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Arnie Fagan tidies the incense rack at Cool Stuff on Broadway. Fagan says he is selling the building that houses Cool Stuff, a Columbia business he has owned since 1988. From selling 
shirts out of his trunk to buying a 17,000-square-foot building, this Columbia entrepreneur has made his mark downtown. He now wants to move on and pursue other activites.

Story by Clint Carter

It’s the end of an era, man. 
Arnie Fagan says he’s closing Cool Stuff, 

the quirkiest store around. Columbians will have 
to find a new source for all things hip.
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Arnie Fagan spent nearly two decades building the coolest store in the world, and then, 
in a flash, he realized that was no longer what he wanted. The 40-year-old owner of 
Columbia’s Cool Stuff was sitting on his couch, tired and overworked, when the walls 

appeared to split open before him. He still took great joy in the success of his downtown novelty 
store, but rarely did his pride outweigh his stress. As the walls to his apartment gave way, years 
of psychedelic items and tie-dye T-shirts became ancient history. The light bulb in Arnie’s head 
sparked back to life, and for the first time in years, it wasn’t an orgy of primary colors.

 Years ago, Arnie was a big, grizzly man with a long beard and a phosphorescent personality. 
Now he’s middle-aged, clean-shaven and independently successful. Despite his travels through 
much of Asia and South America, his life lies within the confines of downtown. He has lost 
weight and shed his brightly colored daily attire in favor of collared shirts, but his ideas are no 
less innovative. He bounces cheerfully between shops and restaurants up and down Broadway 
and Ninth Street and exchanges familiar greetings with those he passes. His soft features and 
warm smile envoke hellos and howdys. Years of downtown entrepreneurship and award-winning 
ad campaigns have made him easily recognizable, and his tendency to wear large colorful hats 
and cruise town in a psychedelically painted 63-passenger school bus have made him a symbol of 
eccentricity.

Likewise, Cool Stuff stands out on Broadway as the only store with bright-purple lettering 
and bubbles floating around the door, courtesy of a bubble machine. Just inside, life-size wooden 
statues guard the entryway with spears and piercing stares, relics of ancient rituals few will ever 
know. Wooden masks line the walls, and wind chimes and candle holders hang from the ceiling. 
The store is filled with everything Arnie deems cool, such as mosaic ceramics, home beer-
brewing equipment, Buddhist figures and colorful scarves. In the back of the store, customers can 
handpick beads that Arnie has collected during his world travels. The store is filled with novelty 
and color. 

“The store is a reflection of Arnie’s mind,” says Bob Sappington, his close friend and 
computer consultant. “It’s his personality, his character. It’s not a formula you can copy.”

 What a long

it’s been
strange trip



Despite Arnie’s long tenure at the store, he has decided he will sell the building and possibly 
kill off Cool Stuff. In the Nov. 19 issue of the Columbia Business Times, Arnie announced: “I 
have chosen my destiny: happiness. The choice comes at a great cost to me: putting my building 
up for sale.”  
     Naturally, some are skeptical. Surely this is just another publicity stunt, like the advertisement 
he ran in the Columbia Daily Tribune in December 2001 headlined, “Cool Stuff Owner 
Arrested.” Sabrina Braden, owner of Maude V. and a tenant of Arnie’s, says of the possible 
closing, “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

 Since the Business Times article, Arnie has maintained an air of mystery: declining newspaper 
interviews, spending less time in the store, even keeping his own staff in the dark.

“One girl asked him about [selling], and he said no,” Cool Stuff employee Sally Warren says. 
“He said, ‘You guys don’t know anything. Don’t talk to people. Send them to me.’”

But Arnie’s silence hasn’t kept the staff from discussing the rumors.
“Of course we talk about it,” Warren says of the staff. “A lot of us think this is a way of 

getting more people in the store. It’s not like he’s stopped 
ordering or anything.” 

In 1987 during his senior year as a journalism student 
at MU, Arnie began making tie-dye T-shirts with his college 
sweetheart so they could afford a summer following the 
Grateful Dead. 

“Wherever we’d go, people would be like, ‘Oh, look at 
that shirt; we gotta have it,” Arnie says, scrunching his eyes 
and improvising an awed-hippie voice. “It was kind of early in 
the tie-dye cycle, so people hadn’t even seen the kind of shirts 
we were making.” 

After graduating in 1987, the young couple set off with 
a motley heap of T-shirts in the trunk of their Oldsmobile 
Cutlass Supreme, to which Arnie attached a custom license 
plate, TIE-DYE, a small homage to their groovy livelihood.  
     The car was their home and business office as they 
traveled the country selling T-shirts at concerts, craft fairs 
and door-to-door at stores. Arnie was accepted to the MU 
School of Law but decided to stick with tie-dye instead. They 
returned home to Columbia when the weather turned cold.

“It’s amazing how much business you can do when you 
actually have a telephone where people can reach you,” 
Arnie says. 

At 22, he was shipping more than 1,000 shirts each week 
from his second floor apartment on Ash Street. He moved 
Tie-Dye Central, his wholesale tie-dye distribution company, 
into a rented basement off Broadway, where the Peace Nook 
is today.  
     He obtained a license from the city, and Cool Stuff was 
born from the Day-Glo womb of Tie Dye Central. The doors 
opened on Aug. 8, 1988.

“I’m walking down the street,” Arnie says. “What do I 
want to buy? Cool Stuff!” His voice now has markedly less 
energy than the one of his radio advertisements, but there was 
an undeniable excitement in that early store.

 “It was like going into the happy place,” former employee 
Beth Robinson says. She began working for Arnie after she 
graduated college in ’93, but she has been a regular since the 
store opened. There was no other place in town to buy Cool 
Stuff ’s worldly mukluk boots or peasant dresses.

