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Fashion’s

Secret

Well-Kept

Private shoppers partthe
curtains of designer showrooms
for a few, Don't tell retailers.

By RUTH LA FERLA
ELIZABETH HOWARD can dress a room like a

master, adjusting a pleture o7 moving an urn

hersell? Well, Lhat might be a challenge. "1t's itke
pointing by numbers,” sald s, Howard, a New York
decarator. *'] llke being told what to do."*

When her tashion sense daserls her, she calls
Richard Smith, her (rlend and style guru - the man
she counts ot to instruct her in the difference
batween a spool and 2 spindle heel, and who, wheh
she Invies him, will take her on a eyclone tour of
designers’ showrooms (o unearth the pertect dross
and sandald (o wear toa a summer lawh party,

A spruce man whose work uniform (s o crisp
oxtard shirt and rep tie, Mx, Smilth is an independent

to mateh her idesl of perfection, Drossing |
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personai shapper, ong of a sel¢ct coterfe of Wew York
fashion Insiders whose husiness It 1s to gulde the
weary, the stressed and the style-perplexad cver
fashion's rocky shoals,

Frealanee professionals - thele numbers are
estimated to tange from a meager helf-dozen to 20
ar more - personal shoppers are the favorke hidden
resource of many of the chicest, most prominant ang
muost vislble New Yerkers. Nina Griscom, Julia
Koch, the dacorater Chariotta Mosy and Peggy Vel
gen, the wife of the nrt denley Richard Felgen, havo
all relied on a privile shopper’s expertlsa,

"These are the ladies who Ilnnch — they have
money and they will gpead I, snld Zang Tol, a
[ashian deslgner and longtime eollabarator with Mr.
Smith, Clients nlso typleally include women at the
(o7 of thelr prolessions, who tack elther the time or
the eonlidente to shup for Ihemsatvas, On the advice

e .
Wilitem Brarhal

of & personal shoppar, a cuslomer might drop 313,000
on 4 dable-cotlared leather coal i & dingle visit to
My, Tol’s atudio on West 57th Streel, and maay imes
that amount on a season’s wardrobe.

Independent personnl shoppers 2re to be dlstin.
guished from: 1he shopping services that are avail
able In department stores, whieh Umit customers to
the merchandise in stock, rnd for which they pay

" retail prices, Private shoppers are & breed apart;

they flit from store to store and jrom manutacturer
to menufaeturer, often getting clients wholesnic
prices. They are diiferent, oo, from celebrliy sty
Ista, who tend to be as llmetight-sealting as the stars;
privale shoppers work behlad the scenes, drumming
up business by word of mouth and performing a
sarvice largely cloaked ln secrecy,

Because they often compete with retailers and
Incur thelr wruth, many privale shoppers were
refuctant to be pamed, YIU's not really good for o
shopper to bave a high profile,” one sald. “You dan’t
WaNL the stares lo have your name,”

Thelr clients are equally tightJipped, Many
would no socner see their names in grint thon
contract a casa of hives, ““They wan't taik to you,™
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Continued From Page 1

warned Phyills Finkel, a personal
shopper with a mostly uptown cliep-
tale, "They want people-to think they
pick out thelr own clothes at the
Paris coafure.”

Other Wwomen demur from sheer
force of bt Mrs, Howard, the dec-
vrator, was typleal. *Don't use my
malden mame,” she pleadad, anly
half in jest. "My family would dia.”

