
                                                                        

     General Meeting and Luncheon Summary, November 5, 2019 
Paula began the luncheon by asking all to stand for the Pledge of Allegiance. She acknowledged 
Steve Yamaguchi-University Council, Adam Bart-Senior Executive Director of Associates, Dean 
Catherine Quinlan, Ron Orr- Senior Associate Athletic Director, Leah Levine- Senior Associate 
Director of Associates, Sara Fousekis-Chief Advancement Officer from the School of Dramatic 
Arts, and Linda Zukowski- Chief Development Officer of USC Libraries. 

Todays luncheon is a collaboration between USC library and Town and Gown. Suzi Weiss 
Fischmann also known as “the first lady of nails” is todays speaker. Suzi is a true inspiration and 
has a real “American Dream” story to tell. 

Paula thanked Dean Quinlan and Linda Zukowski from USC libraries for their help in putting 
this day together and also for their generosity in providing each of us with a copy of Suzi’s book. 
There is a signed edition on each of the seats and also nail polish at the place settings. 

Thanks to all who supported our boutique today and thank you to Joanne Asman for bringing 
Traveler to be part of our day. Thank you to Rhona Gewelber for providing the centerpieces. 
Please no table hopping to grab a centerpiece. 

Next month is our Christmas luncheon.  It is always a sold-out event. Look for the invitation and 
current newsletter in your email.   

December will be the roll out again for Dollars for Scholars. We will begin our campaign to raise 
enough money for another student scholarship. This year we awarded 157 students with 
scholarships to USC.  

The giving trees will again be available in the courtyard this year. 

Sandy Johnston announced they had a fabulous new member orientation mixer earlier.  Kathie 
Johnson and Sandy introduced the new annual and life members.  For new life members that 
have not received their life pins they were directed to see Sandy or Kathie at the piano after the 
luncheon. New member photos will take place at the piano immediately following the luncheon. 
For those interested, applications to join Town and Gown are available on the Town and Gown 
website and cards are on the tables. 

Helaine Lopes reminded all to save the date for the Benefit to be held on March 5, 2020 at the 
Inter-Continental Hotel Downtown Los Angeles.  If interested in any type of underwriting see 
Helaine for information. She spoke about the wine drop off and that she is available locally to 
collect bottles of wine.  

Chris Griffith mentioned there are still tables available to reserve for the Annual Holiday 
Luncheon and Concert. If interested contact Kari May.  



Chris encouraged all to come celebrate the season with holiday songs performed by the USC 
Chamber Choir; featuring Dr. Jo-Michael Scheibe – Director of Choral & Sacred Music at the 
USC Thornton School of Music. On behalf of Town and Gown, Chris expressed our gratitude 
and thanked Christine Ofiesh for underwriting the choir every year for the past decade. 

For the January 14, 2020 general meeting and luncheon, our speaker will be Kristin Von 
Kleinsmid. She is a former FBI Special Agent & Senior Executive. She will share true stories on 
how the agency works to keep our nation safe.  

Marilou Hamill mentioned that so many wonderful women have been nominated so far and that 
it will be a challenge to match up the right person for the position. Today is the last day to get 
your nomination forms in. She has extra forms available today in the foyer. 

Paula introduced Blake Birmingham, our student scholar and speaker for this month. Blake is a 
junior and majors in Industrial and Systems Engineering with minors in Entrepreneurship and 
Flight Analytics.  

Blake expressed what an honor it was to be in the presence of such an amazing tradition of 
Trojans. He thanked us for our willingness and generosity to serve students like him. He believes 
Town and Gown is the reason he can be at USC and pursue his dreams freely. 

His great uncle was head football coach John McKay. Blake said he wore his number 5 cardinal 
and gold football jersey in elementary school every day and grew up thinking he would be the 
next USC football star; but as he grew his aspirations changed. He researched so much about the 
opportunities USC had and it immediately became his dream school. It combined everything he 
wanted to study. He had a lot of different interests and USC seemed to serve all of them. He told 
us the best day of his life was when he got into USC! 

He knew it would take some sort of scholarship to make his USC dream feasible; so, when he 
heard back from Town and Gown that he had received a scholarship he knew this was the 
second-best day of his life! 

While at USC he has been able to pursue his love for a variety of things: engineering, 
entrepreneurship, global social impact, and school pride.  He joined engineers without borders 
and was able to complete a two-year long project; where he and 22 others were able to build a 
water filtration and distribution system for a community in Guatemala. He told us that seeing the 
look on the faces of the kids and families in that community when the water system was 
successfully built was definitely the third-best day of his life! 

This project meant so much to him and he knew if he had been at any other school, he would not 
have had the same opportunity.  He said he developed a deep passion to be a creator and 
innovator for social global impact.  Blake emphasized he has been able to take amazing 
entrepreneurship classes and supplement his engineering courses.  He told us he has great 
mentors that give him the confidence and passion to start his own company. He said he is an 
inspired and confident student and has USC and Town and Gown to thank for that.  

Dean Quinlan introduced Suzi Weiss Fischmann. 



