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THE BIG INTERVIEW

Back from the brink

Since he took the helm of Restoration Hardware, Gary Friedman has
turned a near-bankrupt business into one of retail's hottest success stories.
Laurie Brookins asks him the billion dollar question - how did he do it?

nterior designers are often inspired by their travels to
exotic lands - but would you expect the same from a
businessman with a keen eye on the bottom line? Then
again, Gary Friedman isn't just any businessman. As
chairman and CEO of Restoration Hardware since 2001,
he has taken a near-bankrupt home furnishings brand

and transformed it into one of retail's hottest success stories, So how
did he bring RH {note the new, sleek moniker) back from the brink?
What's surprising is the answer isn't about sales figures or cost
cutting. Instead, Friedman's intention was to make RH feel as much
like a hotel or home as it does a store. He was inspired by some of his
most memorable life experiences - such as staying at his favorite hotel
in Paris, Hotel Costes on Rue Saint Honoré. For example, the courtyard
of Hotel Costes was an integral element of his store in Chicago.
Located in the city's Gold Coast district, RH Chicago is a seamless
armalgam of retail and hospitality. Shoppers wander from one
perfectly curated room to the next, often with a glass of wine in hand.
Speaking about the store, Friedman says: “It's more home than store,
the chance to just relax and feel good in these spaces.” He adds:
“Putting together a home can be a really time-consuming project, so
we thought, what can we do to make it as enjoyable as it can be?”
Alsointegral to RH's turnaround is RH Modern, an entirely new
business that taps into the modern design market. The brainchild of
Friedman, it was developed in just 18 months, from the moment
Friedman sold the idea to his board to the culmination in fall 2015 with
the launch of the first stand-alone RH Modern Gallery in Los Angeles.
The opening attracted scores of A-listers, including Gwyneth Paltrow.
"[RH Modern] connected a lot of dots for us,” says Friedman. “If
you're a baby boomer who's retiring, you don't want to feel old to get
there, so how do you do that? By surrounding yourself with a modern
lifestyle. Millennials, meanwhile, who grew up around technology are
attracted to more modern environments. It made sense for us.”
However the first store to introduce RH Modern was RH Chicago.

“It’s more bome than a stove, the chance to relaxan these spaces”

This, says Friedman, made sense because the store itself was a
gquantum leap forward. For example, the store houses a showstopping
café, located under a glass and steel atrium, from which you can
purchase every item you can see - every chair, table, even the huge
crystal chandelier suspended above a restored fountain in the center,

The success of RH Chicago compelled Friedman to translate the
idea elsewhere: not by creating cookie cutter versions - “that
wouldn't feel right to us at all” - but by tailoring it to the store's
location. His next - and arguably most ambitious - project is a
boutique hotel in New York, dubbed Guesthouse, and inspired by
another of his favorite vacation spots, the chic LK. Place in Capri.
“It will be our first real foray into hospitality,” he says. " An intimate,
personalized space where you can escape all the noise.”

Asked how far he believes he can drive such concepts,
Friedman smiles. “In many ways,” he says, “we're just getting
started.” And |, for one, believe him.
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