CHARLES J. PETRE
8750 Concord Drive, Fredonia, NY 14063
The twenty-five years since graduation have been spent seeking out and responding to challenges, mostly business and career challenges, but lately, with three teenage boys, the challenges have turned more toward family issues; guid- ing these boys through the philosophical, moral, and intellectual conundrums of the nineties. Interestingly, I also have a seven-year-old daughter who gets to share in the problems of teenagers in the nineties as well as becoming a teenager after the millennium—who can even begin to imagine what challenges she will face!
Having survived the round of weddings that occurred immediately after graduation, I was off to New York City to work for Citibank. During the next two years of living in Manhattan, I shared apartments with Tom McNamee and then Jeff Wheelwright. The fun ran out one evening when, returning from the grocery store, I became another mugging victim. Fortunately, that was in the days when they only took money and not your life. I pressured Citibank for a more interesting locale and ended up in Manila, Philippines, where I lived for the next five years. I used that time to travel extensively in Asia, India, and the Mid-East, and in 1973 to marry Eileen Toner, who had just finished her B.F.A. degree at University of Denver. Many of my Silliman roommates and Yale friends attended our wedding, and of course it was good to see them again. Eileen and I spent three delightful years in Manila, working on our golf, tennis, and squash games. I was able to get back into rowing and learned to love one- man sculls. Unfortunately, the only place to row was on the Pasig River, which while traveling through the bowels of Manila, collected the kinds of refuse that bowels tend to produce. The Manila Boat Club was an international refuge of rowing and squash enthusiasts, and so something as mundane as tainted water did not slow us down.
In 1976 we moved to Taipei, Taiwan, where first Nate (January 4, 1977), then Ben (May 16, 1978), and finally Luke (June 23, 1979) were born. (It rained a lot and the autumns were cold!) While in Taiwan and previously in Manila, I was chief executive officer of a joint-venture investment bank in which Citibank had a minority interest, but a management contract to operate the venture. It was an exciting time to be in Asia, with the syndicated lending market booming and the local capital markets maturing.
Having struggled back to the U.S. a couple of times with three screaming toddlers, we decided that it was time to move back and get into this thing called home ownership. With mortgage rates in the midteens, and with what would become generally known as “creative financing,” we bought our first house in 1980. Thus we moved into toney New Cannan, Connecticut, and I started my second of what would become three stints working in Manhattan. Two years later I had been talked into moving out to Los Angeles to open up the west coast investment banking office for Citibank. After struggling with snowsuits on the three boys, that didn’t seem like such a bad idea for a while. That stint lasted only two years, and it ended my association with Citibank. During that time, however, I was able to renew my friendship with Walt Rose, and with Tom Moore and Mike Anderson who had been roommates of ours during senior year. All had delightful families and it was fun being together in Southern California.
Anxious to return to the east coast, I signed on with the First National Bank of Chicago which wanted to open an investment banking office in New York. So in 1984 we returned to our house in Connecticut, and I began commuting to Manhattan once more. Only this time I also had responsibilities in London and frequently traveled to Geneva. What a life! Never home till nine p.m., on the train by 6:30 a.m., I wasn’t getting to see any of my kids, couldn’t participate in their activities, nor did I see much of Eileen. In addition, Martha (November 3, 1985) had arrived to enliven our lives—change was needed.
Thus in 1987, when a colleague from Citibank asked me to join him in Chicago as a partner in his fledgling leverage buyout firm, I jumped at the chance. Putting our house up for sale the week before the October 1987 stock market crash didn’t discourage us, only delayed us until the next summer. In August 1988 we moved to Winnetka, Illinois, and were introduced to the mystique of the New Trier School District. It was a challenging time for all of us. The banks were practically giving money away to leveraged buyout investors, and within two years we had purchased six companies, with only our own capital as equity.
Most such bubbles burst, and the banks, forced by losses and regulatory tightening, stopped financing these acquisitions right in the middle of one of our deals. We started consolidating and cutting back. The net result was a portfolio of businesses that didn’t require both of us full time. Having been the Chief Financial Officer of our venture, I had grown to like the challenge of working with small businesses. Thus, last year 1 broke away and started my own consulting firm through which I work with smaller companies as a part-time chief financial officer.
In August of 1992 we moved again to Fredonia, New York, about an hour south of Buffalo, where I am actively conducting business, where our kids can ski every weekend in the winter, where my wife has her own painting studio, where our view extends over 150 miles from east to west, and where the local vineyards continue to win gold medals for their Chardonnay. Child rearing has become our highest priority, but who says that we shouldn’t be able to enjoy life while our kids invent new ways to challenge us intellectually, test our moral strength, and generally try to put us through hell.