When Suzi was 10 years old, she and her family fled Communist Hungary and emigrated to 
Israel in 1966. In 1969 they came to the United States. Suzi welcomed and celebrated the cultural 
differences. However, not knowing the language was isolating.  She was teased for being 
different but she was extremely motivated to learn English.  Even as a teenager she had a sense 
of determination and a strong work ethic. She wanted to fit in and soon realized knowing English 
was the key to opportunities. Learning the language opened the door to friendships, financial 
success, and helped cultivate her own sense of self.  She found you could start over in America 
and be anything and anyone you wanted to.  In New York her family owned a manufacturing 
business. Suzi was also attracted to the idea of being in business for herself and controlling her 
own destiny.  Her personal journey was heightened by her belief that anything is possible. She 
quoted Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. who said, “Faith is taking the first step, even when you don’t 
see the whole staircase.” So, when the opportunity to start OPI presented itself she took it and 
never looked back. She had no idea that she would be helping to build the world’s biggest 
professional nail care brand, but she did know she had a vision, the work ethic, and the passion 
to see it through. 

OPI began not as a professional nail care brand but as a dental supply company during the 
acrylic nail trend in the 80’s. Realizing that dentures and artificial nail extensions shared a 
similar chemistry they saw an opening in the nail beauty market and seized it. OPI began 
dropping off the “rubber band special” to nail salons all along Ventura Blvd. It consisted of a jar 
of powder, liquid, and primer all rubber banded together. This became the OPI traditional acrylic 
system and it was a huge hit giving OPI its start in the professional nail industry. Suzi talked 
about the lesson of taking opportunities when they come your way and making decisions. She 
considers making decisions to be her business super power and spoke about making quick, 
decisive, but educated decisions as the only way to stay ahead of competitors. She does not want 
to deliberate or second guess decisions. Staying focused on her vision is what helped set OPI 
apart. 

In 1989 Suzi’s interest in fashion and design prompted her to take OPI into the world of color. 
OPI’s unconventional beginnings had taught Suzi to listen to her instincts. She was convinced 
that listening to her instincts especially in the beauty business where trends constantly change 
was key. She told us Eleanor Roosevelt once said, “A women is like a teabag; you never know 
how strong she is until she gets in hot water”. 

Suzi has always believed in the transformative power of color which she traces back to growing 
up in a Communist system which suppressed individuality and freedom of expression. After 
taking refuge in Israel she said her world opened up in vibrant color. This was magnified in New 
York City, the mecca of fashion and self-expression, where color represented freedom, joy and 
empowerment. She began with 30 shades. She set out to position OPI as a message in a bottle 
that would become a messenger of beauty and inspiration. This completely revolutionized the 
nail business.  Suzi spoke with passion and conviction to corporations and investors to launch 
multi-million dollar campaigns. She discovered strength she never knew she had. The more she 
found and expressed her true self; the more successful she became. 



Once the reserved school girl who fled fear and oppression, she was now the entrepreneur who 
put her passion for color and beauty to work for women everywhere.  She had found her means 
of self-expression. She ran a huge successful business, became a wife, mother, did carpool, made 
it to family dinners and school plays.  She sees herself as a testament to the American Dream and 
is grateful for the freedom that allows each of us to pursue our life goals through hard work. 

Suzi learned the importance of being able to stay focused on your vision and grand idea. Accept 
there might be setbacks and bumpy roads ahead, but what is important is to develop resilience 
and flexibility so that you can get up the next day and start all over again.  Setbacks give you the 
chance to learn something new.  Practicing patience, recognizing opportunity, making decisions, 
having a support system, and respecting others are a few lessons she wished to share.   

Be the change you wish to see in the world. Your passion can influence not only your life but the 
lives of others. Success can often be self focused. Suzi believes it is important to take the time to 
channel your talents in ways that can help others. Winston Churchill said, “we make a living by 
what we get; but we make a life by what we give”.  Suzi’s father taught her; you give, you get!  
Sometimes you will be the one bestowing the good will and sometimes you will be the one 
receiving it.  

Suzi told us OPI’s success was built on relationships. The most important relationships at OPI 
were the ones developed with the customers.  People respond to people; people invest in people. 
She believes she cannot stress the importance of relationships enough. With current technology, 
social media seems an easy way to connect but it can create a sense of isolation. Say hello to 
people when you walk into a room, show acts of generosity, be inclusive, get out and talk to 
people, cultivate relationships, offer support, and engage in social activities.  

Suzi encouraged us to keep making real, meaningful, and authentic connections.  Even though so 
much of connecting and communication is done online there is a person behind each and every 
one of these interactions. It might not feel as personal but that’s even more reason to make it so.  
She said, “connections expand our horizons and allow us to grow by simultaneously anchoring 
us in this crazy but wonderful world”. 

Suzi left us with this: 

“Life should not be a journey to the grave with the intention of arriving safely in an attractive 
and well-preserved body but rather a skid in sideways, chocolate in one perfectly manicured 
hand and champagne in the other, body thoroughly used up, totally worn out, and screaming  
yoo-hoo, what a ride!” 
 

Q&A followed. 

Suzi donated her stipend to the USC Libraries.  

Winning Raffle ticket was 138609   Meeting ended 1:34PM 

 



 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

Kathi Nicolard 
Recording Secretary 
Town and Gown of USC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


