 

future. 

ROBERTS: Looking at maybe the other side of the coin, if 

you were to look back over the last fifty or sixty years, 

what would be the greatest disappointment in your life? 

BEST: I tell you the greatest disappointment in my 

business career, if you want to call it that, is the fact 

that in, I guess, 1978 or '79 (although I thought about the 

idea for a number of years), I had the great idea that 

we're buying too much from overseas. I wanted to bring 

product development and manufacturing of photographic 

products back to the United States. I was not a 

manufacturer, I never learned to be a manufacturer, the 

people around me have all been marketing people and sales-

oriented people and not manufacturers. So we hired a 

really outstanding group of people who knew 

manufacturing. We put a few million dollars into our own 
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manufacturing plant here in Inglewood, California. We 

developed some products that we knew we could sell, and we 

did and they sold, except the productivity was so slow that 

our prices came out too high. The people worked too 

slowly, the whole operation worked too slowly, although we 

had automation and everything. All the people we hired 

from top to bottom were used to a certain slow process. We 

found out that after a relatively short while we had to 

close the factory, sell the equipment, sell out the 

products—although they were selling extremely well, we 

never made any money. We lost a lot of money on this 

venture. I wanted to become the American hero who brought 

photographic manufacturing back to the United States, and 

failed one hundred percent. Every product we tried to make 

was too high-priced; productivity was not fast enough. I 

brought some Japanese people over here to look at it, and 

they said, "Close it. Close it as fast as you can; you 

will never make money in it." So, we had to close it. 

This is, in my estimation, the major setback we ever had. 

It cost a lot of money. We hired a lot of people and had 

to let them go. We had to sublease the building, which was 

no problem, and go, unfortunately, with similar products to 

foreign countries to have them made at a much lower price 

and then became very successful. But we lost a lot of our 

money. That is the one outstanding disaster. I guess 
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every businessman has to have a multimillion dollar loss, 

otherwise he is not a good businessman, and that's mine. 

ROBERTS: Again looking back over your career, were there 

any opportunities that came along that were missed 

opportunities, that in retrospect you would've done 

something differently than what you did? 

BEST: I really don't think so. I really don't think so. 

I always wanted to grow our business faster. I am very 

impatient. For the first thirty years, I had a partner 

(who unfortunately passed away in 1969) who was a lawyer in 

Germany and we became partners when I came here and 

started. (He was married to my wife's sister.) He had 

different ideas about business, and while some of his 

actions were excellent, everything slowed down under his 

direction and we could not grow the way I wanted to. And 

you can see on this scale here, unfortunately after he 

passed away in 1969—he was very ill before he passed 

away—our growth really started afterwards. He kept always 

the idea, "Why make so much money?" or "We can only eat so 

many meals, and I'd rather read and enlarge my knowledge," 

and "Who wants to work so many hours every day?" We had 

two totally different philosophies on life; he was a great, 

great, and highly intelligent man, but not cut out for 

business. He should have restudied law and become a lawyer 

here; he would have been tremendously successful. As a 
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businessman he acted and reacted too slowly. So the real 

growth started, unfortunately, after he passed away. 

ROBERTS: Other than the decision to go into manufacturing, 

are there any other opportunities that you tried to take 

advantage of that, if you had to do it over again, you 

would have done it differently? 

BEST: I have to tell you very frankly that I—with the 

help of some of the people who were with me for many 

years--I must really say I would not know of one 

opportunity we really missed. We always wanted to be the 

number one marketing company in our photographic field, 

and, while many, many people went by the wayside, we are 

still number one in the photographic field as a marketing 

company, domestic and international. We have two 

competitors, who incidentally are both public companies and 

are not doing well; the rest of the industry is all 

manufacturers and mostly foreign, outside of Kodak and 

Polaroid. So I must say I think that when I look back 

through all the ups and downs and recessions and upswings— 

We also had years where we didn't make any money, or even 

one or two years where we lost money because we spent too 

much for product development or we didn't "hatch" our yen 

contracts high enough. But these are unavoidable 

happeni ngs. 
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In the final analysis I guess we have managed the 

company pretty well and hope to continue to do it. We 

react quickly, not ridiculously, but quickly to changing 

times; like we feel now that the photographic market is 

changing, maybe will change even more, to video and video 

recording—we may be in that someday. I felt that we 

should not be in just one business but different trades, 

spread out a little bit, and we're doing it. It's going 

quite well; I'm very pleased. I don't think that I could 

have done better with my little brain. I feel that I have 

given forty-seven years of my life to this company and I 

can safely say I did my best. Now it's up to the younger 

generation. 

ROBERTS: We've talked about many, many things here over 

the last several weeks. In reviewing all of the things 

that we've said, is there anything that we haven't talked 

about that we should talk about? 

