
DRAPERS INTERVIEW: RICHARD AND EDWARD TOWNROW, TOWNROW 

B
e warned that your conversation 
may come to an abrupt end when 
speaking to Richard Townrow, 
the fourth-generation owner of 
Essex department store group 

Townrow. You may be mid-sentence when, 
with no warning, he suddenly hurries off to 
greet a customer. 

One of his long-time golfi ng buddies and a 
fellow retailer says: “If I’m in his store having 
a chat and he sees a customer not being taken 
care of, he will simply break off and go. He’s a 
retailer through and through. Richard is one of 
life’s genuine characters – a true gentleman 
focused on classic old-fashioned service.” 

Townrow’s customer care may be hands-on 
and old-school – on one recent sweltering day 
he personally attended to an elderly shopper 
who had succumbed to the heat – but his vision 

Richard Townrow expanded and modernised his 135-year-old department 

store group while its rivals faded. Now with his son Edward joining the team, 

the Townrows say the days of the dinosaur are over
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since taking the reins at the family department 
store in the late 1970s has been decidedly 
forward-looking. 

The fi rst and largest of the Townrow stores 
is in Braintree in Essex. Charles Townrow 
opened the store in 1871 and it now spans 
10,000sq ft, with womenswear, menswear, 
footwear, accessories and beauty on the ground 
fl oor. Home furnishings, a school uniforms 
room and a cafe occupy the fi rst fl oor. 

In the past decade, the business has added 
three satellite stores of between 1,500sq ft and 
4,500sq ft in neighbouring towns. Those 
stores, in Maldon, Halstead and Frinton-on-
Sea, sell womenswear and women’s footwear, 
plus menswear, lingerie and homewares where 
space allows. An additional store in Frinton-
on-Sea is dedicated to home textiles. 

In the sleepy Essex environs, the competitive 

landscape changes slowly and locals do much 
of their shopping in larger towns such as 
Colchester and Chelmsford. Braintree’s town 
centre hosts just a handful of high street names, 
including Burton, Dorothy Perkins and Wallis, 
and a Co-op department store. Townrow’s 
typical customer is older, interested in good 
value and not particularly fashion-forward. 
But rather than let the store group drift along, 
Townrow is determined to grow the business 
into a modern mini-multiple – albeit one that 
has not abandoned its classic customers.

Townrow’s 26-year-old son, Edward, who 
joined the business a year ago after a stint as 
a bonds trader, says: “In the past, independent 
department stores were seen as dinosaurs 
that were not going anywhere. That view is 
changing completely. Independents are 
becoming different from the mass multiples 
by working hard on their environments. That’s 
made us special to our shoppers.” 

With the business’s turnover approaching 
£4 million and growing, the father-and-son 
team are keen to keep on top of store refi ts. 
The latest has involved overhauling the 
womenswear fl oor in Braintree. Shopfi tter 
Jamieson Smith Associates installed an oak 
archway to frame the main area, echoed by a 
smaller arch for the Eastex concession. Lime 
green display boxes and fuchsia backdrops have 
introduced a more vibrant feel ahead of one 
or two new contemporary womenswear 
concessions scheduled for autumn 06, which 
have yet to be named. 

Buying and merchandising manager Lindsay 
Rolerkite says: “Our customers used to be quite 
traditional dressers, but while they still want 
good value, the product must also be a bit 
different. We’ve introduced a few quirky pieces 
each season and they always seem to sell well.”

The bulk of Townrow’s womenswear offer is 
mainstream casualwear, from Esprit and 
Taifun to Gerry Weber Edition and Steilmann. 
The group also buys heavily into First Avenue, 
the own label of buying group Associated 
Independent Stores. The brand, under new 
fashion controller Janet du Boulay, has emerged 
as a more coherent collection with on-trend 
colour stories and better fi ts. 

“Because we think First Avenue is so good 
we’re planning to increase our spend at the 

“IN THE PAST, 
INDEPENDENT 
DEPARTMENT STORES 
WERE SEEN AS 
DINOSAURS THAT 
WERE NOT GOING 
ANYWHERE. THAT 
VIEW IS CHANGING 
COMPLETELY”
Edward Townrow
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