




Close Together,  
A World Apart
Charlotte’s Sew Natural 
Charlotte’s Bargain Fabric 
   & Stitchery
During her �rst 23 years in the fabric business, Charlotte 
Wolfe spent a lot of time lamenting the lack of �oor space in 
her shop, Charlotte’s Sew Natural. Well-stocked with upper-
end cottons, wools, and other natural-�ber fabrics, and well-
traf�cked by sewing and quilting enthusiasts, the Newton, 
Kan., store simply didn’t have the room for some of the choice 
fabric bargains Wolfe had encountered over the years. 

“It just killed me to pass up some of the great deals I’d been 
offered,” Wolfe says. “I’ve always joked that I owned enough 
fabric to start a second store.” Two years ago she got serious 
about that statement, searching out space for a second  
shop. “In the past, my husband thought I was crazy when I 
mentioned a second shop, but he liked this new concept,” 

Lutz, who became the sole proprietor of Calico Gals when 
her partner left in 2006, began brainstorming ideas to grow 
the business and scouting out locations for a bigger store. 
“My �rst thought was to buy out a successful existing shop 
and keep the owner on as manager,” says Lutz, who’s always 
been most comfortable with the money and business side 
of shop ownership. “There are a lot of store owners out there 
who really get burned out on the business end of things.  
I �gured she’d get to the fun stuff and I’d take on the chal-
lenge of growing the business.” Option two was the more 
conventional expansion route: Find a new location with the 
same charm as the old building, but with more space, better 
parking, and fewer stairs. (The second-�oor location of the 
�rst shop was a drawback for some customers.)

Lutz spent two years looking for that perfect shop before she 
hit what she calls the “quilt shop lottery”: a large single-story 
space with big windows for plenty of natural light, room for a 
classroom, and ample parking. Located in Syracuse, it was 
close enough to her original location to keep her established 
customers coming and convenient enough to local highways 
to bring newcomers in the doors. “It was gorgeous, the price 
was right, and I jumped on the opportunity,” Lutz says.  
Calico Gals settled into the space in 2009, �lling it with a  
huge assortment of cottons and �annels and adding Elna  
and Baby Lock sewing machines. 

Two months after the move, a customer asked Lutz if she  
was aware that a quilt shop in Oswego, N.Y. (about 40  
miles away), was closing. Lutz wasn’t, and the mention 
instantly started her entrepreneurial wheels turning. “I kept 
thinking about my original plan to buy out an existing shop,” 
she recalls. “The opportunity was just too tempting and I 
decided I had to explore it.” 

A conversation with the shopowner led to the decision to 
purchase the store, and the second Calico Gals location 
was born. Dubbed Calico Gals Harborview, this store boasts 
a tourist-friendly location in Oswego’s Canal Commons, a 
historic district just blocks from the harbor and Lake Ontario. 
Though the new shop is about half the size of the original 
Calico Gals, Lutz says it boasts the same great fabrics and 
attentive staff (many kept on from the previous regime), plus 
a classroom and elevator access to the second �oor. “That’s 
a big plus,” she says. “It’s also such a different location, more 
open to foot traf�c.”

Lutz laments that the timing of the opening of her second 
shop wasn’t exactly ideal and has been a huge amount  
of work, but she doesn’t regret taking advantage of the  
opportunity that presented itself. “I always planned to expand 
to at least one more store,” she notes. “I’m just a bit ahead  
of schedule.” 

That’s not to say that it’s all been smooth sailing. “I said I 
wanted a challenge and I sure got one,” Lutz admits. She was 
surprised that customers were comparing the new shop with 
the original store and feeling shortchanged. “I just assumed 
they’d be excited about the addition of a beautiful new shop 
in town, but we were hearing things like, ‘Oh, these are just 
the leftovers from the other shop’ or ‘there just isn’t as much 
here.’” Undaunted, Lutz has been working hard to change 
that perception. “The Oswego store isn’t an afterthought,” she 
insists. “Space constraints dictate a smaller selection, but it’s 

the same quality fabric and dedicated staff. I’ve realized we 
have to make that clearer to customers.” To that end she’s 
given the new shop its own section in her monthly newsletter 
and has started its own collection of kits. “Now Syracuse is 
also ordering things from Oswego rather than just the other 
way around,” she says. 

Stocking and staf�ng two stores is obviously more work  
and Lutz has found she’s had to let some things go.  
“There’s an hour’s travel time between the two shops and 
in the beginning I had to spend most of my time in the new 
store,” she says. “My staff really had to step up. We’ve 
learned that [the managers] can handle the day-to-day  
without me, which is great because it leaves me free to  
move on and grow the business.” 

