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MORE THAN THREE 
DECADES AGO WHEN 
Andy Thornton opened his 
contemporary furnishings 
store, LaDiff (short for La 
Difference) in Charlottesville, 
Va., the modern furniture 
trend was in its infancy. In 
the years since, he’s seen con-
temporary become more than 
just a passing fad, particular-
ly in outdoor furnishings. 

The growth of contempo-
rary in the casual market in 
part prompted Thornton to 
expand his outdoor offer-

ings earlier this year with a 
5,000-sq.-ft. indoor/outdoor 
showroom space dedicated to 
the category. The expansion 
is just the latest in the store’s 
ongoing evolution. 

HISTORIC GROWTH
LaDiff has grown and 

changed significantly since 
that first store opened in 
1980. The company has since 
relocated to Richmond, to 
the 45,000-sq.-ft. Watkins-
Cottrell building, which was 
built in 1895 as a tobacco 

factory and later served as a 
hardware factory. Thornton 
and his wife and business 
partner, Sarah Paxton, 
purchased the long-dormant 
building and refurbished it to 
house LaDiff. 

“This building works 
because it’s a great juxtaposi-
tion between old and new,” 
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said Thornton. “It’s that 
great balance between what 
we stand for in preserving 
this neighborhood’s heritage 
while remaining modern 
with our merchandise.”

The massive brick build-
ing in the Shockoe Bottom 
neighborhood houses three 
floors of contemporary home 
furnishings and accessories. 
LaDiff also briefly opened a 
second location in the Short 
Pump area of town but 
closed it in favor of focus-
ing on making the Shockoe 
Bottom location a regional 
destination.

“Any kind of change is an 
opportunity,” said Thornton. 
“We ended up where we 
are with the scope and size 
because we wanted to be a 
flagship store; we needed to 
be big enough to draw people 
from D.C., Maryland and 
North Carolina. We bought 
the whole block, and it allows 
us to be a lot of things to a lot 
of people.”

OUTDOOR FOCUS
While LaDiff had offered 

outdoor furniture for some 
years, the category never had 

a complete, dedicated space 
until last year. After a chance 
encounter with the owners of 
Ashland Berry Farm, a local 
company that specializes 
in outdoor water features, 
Thornton saw an opportunity 
to create a distinctive space to 
display outdoor vignettes.

Thornton and his team 
worked with the company 
to revamp a fenced, covered 
outdoor space by adding a 
garden and wall fountain, a 
wall mural and a series of 
decks and walkways to serve 
as the setting for the store’s 
outdoor furniture and acces-
sories.

“It sort of became a des-
tination,” said Thornton of 
the finished product. “The 
water features are just very 
well lit, and the sound is 
very calming; it changed the 
whole area from being an 
afterthought to being a focal 
point. We’re very proud of 
how it looks, and it’s got a real 
wow factor.” 

Thornton fills that space 
with a mix of outdoor fur-
nishings and accessories that 
reflects LaDiff’s contempo-
rary flare from brands such 

as Jensen Leisure, Greening-
ton, Gloster, Kingsley-Bate 
and Surya. The store also 
carries a variety of European 
brands, such as Fermob and 
Cane Line. 

“Our outdoor offerings are 
a continuum of the cultural 
and design aesthetic of the 
store – modern, clean de-
sign,” said Thornton. 

He said the combination of 
products with the new setting 
reflect the store’s aim to show 
a real investment in outdoor 
and offer a contemporary 
alternative to the traditional 
patio offering. 

“The thought process 
behind our outdoor space 
is a mixture of choosing 
the right merchandise and 
making it an extension of the 
indoor part of the store,” said 
Thornton. “It’s supposed to 
feel fresh and challenging vi-
sually and aesthetically. You 
don’t want people to feel like, 
‘I don’t belong here,’ but like, 
‘Wow, this is different.’”

Over the years, Thornton 
has seen an increase in the 
demand for outdoor furnish-
ings, particularly contempo-
rary designs. That demand 

made the investment in the 
outdoor showroom all the 
more timely for his business. 

“I think there is a lot more 
interest in outdoors,” said 
Thornton. “And the seasons 
have extended; it used to be 
a springtime thing, and if 
you hadn’t sold your outdoor 
stock by July, you put it on 
sale. We have this sort of 
second season in October, 
and the weather really works 
in our favor here most of the 
time.”

