Store owner makes women look good on Sundays

Gladys Sowell's consignment, custom-order shop specializes in hats, suits, cosmetics and more
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The first time you walk into the Gladys Sowell Company, it's a little overwhelming.

Every inch of space is covered.

Shoes and purses hang from racks and perch on shelves. Suits of all sizes and colors, carefully hung and covered in plastic, line entire walls. Old jewelry, boxes of toner and pots of makeup fill glass showcases. Hats and stuffed animals carefully balance on any available surface.

And in the middle of all this, at her desk, sits Sowell, the store's proprietor. At 79, she comes to the store daily to help her loyal customers find that perfect outfit for church, a good pair of scrubs for work or a custom-made bra.

And after spending almost all her adult life in the beauty business, she's learned that while offering a quality product is important, the ability to make women feel beautiful will keep them coming back every time.

When her husband's cousin approached her about attending beauty school, Sowell was not interested. But the persistence of the cousin pushed her into it, and she was a graduate by the time her and her husband, William, moved to Nashville from Lawrenceburg for him to attend Tennessee State University. After working small jobs, Sowell went to work at a salon in Belle Meade, where she shampooed and manicured for 18 years.

Along with a colleague, Sowell struck out on her own in 1978, opening a boutique at 2633 Gallatin Road. The store stocked the Fashion Two Twenty cosmetics line, as well as jewelry and custom-fit bras. In 1985, Sowell relocated to her present location on Woodland Street. In the beginning, the store had clothing and other items in the front, and a full beauty salon in the back. Then one day, a customer came in asking if they had consignment.

"I told them I'd do it if they wanted, and it mushroomed from there," Sowell said. "Most people don't want their stuff back, and so I inherit all this stuff."

So what happens when she runs out of room?

"Then I give things away," Sowell said. "We did clothing donations for Hurricane Katrina, and that was successful. When someone gets burned out of their home, I give clothes. I've even donated burial outfits to funeral homes. I may not have money to give, but I always have clothes."

Over the years the small store has become much more than another consignment shop. It's turned into a haven for hard-to-find items.

Most of her customers come straight to her when they want a suit that will turn heads on Sunday. Since she's a church lady herself, she's always on the lookout for new suits. She stocks several catalogs from which customers can place orders; if they order early enough and it's in stock, they can be wearing it by 7 p.m. the next night.

"The most popular thing with a suit is the accessories: the hat, the bag and the shoes," Sowell said. "Today, if you don't have your hat and bag, you're not dressed."

That's Sowell's goal: to use her knowledge to make her customers feel like complete and beautiful women.

"I've never thought of color (as divisive). My first clientele was in Belle Meade. When I came East, my clientele was a mixture of people, different classes of people. My clientele is white, black, grizzled and gray. And I've found that every lady likes to be proud of herself. And what you find in most women is they take pride in their looks. Women want you to be knowledgeable about their clothes and their accessories, whether it costs $1 or $500."

And it's Sowell's confidence and experience that keep customers coming back.

"Where there's peace, there's love and there's joy. And that's what you get when you visit Mrs. Sowell," said customer and friend Gwen Sanders. "When you're in a place of excitement, you want to return."