For Lutz, who’s always looking for new challenges, that’s  
a good thing. “If I had to de�ne the culture of both stores  
with one word it would be ‘fun,’” she says. “There’s a lot of 
laughter in both, and I’m happy to spread that around.” 
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she says. “There were so many opportunities to buy great 
fabrics at great prices that I decided I had to �nd a way to �t 
them in to my business.” 

Defying the conventional wisdom that dictates setting up a 
second shop a good distance from the �rst, Wolfe signed a 
lease for a space just �ve miles from Charlotte’s Sew Natural. 
“I knew I was going to have to be a regular presence in both 
stores to make this work and I didn’t want to waste hours  
commuting from one to the other,” Wolfe says. “I decided 
I wasn’t willing to make more than a 15-minute trip … and 
started looking for space based on those parameters.” She 
says luck and the favorable rents provided by the decline in 
the real estate market landed her a retail space that served 
both her needs: a spacious storefront in a local mall, situated 
just minutes from her �rst store. 

Wolfe was savvy enough to know that with stores in such 
close proximity, she’d need to take care not to cannibalize 
sales between them. To that end the stores are vastly different 
in both atmosphere and inventory. 

Charlotte’s Sew Natural was established as a natural �ber 
resource, stocking �ne cottons, wools, and silks for fashion 
sewing. In the 25 years the shop has been in business, the 
focus has shifted more to quilting, but other than the intro- 
duction of a few choice polyesters to meet the needs of a 
bridal business, the natural-�ber model has endured. Wolfe 
explains that people come to this shop because they know 
they’ll get both great service and great selection of upper-end 
fabrics. Set in a charming storefront on the main street of a 
historic downtown, the space has a cozy, welcoming feel and 
plenty of foot traf�c. “It’s your classic quilt store,” Wolfe says. 
“We cultivate a cozy, community feeling and a boutique  
shopping experience. It’s all very personal and pretty.”

By contrast, the new store, Charlotte’s Bargain Fabric and 
Stitchery, sits just off the interstate—a typical sprawling store-
front in a busy shopping mall, giving it the bene�t of being 
both a destination shop and a place that travelers stumble 
into. Wolfe describes it as big, open, and crammed with 
fabrics, all of them at bargain prices. “I decided the best bet 

Snapshot:
Charlotte’s  
Sew Natural 
710 N. Main St.
Newton, KS 67114
sewnatural.net
Years in business: 25
Staff: 10+
Square footage: 4,000

Charlotte’s  
Bargain  
Fabric &  
Stitchery
601 S.E. 36th St.
Newton, KS 67114
Years in business: 2
Staff: 4
Square footage: 2,525

would be to take more of an outlet approach,” says Wolfe of 
her second shop. “I never catered to bargain shoppers at the 
�rst store, so this is something different for us.” 

What the space lacks in charm it makes up for in sheer  
selection, and price. With no restrictions on �ber content or 
worries about how a particular fabric will �t with the mood of 
the store, Wolfe is free to stock her second shop with all the 
bargain �nds she once had to pass up. She’s also added 
DMC �oss and preprinted embroidery kits to the mix, hoping 
to increase traf�c. “There really isn’t a local resource for those, 
so it brings in more business,” she says. 

There’s been some crossover in customers between the two 
stores, Wolfe says, but so far neither seems to be hurting the 
sales of the other. If anything, she thinks her second location 
may be drawing sales that would otherwise go to big-box 
retailers in the area. “I know that the majority of my customers 
shop around looking for bargain fabrics for charity quilts or 
other projects they don’t want to invest large dollar amounts 
in,” says Wolfe. “So with the price points at the bargain store, 
I’m hopefully getting some of the dollars that previously went 
to the chain and big-box stores—even if they are being spent  
by my regular high-end customers.”

Wolfe has even taken to cross-promoting the shops, putting 
�yers about each store in the shopping bags of the other. “So 
far it’s been a lot more effective—and more cost-effective— 
than traditional advertising,” she says. “We encourage  
customers to visit both shops and stress that they’ll �nd  
something different in each of them. We really try to make it 
clear that this isn’t a second location for Charlotte’s Sew  
Natural; it’s a different kind of shopping experience.”

One thing the two locations do share is a commitment to  
customer service. Wolfe says the salespeople staf�ng both 
stores are knowledgeable and friendly, often conducting 
lessons at the cutting tables. “If a customer has a question, 
we’ve got an answer,” she says. “And we make sure  
everyone who walks in the door gets a warm welcome  
at both locations.”
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