Atone tlme, women llke Mrs, Haw-
ard mighthave plowed threugh store
racks withl a [rlend. These days they
are more|likely to be accompanied
by a shopper. Such censultants “are
impartialf’ said Jacltle Regers, who
bans perjonal shoppers from her
ready-toear showroom on West
4ith Stree} but admits a vetied few to
her coutuye salon on Muodisen Ave-
nue. ' Thepe people have no egos, bkt
they do have Laste,”

Batter yet, they have access, by
pagsing tHe stores and steering Lhelr
citents ditectly  some of Saventh
Avenue's fop deslgner showrcoms to
buy thelr suits and avening drasses,
usually fdr a fraction of the retall
price, Few designers who work with
indegendelit shoppers will discuss
this practics, for fear of alienating
retallers lfkely to obJect that affluent
customers are being diverted from
their aislgs. Barbara Oliver, a per-
sonal shopper with a Park Avenue
clientele, Jists Carolina Herrera and
Bill Blass as among her pel re-
sources. Calls to the showrooms of
the twa companies seeking comment
were not feturned,

Al anef time, Mrs. Ollver's re-
source [is] was more extensive, Bug
lately, thel"iandscape of the business
has changed a great deal,* she said,
"Donna Karan, Calvin Klein -~ these
were oui bread and butter, great Lo
shep for |at wholesate level,”” she
said, ""But opce they opened their

Knowing a woman's taste
better than her hushand.

stores upfown, that killed the husi-
ness lor o)l of us, Thesa people don't
want [0 cgmpete with themselves,”
What pgrsonal shoppers can't pro-
vide in faney labels they make up In
personal pampering, Billing them-
selves as {ashlon consultants, a hand-
ful work on retainer. The majority,
howevar, Icharge a 20 percent com-
mission the price pald for mer-
chandise.[This fea covers a gamut of
services, from buying garments off
the cacl{to supervising flitings to
introducitlg customers to  little.
known depigners wha work on a cut-

galn, sharing knowledge of fewelry,
shoes and even underwear,

Timathy Lloyd Pope, a former top
sules exeputive with companies in-
cluding Siks Filth Avenue, Gaoffrey
Beane and Carolyna Raehm, takes
such cosseting to fantastic extremes,
He gccompanies his clients, whom he
declined
ture shows tn January and July. He
has deslgned entire weddings, in-
cluding the leasing of a private jet
for the wedding party, he said. He
also coligbarates with designers to
create Jewelry and furs for cllents,
and works with architects to rede-
stgn theln ¢losets. "In my case, this

3 name, to the Parls cou- -
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Fashion’s Well-Kept Secret -

Barbara Mper for The New Yark Times

Put together: Phyllis Finkel, right, a perspnal shopper, with her client Sherry Fabrileant, center, and Randi

Rahm, a designer, at Ms, Rahm's studio on the ground fioer of an East Side town house.

husliress [s nat abaut peapla g 10
gat a better price,” Mr, Pope sald.
""Price isn't the Issue: service Is”

Such hyperaltentive service and
maintenance 15 balm lor fragile egos,
as Kind to a woman's vanlty aa it is to
her purse, That fact Is not st on the
canniest consultanis, who strive to
establish a close bond with clients,
“A shopper gets to know your per.
sonality, sald Mrs, Faigen, who shops
with Mr, Smlth. ""He can assess your
lifestyle. Richard knows my taste as
wail as my husband doas — [ would
say better, But that's his job."

He also adjusts te your assthetic
wavelangth, “My style is pratty de-
finitive,* sald Jane Harpel, a semire-
tived decorator and a cllent of Mrs.
Finkel. "When a shopper under-
stands that style, she can wark with
you very efficiently."

" A palr of Chanal oversize pearl
buttons clamped 10 her ears, Mrs.
Finkel Is fust as solicktous, cultivat-
ing a warm, unflappable persona de-
signed as much to reassure her cli-
ents as to see her through fashion
emergencies. “When you reallze
you've dressing the first wife and the
second wife for the same affalr,
that's a no-win sltuation,” Mrs. Figks
el said, “But once { {Ind out a thing
like that, I'm totally honest with both
of my cliends.,”"” Not that It helps.
"inevitably -one woman thinks the
other looks better, and of courss, iU's
all my fault,” she sighed.