MODERN THINKING
Like most retailers, LaDiff 

felt the pinch of the Great 
Recession, with many 
consumers scaling back and 
being more conservative, 
both money-wise and design-
wise. But as the economy has 
started to rebound, Thornton 
has seen a resurgence both 
in his business and in the 
demand for contemporary 
designs. 

“We’re starting to see 
people get a little more coura-
geous and adventuresome 
again,” he said. “But there 
definitely was a period where 
people were playing it quite 
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Paved walkways lead  
customers through LaDiff’s 

outdoor showroom.
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safe, and we had to react to 
that to a certain extent.” 

Thornton thinks that in 
addition to a rebounding 
economy, popular culture has 
helped fuel that interest in 
contemporary designs. 

“A lot of things have 
changed; if you look on TV, 
there’s so much more modern 
design out there, and res-
taurants and hotels have so 
much more modern design, 
too,” he said.  

As contemporary has 
grown in popularity, outdoor 
furnishings have helped La-
Diff bridge the gap between 
traditional and modern, with 
pieces that offer enough ver-
satility to work both indoors 
and out.

“Outdoor kind of tran-
scended some boundaries 
that we haven’t been able 
to do indoors, because a 
teak bench can be both a 
traditional item and a very 
contemporary item,” said 
Thornton. “It resonates with 

people who are used to seeing 
teak benches in gardens as 
more of a traditional item, 
but it has a modern design.”

With all the changes and 
growth, Thornton feels his 
outdoor showroom offers 
consumers something they 
can’t find elsewhere. He 
knows that any retailer can 
sell quality products, but it’s 
much less common to offer 
shoppers an experience that 
allows them to visualize how 
those products will work in 
their own space and inspires 
them to be creative when 
building their outdoor room.

“One of the things that we 
have always believed is that 
retail is like theater; it’s all 
about the presentation, and 
you’ve got to wow people,” 
said Thornton. “There are 
few stores I go into and just 
say, ‘Wow, these people really 
have a finger on the pulse,’ 
and that’s what we’re aiming 
for here.”  
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WORKS

WHEN ANDY THORNTON AND HIS TEAM AT 
LADIFF BEGAN TACKLING THE CHALLENGE 
of revamping their outdoor showroom space, it was a 
chance meeting at a local home and garden show in 
Richmond that planted the seed for the idea to create 
an outdoor oasis to showcase their casual furnishings. 

After meeting Ken Gustafson of Ashland Berry 
Farm, a garden and landscaping company in Rich-
mond that specializes in water features, Thornton saw 
an opportunity for a mutually beneficial partnership. 
Gustafson was showing his water features at home 
and garden shows several times a year at a fairly high 
expense, and Thornton proposed a more cost-effective 
solution of building water features into LaDiff’s out-
door space to serve as a permanent showroom of sorts 
for Ashland Berry Farm. 

The two worked together to plan how the features 
would be incorporated into the showroom space. 

“Ken and I knew from the beginning that these 
would be strong focal points and also anchor the dis-
plays,” said Thornton. “Their positioning came fairly 
naturally once we started laying out the walkways 
and the circulation. Two of them are visible from the 
inside of the store, and they draw one’s attention. We 
accented these with special LED lighting that we got 
by partnering with a specialty lighting company here 
in town, Inaray. The light shimmers as it bounces off 
the water.”

Thornton said the water features not only create 
an eye-catching setting for the store’s furniture, they 
also help build ambiance and exude the kind of happy, 
relaxed feeling he wants customers to associate with 
outfitting their ideal outdoor space. 

“I think the effect of the water features is three-fold,” 
he said. “One, they ground the entire area; two, the 
sheer amount of rock involved is pretty impressive, and 
it is obvious that a lot of work went into the area; and 
three, the sound of water falling adds a great soothing 
background. Combined with the music (upbeat Car-
ribean) that we play in the area, there is a real sense of 
life to the entire area.”

The partnership has proved to be a good one, illus-
trating the opportunities for retailers to work with local 
outdoor companies to cross-promote their businesses. 
Thornton plans to continue to evolve the space, adding 
more sound and possibly even scents to further accen-
tuate individual vignettes.   

Husband-and-wife team Andy Thornton and Sarah Paxton have 
turned LaDiff into a destination shopping location.


