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LAWSUIT COMES BETWEEN SALESMAN AND HIS CALVINS

FORMER MINNEAPOLIS SALESMAN WINS $841,780 JUDGMENT AGAINST APPAREL COMPANY

By Monte Hanson

By the time the Calvin Klein Jeanswear Co. asked him to return in 1993, Doug Bredeson could sense that the company’s line of sportswear was about to make a comeback. 

Calvin Klein sales had softened considerably since the 1970s when Brooke Shields cooed that “nothing comes between me and my Calvins.”  But the controversy surrounding the company’s Marky Mark underwear ads and allegations of underage models had put Calvin Kleins back in the news and the public’s mind. 

Sales were rebounding as a new generation of customers – mostly children of baby boomers – began wearing the brand.

Bredeson, a clothing industry sales rep for 28 years in Minneapolis, signed a contract in the fall of 1993 to sell Calvin Klein casual clothing to retail stores in the upper Midwest. 

But he made a fatal mistake.  He was too successful.

In documents filed in Hennepin County District Court, Bredeson said company officials cut his commissions, took away his most lucrative accounts and fired him without a good reason.  Bredeson alleged the company got rid of him because it wanted to save money. 

Bredeson took the case to court and won last month.  Hennepin County District Judge Tony Leung upheld an arbitrator’s earlier ruling and ordered Calvin Klein to pay Bredeson $841,780 in damages.

Thomas Undlin, a Minneapolis lawyer who represented the New York based company, would not comment on the case or the decision except to say it has been appealed. 

Bredeson said during an interview this week that he sees the court decision as a victory for people in the sales industry who have been pushed around by the clothing giants for years.

“It happens all the time,” Bredeson said. “it’s real stressful to go through a lawsuit and take on the big boys.  I was just a little peon.”

D. Clay Taylor, a Minneapolis lawyer who handled the case for Bredeson, said taking away successful sales account is becoming widespread in the business world.  The practice is so common that it’s virtually the only type of case he handles anymore, Taylor said.

Taylor said he represents 50 to 100 sales agents a year – people selling everything from mainframe computers to garbage cans – who have been arbitrarily fired or had accounts taken away once those accounts became successful.

“The corporate waters are becoming very much shark-infested,” Taylor said.

Bredeson’s association with Calvin Klein dates back to 1989 when he was signed as a sales representative for territory that covered Minnesota, Wisconsin, Iowa, North Dakota, South Dakota and Nebraska.  He left in 1989, but returned four years later as an independent sales representative to sell men’s and women’s division products.

According to court documents, Bredeson quickly improved the company’s sales base in his territory.  In his first year, orders for the women’s division increased from $300,000 to $2 million.  Men’s division sales increased from nearly nothing to $1.5million within eight months.  Bredeson earned $116,797 in commissions from Calvin Klein his first year back, documents said. 

By July 1994, the company cut commissions for sales representatives from 8 percent to 5 percent.  In the following month, the company took away the men’s division from Bredeson, documents said.

That fall he landed three accounts with Herberger’s, Maurice’s and The Buckle that had potential annual value of $5 million.  But all three accounts were taken away from Bredeson later that fall and turned into “house accounts,” documents said. 

In the following year, Bredeson was fired from the Calvin Klein women’s division after tripling orders from the previous year to $6 million, documents said. 

Taylor said Calvin Klein violated state statutes by firing Bredeson without just cause, and the company committed breach of contract when it took away the three accounts and didn’t pay the commissions that it owed him.

He said plenty of people stand up to companies that arbitrarily take away successful accounts, but that hasn’t stopped the practice, especially in the apparel business.

“There is an old adage in the clothing industry.  Be successful, but don’t be too successful,” Taylor said.

He said Calvin Klein representatives have discussed an out-of-court settlement with Bredeson, but no agreement has been reached.

Bredeson, who eventually left the clothing business because of his disgust with the industry, now sells real estate.  He said he missed his old job but will probably never go back again.

“I don’t think anything will change,” he said.  “That’s what is so sad.”
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