Member Sn

by Daryl Brower

uilters

When the president of Red Rooster Fabrics paid an unannounced visit to
Quilters Cupboard in Uxbridge, Ontario, her rst comment summed up the
feeling that shopowner Sue Carmichael has been carefully cultivating for close
to a decade. “She said, ‘l feel completely at home,’ recalls Carmichael. “And

t’ ctl eﬁsp e Jic \yant here.”
apshot:

Situated in a reconstructed house, Quilters Cupboard, with its pine shelving
and plank oors, has a wonderfully welcoming feel to it. “It really looks like
you've walked into my home,” says Carmichael, noting that she works hard
to cregte pretty vignettes and seamless displays that make a trip to the shop

Not that there isn’t a good deal to buy. The shop boasts some 2,500 bolts of

QBre like a visit to the fabulous quilting studio of a dear friend than a
l I p O a s g expedition.
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cottons, batiks, and reproduction fabrics as well as an impressive library of
books and patterns. But that's not the real draw. Good fun, great companion-
ship, and the cheerful dispensing of advice and assistance (along with
generous offerings of tea and treats) are what draw regular customers to
drive as much as three hours to get their quilting x. “These days you can
buy fabric anywhere,” says Carmichael. “Our customers come here to have
fun with friends.”

There’s certainly plenty of fun to be had. For starters, there are the playful
promotions (s’'mores served up alongside a display of camping fabrics, for
example) and monthly PMS (potluck, munchies, and sewing) days. Add to that
the ever-changing rotation of creative classes and special events (shop hops,
biannual retreats for “runaway” quilters, and show-and-tell sessions) and you've
got a great recipe for camaraderie.

But it's the quilting clubs that really keep customers coming. The shop hosts
several, including Stash Pot Pie, which has members bringing in scraps from
home in exchange for a recipe and pattern; a mystery program that uses
patterns from Border Creek Station; and the ever-popular Square in a Square.

“It creates a very different atmosphere than just offering classes,” says
Carmichael of the clubs. “The quilters see each other every two weeks or
once a month for nine months or more. They really get to know each other
and build friendships.” Carmichael says that fostering friendships not only
helps build repeat business for the shop, it also gives her a sense of personal
ful llment. “I get a real kick out of introducing people in a class or club and
then watching them become friends,” she says.

Partnering in Store Ownership

Introduced to quilting by a friend at the age of 25, Carmichael knows the
value of having friends who “get” quilting. “Your family and [non-quilting]
friends can only listen to you gush about fabric for so long,” she says. “It's
nice to be able to talk about your latest project without watching the other
person’s eyes glaze over.”

Carmichael started building those quilting connections, rst through guilds and
then by teaching, but owning a store wasn'’t part of the picture. “I couldn’t see
myself handling all the headaches and the paperwork,” she says. Several years
later, when the owner of one of the shops in which she taught approached

her about buying the business, Carmichael began to give store ownership a
second thought.

“I didn’t think it would be much fun to run a store alone, but by that time I'd met
up with a woman who was more accounting-minded than | was,” she explains.
“It seemed like we’'d be perfect partners—I'd handle the crafty end and she’'d
take care of the numbers.”

The original plan was to work together for ve years (the partner gured she'd
be ready for retirement by then), at which point Carmichael would go solo or
take on a different partner. The two bought the shop in 2002, moving it to a new
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location and revamping the
atmosphere with great success.

Star Shop 2011:

Quilters Cupboard

It all worked more or less seam-
lessly until Carmichael was
diagnosed with breast cancer in
2007, the same year her partner

was scheduled to back out of

the business. Fortunately for both
Carmichael and the quilting commu-
nity at Quilters Cupboard, the partner

At FabShop’s Spring Market Kickoff Dinner in Salt Lake
City in May, the second annual FabShop Star Awards
were presented to six shining stars. These stellar
individuals and companies were selected by the
FabShop membership as providing ongoing
contributions to the quilting industry.

offered to stay on for another year. Quilters Cupboard was named Star Shop for its
Carmichael recalls that her partner said, emphasis on friendships. Shopowner Sue Carmichael
“You go get well and I'll handle the store.” And that's what she did. believes that visiting Quilters Cupboard should be
L like coming home to an old friend’s house. Her shop’s
Fund- and Fun-Ralsmg motto: “Fun, Friends, Food and, oh yes, Fabric!”
Ironically, Carmichael’s cancer diagnosis came just as the shop Serving her customers every day and building new
was making plans to host a 30-hour quilt marathon to raise funds programs that allow women to gather and foster
for cancer research. “We set the date, sent out the announcements, friendships is one of Sues goals, and she and the
and then | was diagnosed. And at about the same time, the economy Quiilters Cupboard team do this with their class
tanked. We didn’t know what would happen.” selections, monthly clubs, and special events.
Undaunted, they set a goal of $8,000 and asked customers to come For more information about the 2011 Star Awards,
in and quilt for three-hour shifts. The response was overwhelming. see the June 2011 issue of FabShop News.

“It was a wonderful experience,” says Carmichael. “We had regular
customers, not-so-regular customers, and people we'd never seen
before. The girls quilting for the morning shift came in wearing pink
pajamas; in the afternoon they dressed up with fancy hats. They
talked, they ate, we stitched—and in the end we raised $35,000!”

The event was such a success in both dollars raised and customer
camaraderie fostered that the shop decided to do it again. They
ended up raising another $34,000.

These fundraising and “fun-raising” efforts have earned Quilters
Cupboard some good publicity. Named a FabShop Star for 2011 and
one of Quilt Sampler magazine’s Ten Top Stores for 2010, the shop is
quickly expanding its quilting circle. The Quilt Sampler article sparked
calls for kits from all over the United States and Canada. And while
Carmichael was certainly happy to ring up kit sales, the real payoff
for her was talking to new customers. “We got calls from 30 different
states,” she says. “It was so much fun answering the phone.”

With the shop’s 10-year anniversary and her own five-year cancer
survivor milestone coming up, Carmichael is planning to celebrate her
successes. ‘| think we deserve a party,” she says. Knowing the way
things are done at Quilters Cupboard, it's bound to be a big one.
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