
ONE-PAGE SYNOPSIS 

Roger Kuperways is a Holocaust survivor, born in hiding in Voiron, near Grenoble, in 

1944, where he and his mother lived concealed from the Milice, the Vichy regime’s paramilitary 

police involved in the deportation of Jews. He was raised in Paris, where he came of age in the 

haute couture ateliers, beginning at fourteen, before immigrating alone to New York at seventeen 

with twelve dollars and no English. He went on to build a fashion label carried by major department 

stores across the United States and later in Europe. When domestic manufacturing collapsed under 

pressure from imports, he reinvented himself as a professor at New York University. 

Roger Kuperways has lived several lives: Paris apprentice, New York fashion designer, 

and university professor. Each reinvention begins when the life he has built falls away. This 

memoir traces that arc—from a boy who spends his first apprentice wages, five francs a week, on 

a religieuse, a chocolate cream pastry eaten on a Paris bench, to a man who ends his formal 

working life as Professor Emeritus of entrepreneurship and philosophy at New York University. 

Roger grows up in a France still marked by war and occupation, where bullet-scarred walls 

stand beside glittering couture windows. At fourteen, he becomes an apprentice in the couture 

ateliers of Paris, including formative experience connected to the workrooms of Coco Chanel, 

where discipline, precision, and craftsmanship shape his understanding of identity—once cloth is 

cut, it cannot return to its original form. At seventeen, he leaves Paris and immigrates alone to the 

United States with twelve dollars and two oversized old suits given by an uncle and almost nothing 

else. Unable to speak English, he works long hours in Chinatown garment factories in extreme 

heat with little ventilation, earning $1.45 an hour and learning the mechanics of American business 

from the factory floor. 



On November 21, 1963, he opens his first American business. The next afternoon, 

President John F. Kennedy is assassinated. He has been an American entrepreneur for exactly one 

day. 

Over the next decade, Roger builds a fashion label in New York’s Garment District. His 

designs are carried by Saks Fifth Avenue, Bergdorf Goodman, Neiman Marcus, and retailers 

nationwide, and appear in Fifth Avenue windows. Among the women he dresses is Jacqueline 

Kennedy Onassis, who arrives one Saturday morning accompanied by Secret Service agents. 

During their fitting, she confides—in French—that on the day in Dallas she had been wearing a 

pink Chanel suit. 

The success does not last. As overseas imports dismantle the American garment industry, 

Roger closes his factories and confronts not only financial loss but an identity crisis. Stripped of 

the world he built, he faces a question that has followed him since Paris: Who are you when 

everything familiar disappears? 

He reinvents himself again—this time in academia—teaching entrepreneurship and 

philosophy at New York University for nearly three decades. Drawing on lived experience, he 

guides students through risk, failure, and reinvention. Parallel pursuits—Argentine tango, 

photography, and competitive bridge—deepen his evolving outlook: presence over performance, 

precision over appearance, resilience as a practiced art. 

In its final movement, the memoir steps back from chronology. In Philosophy in the Real 

World, he distills a life of reinvention into reflections on uncertainty, meaning, time, and 

presence—rooted in experience rather than theory. The closing coda, My Third Life, returns to the 

body, where illness, fragility, and connection redefine what remains when identity falls away. 



From Chocolate to Philosopher is a memoir of immigration, artistry, collapse, and 

reinvention—a life stitched, cut, and reshaped across decades, and ultimately understood not as 

something to explain, but as something to live. 

 