The need for aesthetle fine-tuning
fsn't limited to uptown plutocrats,
Joe Lupo, 'a partner in Visual Ther-
apy, a shopping and styling service
that works excluslvely with retallers,
remembers one young client imploz-
lng, "1I'm a rocker ehick, ‘Can't you
make me look like a a sophisticated
rocker chicl" He sheathed her in
Marc Jacobs leathar pants and a
form-(ltting sweater from Club Mon-
uco, a polisked but hip combination
that meshed wlth her sell-image.

Personal shoppers galned cachet
in the mid-1980's, at a tlme when
many siares had cut back on thelr
wide range af deslgners and serv-
ices. '"The [ashlon edge and leader-
ship that department slores used to
provide has gone [o a great eXienl,
because large brands have beccme
so dominant in stores,"” said Walter
Laeh, a NWew York retail analyst
"“But customers' need for personal
guldance is ag {mportant as ever,”

Because they vie with stores for
well-heeled customers, shoppers In-
evitably Incur the anger of retallers,
Especially steamed are those small
and mid-size upscate (ashion bou-
tiques, which feel thal persenal shop-
pers are usurping thely role as style
arbiters, “We glve cur cuslomers
otir piek of the best," said Mary Jane
Denzer, whose self-nemed store in
White Plains, MN.Y., carrles Ungaro,
Valentino and a handful ol Seventh
Avenue's elite, “And we give her a
beautiful envirenment to shop In."

Speaking for many of her refalling
peers, she added: "We den't like
shopperd. Any designer that [ buy
from who deals directly with the
customer is nat invited Lo our store.'”

But If shoppers are a bane to re-
tailers, they are o bocn to some des
slgners, who court them In the hape
of [attening profits, "1 try to protect
my stores,” sald Mr. Tel, who sells to
retaflers Uke Ms, Denzer and Jim.
my’s on the Upper East Side, as wel}
as natlonal stores like Jacobson's
and Nordstrom, **But nobody likes to
turn away husiness.”

Mr. Tol says he does about elght
percent of his business with personal
shoppers. That flgure soars to 70
pereent In the showrooms of other
faghlon rmakers, generally small
scale, who find retaliers' demands
excessive, "It's finanelally impossi-
ble to do business with a store like
Suks,” sald Frank Composts, who
made his name In the 80's as a cos-

temer for "Dynasty" and at ong time
sold to Meiman Mareus and ather
specialty retallers, but no longer. (A
Salts spokeswoman sald no one was
avallable on Friday to respondiaMr,
Composto.} "The stores are asking
now for 30 percent In ‘rent money,' "
the designer satd, referring to the
fee, a percent of the whelesale order,
for occupylng floor space, "Nat to

They have no agos, but
thay do have tasta,

mentlon markdowns and returs.”* A
single shopper milght bring him
$40,000 or 550,000 a year in sales, the
same as what he might expect from
a store that bought his Une,

Those small fashlon houses that
someatimes work an a cut-to-order
basts stand to beneflt maost from
personal shoppers, and some design-
ers are almaost enttvely dependent an
them, “They are m¥ lifellas Lo people
whn have the laste and can afford
do this type of thing,” sald Randi
Rahm, who vuns a thriving cotture
business (rom a ground floot salorn in
a town house on East 30tk Streot...

Jayne Bentzen, a cilent of Mr.
Smith's, often reaches reflaxively for
ona of ner favorite Calvin Kleln sults,
Mr, Smith’s fob I3 to coax her Into
something more  adventurous. *[
want to look good, [ care about What,”
sald Ms, Bentzen, wha {5 married to
Benedict Sliverman, a Manhatian
businessman and art collector. " But
we have two homes, [ have a 6-year-
old, and I'm the president ol-the
parents' association at her school,
Wae have a soclal life and some char-
ity projects we’re invotvad in. I'm all
over the map, 1 need my Paim Pliot,
I'm just too busy to walk into my
closet and reinvent myself each
day." )
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