After the initial success of the tie-dye business, Arnie 
started to see the pitfalls of dying shirts. His feet and shins 
were forever stained aquamarine, fuscia, indigo or whatever color he happened to be using. With 
the encouragement of Cool Stuff ’s success, he decided to disband the complicated mess of Tie-
Dye Central. 

“I got to really hate that,” he says. “It was very hard work. Even if you’re making money if 
you don’t like it, it’s not worth it.”

Arnie began traveling the world and bringing home exotic art to sell in Cool Stuff, which 
quickly outgrew the small basement. In 1990 it moved to 120 S. Ninth Street, and in 1992 
Arnie opened another store nearby, Bead and Rock. Arnie describes the early ’90s as the “cooling” 
of downtown.

 “Downtown was snobby,” he says. “Students were not really welcome down here. Cool Stuff 
helped to change that. Ninth Street came alive.”

Arnie introduced downtown to street musicians when he enlisted now 51-year-old Eric 
“Rocket” Kirchner to play in front of Cool Stuff.

“The thing with Arnie is it’s not just a matter of money,” Kirchner says. “He got business, 
and I got business, but I think it was something different.”

Now street melodies are familiar to downtown. Arnie says he has hosted more than 700 free 
concerts in front of his store, many during Columbia’s Twilight Festival.

“A lot of people don’t know how it started, but it was just me and him,” Kirchner says. “We 
didn’t plan it. It just happened.”

“People realized it added to the ambiance,” Arnie says. “I didn’t start [the Twilight Festival], 
but I certainly improved it.”

By 1994 Cool Stuff had outgrown its location on Ninth Street, and it moved to its current 
location, 808 E. Broadway. The store was big enough to carry the entire inventories of Cool Stuff 
and Bead and Rock. Fagan joined Columbia’s Special Business District Board to promote what 
he calls the cooling of the area, and in 2000 he bought the Metropolitan Building, which houses 
Cool Stuff, Maude V. and Fagan’s newest business venture, ARG!, Arnie Realty Group, Inc.

“I’m kind of an expert in the downtown market because I’ve been here so long and been a 
part of so many things,” Arnie says. “I figured hey, I’ll put my skills to use.” 

“You need people like Arnie in your community,” says fellow board member Mary 
Wilkerson. “He’s not a status quo kind of guy. With him it’s, ‘Where can we go?’”

 “Arnie is probably the most creative business owner that I’ve ever worked with,” says 
Sappington, who is also an assistant professor of business 
at William Woods University. “He’s the epitome of 
entrepreneur.” 

Half-mocking his rise from a tie-dye peddling deadhead 
to a successful Columbia business leader, Arnie calls his 
building “Arnie Towers.” But he was starting to feel for the 
growing pressures of a successful business. His youthful 
enterprise had become more responsibility than he ever 
imagined.

“My goal had always been to create the coolest store 
in the world,” Arnie says. “Suddenly, I realized, ‘You know 
what? That’s no longer my goal.’”

 Arnie calls this his epiphany, the moment when he 
decided that his happiness was more important than his 
store, his building or his image.

One day in March 2005, Fagan was sitting in his 
apartment above Cool Stuff. His obligations weighed heavily 
on his mind. His store, his employees, his 17,000-square-
foot building — even Columbia — all expected him to be 
something he wasn’t sure he wanted. 

He was thinking about his property on the Missouri 
River; he wanted to build his dream home there, but it 
couldn’t be done without going further into debt. He felt like 
he was working himself to death. 

“Then it was like, literally, it appeared that the drywall 
was parting and that I could see the sky through the wall and 
the ceiling,” he says. 

“And then it was like a, it was kind of a flash, and in that 
second I realized: Wait a minute, I’ve had it all wrong. There 
is a better way. I can have everything I want,” he says.

Eighteen years of plans changed instantly. Now what he 
wants more than anything is to sell his beloved building. If 
he can’t find the right buyer or the right terms, he will rent it.

“The fate of the store lies in other people’s hands to a 
certain extent,” he says. Either way, he’s taking Cool Stuff 
with him. 

“I would rather not leave it up to other people to erase 
my legacy,” he says. “I’d rather do it myself.”

When the burden of the store is finally lifted, Fagan has 
many interests he wishes to pursue.  
 “I want time to write and to create art and to do all sorts 
of crafts and to read books,” he says. He perks up discussing 

his future plans, and they are many.
“I’d like to write a book and to do professional public speaking,” he says. After years of 

studying business on his own, he has also considered a career in business consulting. He wants to 
travel more, spend time with his friends and family and get healthier. 
       Joni Bramon, Arnie’s girlfriend of four years, says the sudden transformation is a way for 
Arnie to explore the many passions he hasn’t had time for. “Arnie’s the type of person that will 
always have a lot of things going on that he loves,” she says. “There’s an image of him as this 
goofy man, but he’s so brilliant, even his marketing, and people see that.”

But these dreams can’t be accomplished until he sells the building. There is no formal listing, 
nor will he reveal his asking price. In order to sell his building himself, Arnie has become a 
licensed realtor. Although he hasn’t set a specific date yet, he says he will list the building soon 
and put a sign in front to advertise the availability.

“A lot of people think that what I’m doing, my decision, is just a wild marketing ploy,” Fagan 
says. “Given my past history, I think that’s a reasonable assumption. However, I think that if 
anybody knows me and talks to me for more than five minutes they realize, you know what? I’m 
not kidding.” 
      Ploy or not, the future of the coolest store in the world rests in Arnie’s hands.
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Arnie Fagan, in all his tie-dye glory in 1991 with Elsie Crohn, found 
his start in business by selling T-shirts out of the trunk of his car.
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