
The News and Intelligence You Need on Luxury

HOME FURNISHINGS

Claremont Rug Co.:  Reinventing a luxuryClaremont Rug Co.:  Reinventing a luxury
business in  the midst of a pandemicbusiness in  the midst of a pandemic
November 23, 2020

Claremont Rug Company's  s tory in Oakland, CA

 
By LUXURY DAILY NEWS SERVICE

A strange thing occurred when Jan David Winitz was pivoting his business. He ended up reinventing it.

In mid-March, the Claremont Rug Company founder was confronted with the same conundrum that thousands of
businesses in California faced. Effectively, the COVID-19 pandemic forced him to suddenly close the doors of a
gallery that he had nurtured, and matured for nearly 40 years in one location in Oakland, CA.

"Understanding the gravity of the situation," he reflects, "at that moment, we didn't have a clear vision of what to do.
We gave ourselves a week to think and plan, after which we saw that we could pivot our business by dramatically
upgrading our website, intensifying our educational program, and moving to an entirely online business model."

New "normal" is sustainable

Now, eight months later, the success of this strategy has led him to a better recognition of what was accomplished
and the profound changes he made.

"By deliberating, taking a step, deliberating even further and taking another step, we avoided falling into the inertia'
trap, and we went far beyond simply altering our approach. We fully committed to a fundamental change in how to
conduct business in the future. With a transformation from 80 percent in-store sales and 20 percent online sales to
almost the exact inverse, we have reinvented ourselves and have a formula for continued growth and success."

"We recognized that it was not enough to just survive until normalcy returned. We committed to a new normal' that
we saw as inevitable, but also sustainable. We adapted the central components of our success over four decades:
unparalleled inventory, expertise, personalized consultation and premier customer service, all integrated through
cutting-edge technology.

Mr. Winitz can cite empirical and anecdotal evidence of what future success will look like. International sales at
Claremont have grown 75 percent since March and overall sales, despite having to greatly diminish his in-gallery
sales model, have steadily returned to previous levels.
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Oriental rug market pyramid

Rugs, from the Second Golden Age of Persian Weaving (ca. 1800 to ca. 1910) at Claremont are valued in the range of
$5,000 to more than $500,000 per piece. Clients resident on six continents (more than 30 countries) and include
more than 75 Forbes' list billionaires.

"Our clients are extremely successful and affluent," Mr. Winitz said. "They are used to having the flexibility to travel
and to acquire what they seek in a stress-free environment. But they discovered that restricted movement provided
them much more time at home to contemplate how to make their lives more fulfilling, minus the onsite experience.

"Collecting and connecting with antique Oriental rugs that were woven by master weavers 100 to over 200 years ago
was something that they now had time to appreciate through our greatly enhanced Web site features and the semi-
weekly email campaigns we instituted," he said.

"Our conversations changed. I noticed that the average length of time of a Web site visit grew from seven minutes to
more than 30 minutes. These were not people who were window shopping.' And what gratified me the most were
their email comments to me.

"In the past, clients often sent us polite thank-you notes after a purchase. Now, they were sending unsolicited, long,
and often-emotional emails about what the rugs meant to them."

Mr. Winitz also noted that during the COVID-19 period, clients with whom he has not been in contact for as long as
two decades have reconnected with a rekindled interest in collecting elite antique rugs from the Claremont
collection.

"They mentioned that they were delighted that we haven't changed over the years," Mr. Winitz said.

"We still answer the telephone directly, no voice mail during business hours, and the person who answers is
knowledgeable and adheres to our Rule Number One that client service starts when we pick up the telephone, not
when we make a sale," he said. "We are tremendously proud that our Web site is 21  century, but our approach is old-
fashioned and personal."

Claremont began doing things that for which it previously could not find the time.

For instance, the Gallery search, online rug education and wish list features were greatly enhanced.

"We've begun the process of creating a portal that enables clients to upload photos of their rooms, into which we
Photoshop images of various appropriate rugs, allowing them to experience rugs in situ, albeit virtually."

The experience is both dramatic and immediate.
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Jan David Winitz with the Dragon Bakshaish

Education and communication

Another increasingly important factor in Claremont's connection with clients has been the educational nature of
much the communication.

"We have always had an Education' section on the site," Mr. Winitz said, "but in the last eight months we have also
been sending emails to clients that were entirely educational in nature about rugs, about weaving and about the
weavers."

Another longtime feature that has emerged as a key factor in many purchases has been the gallery's proprietary
Antique Rug Pyramid that separates pieces into six distinct tiers by their desirability as art objects to acquire for
investment purposes.

"Clients constantly refer to it to ascertain where it fits  in the valuation/collecting/decorating chain," Mr. Winitz said.

"Our clients have traditionally been very tactile and oriented toward touching and feeling the merchandise, so to
speak," he said. "But that is changing rapidly. We have always had clients from around the world, but the pandemic
made it unlikely that they would be visiting us in California anytime soon.

"What we have come to realize is that many of our clients are so used to the online purchasing that in the in-store
experience was no longer necessary.

"I don't think that you have to be a visionary to see that to survive and to thrive as an art gallery, you will have to
evolve rapidly into what we have become in the past eight months. Yes, on one level, it was a pivot,' but what really
happened and why our success continues is that we reinvented ourselves on the fly."

It is  a lesson that Mr. Winitz believes many businesses could benefit by picking up on, rather than continuing to wait
for the time when their operations will return to "normal."



 

"We have come to recognize," Mr. Winitz said, "that what was normal' before is in the past and is something we have
used the necessity of this period to build on to create an even more dynamic customer experience."

Jan David Winitz is founder/president of Claremont Rug Company, Oakland, CA.
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