BEST: *[Yes. I would like to take the liberty to add a few 

words for the benefit of future readers who will be doing 

business in the Far East and especially in Japan. It is of 

great importance—as I said so often during our sessions— 

that we teach the American businessman to overcome the 

* Mr. Best added the following bracketed section during 
his review of the transcript. 
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existing differences between our two nations. After thirty 

years working with my friends in Japan, I found it better 

to accomodate their culture and their way of doing 

business. We as Americans are always in a hurry when we 

get to Japan to start business in a hurry. Mistake—the 

Japanese like to get to know us first. Once we have 

established a relationship of trust and common interest, it 

will be so much easier. Once the ceremony of exchanging 

business cards is done and the cards are not just put in 

your pocket, but carefully studied, then use the next step 

of getting to know each other. Be patient. There is such 

a vast difference in the two languages, and we as Americans 

have to be sure that we slowly get across what we really 

mean. What we say may be short and to the point and we 

expect a yes or no answer right away. The Japanese 

conversation is being kept vague. We have to learn their 

way of communication. Trying to go strictly our way may 

lead to misunderstanding and eventual disaster. I very 

often take one of my office managers (Japanese) to 

important meetings. But during an important conference he 

may not translate exactly what I said in English, because 

by Japanese way of thinking my request may be not too 

polite or diplomatic, so my manager, who is now the 

official interpreter, may change my words, my thoughts and 

in the end say some thing—although wel 1-meant—that is 
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totally different from what I wanted to say. Therefore, it 

is of greatest importance to talk things over with the 

interpreter before your meeting with your business friends 

and tell him exactly what you want to accomplish and tell 

him to help you if possible in what you want to accomplish. 

Another most important point. The Japanese will many 

times in a conversation say, "Hai," which means "Yes." 

This means in his way of thinking, "Yes, I understand 

you." It does not say, "Yes, I agree with you." So, in 

conclusion, when doing business with our Japanese friends, 

be sure that the conversation is more than just a 

translation. When, what to say, and how to say it is not 

always enough. You've got to learn to do things their way, 

to understand their approach to life and slowly learn and 

accept their way of doing business. Last but not least, I 

like to suggest to all who enjoy and read on, that they try 

to get a book written by Konosuke Matsushita, the eighty 

year-old genius who founded the incredibly successful 

Matsushita Electric Company. The book is called Japan at 

the Brink. Read it before you go to Japan. You will enjoy 

your trip more. I have the pleasure to know Mr. Matsushita 

for close to thirty years; I have learned a lot from him. 

Many good ideas have come to us from him and his 

associates, and by knowing each other so well, we have 

built a fantastic business together as we are approaching 

our thirtieth year together.] 
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Also, I guess we brought out today the final thought 

that I wanted to bring out to you: to bring to the people 

who, hopefully, will read all this, an incentive to start 

to read it and not to put the book away, [to] read through 

it to the bitter end, and hopefully get something out of it 

that will help them in their future business careers. I 

think that is really, in summing up, what should be said. 
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TAPE NUMBER: XII, SIDE TWO 

MARCH 5, 198 5 

BEST: I tried to kind of sum up everything we have 

discussed for the benefit of possible future readers that— 

And I meet a lot of people who confirm to me that my ideas 

must be right. I meet so many prominent businessmen— 

presidents of banks, presidents of companies and chairmen 

of many, many firms. We discuss these things and they all 

have similar ideas, that the younger generation does not 

pay enough attention to the world around them. Many cannot 

afford it, that's true; many cannot afford to travel, but 

when you read the papers today, traveling is being made so 

easy. You can go to England, pay for one and take a second 

person along; the British pound is half the value it was 

before. A trip for a young couple or even a young man to 

the UK is an eye-opener. It's another world; it's one of 

the most interesting parts of the world. The same goes for 

the Orient, my favorite area of the world that I see as the 

greatest opportunity for the future, with one billion 

people in mainland China alone, to be bought from and sold 

to. Young people should get out from where they are and 

see the world and learn what's going on in the world. The 

same way I am seeing it on a daily basis almost. How many 

younger people go to the theaters—we have a local 

situation here--go to the [Los Angeles] Philharmonic 
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auditorium and hear the Philharmonic Orchestra? Or go to 

the Pasadena Ambassador Auditorium and hear a concert? It 

exposes them to foreign artists, to foreign ways. How many 

young people buy two shares of stock somewhere and learn 

about how another company is doing vis-a-vis the one 

they're working for, or want to work for? I think all this 

is up to us, to teach them and tell them. They may say 

we're all wrong and old-fashioned and it's not done 

today. When the rock group "Chicago" comes, you see six or 

ten thousand people going. That's fine, that's fun, that's 

the fun part of life, but it is so tremendously important 

to see also the part of the world and of life that is not 

just "fun"; it could be serious fun. For instance, without 

criticism, I went a few days ago to a reception for the 

chairman of the board of the Hong Kong/Shanghai Bank; two 

of my people were invited with me, just to meet the man. I 

went all the way downtown. As it so happened, I spent half 

an hour, maybe, with the man, all alone talking to him, a 

brilliant executive. But there were some of his 

associates, younger men in their early thirties maybe, who 

could offer so much to some people if they would only go 

there and listen, when they're invited. Now the two people 

who were invited with me had valid reason not to go—they 

couldn't make it—but I feel that even having forced the 

issue would have paid big dividends. I hope you understand 
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what I mean. The effort to do some of the things for a 

better understanding of the world we live in—outside of 

the fun area—is, in my humble opinion, of unbelievable 

importance. 

ROBERTS: I want to thank you very much for spending this 

time with us. 

BEST: It's a real pleasure. I enjoyed it more than you 

did. 

ROBERTS: I've enjoyed it very much. 
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