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CHICAGO — Last April, 1,000 
people lined up in the cold out-
side of a Walter E. Smithe Furni-
ture store in Chicago. The crowd 
was there for an in-store meet-
and-greet with Bravo star and 
interior designer Jeff Lewis, who 
designed 12 vignettes for the fur-
niture retailer. It was the compa-
ny’s first project since a new gen-
eration of Smithe sisters recently 
rejoined the family business.

And with their fresh perspec-
tive, the brand is expanding the 
way it connects to customers.

Back in 1945, the sisters’ great-
grandfather Walter E. Smithe Sr. 
opened an appliance store. His 
son, Walter Jr., persuaded his fa-
ther to branch out into custom 
furniture, ultimately opening 11 
stores across the Chicago area. 

Today, the family’s third gen-
eration is at the helm with Wal-
ter Smithe III as president and 
his brother, Mark Smithe, as vice 
president and corporate counsel. 
The fourth generation — Wal-
ter III’s four daughters, i.e. the 
Smithe sisters — are in key lead-
ership positions: Colleen Smithe 
is director of advertising; Meghan 
Smithe director of marketing; 
Caitlin Smithe, a designer; and 
Maureen Smithe, a buyer.

“We’re really grateful for Chi-
cagoans’ support over the past 
71 years,” said Maureen Smithe, 
who joined the company in 2004. 

However, she says, with such 
a long-standing reputation for 
high-end custom furniture, it has 
been tricky to change custom-
ers’ perceptions as the brand 
branched out to more contem-
porary, affordable options and an 
expanded stocking program over 
the past two decades.

“With the Jeff Lewis collabo-
ration, we finally got the message 
out that we’re not your parents’ 
furniture store,” she said.

A new perspective
“My father, uncle and grandfa-

ther didn’t know who Jeff Lewis 
was,” said Meghan Smithe, who 
started as Smithe’s marketing 
director in 2014. “We had to 
convince them that it was a cool 
and worthwhile opportunity. As 
peers of our younger clients, we 
knew that between Pinterest, 
HGTV and design magazines, 
people are already engrossed in 
design. We wanted to be part of 
that conversation.”

Now in their 30s, the four sis-
ters have been involved in the 
family company from a young age.

“I have vivid memories of be-
ing in pigtails and helping with 
tags at our warehouse sales,” 
Meghan Smithe said. “Then, when 
we each started driving, we took 
turns working weekends at the 
outlet stores. In college, we all did 
the designer training program, 
working on the store floors with 
clients on design projects.”

Before returning to Smithe 
after college, Maureen Smithe 
worked in product development 
and merchandising at Abercrom-
bie & Fitch, and Meghan Smithe 
worked in advertising for 11 years 
and then at Microsoft. 

The sisters say their dad was 
adamant that they get outside ex-
perience in other fields, compa-
nies and cities to make sure they 
brought something new to the 
family business if and when they 
decided to come back.

New faces, new focus 
Thanks to that fresh perspec-

tive, Walter E. Smithe Furniture is 
making over everything from its 
catalogue and ads to its stores and 
buying habits. 

After the successful collabo-
ration with Jeff Lewis, Smithe 
launched its first catalogue in well 
over a decade this past fall. The 
company also introduced Cynthia 
Rowley to stores last year, hosting 
in-store events to bring in custom-
ers drawn to her aesthetic, as well 
as an ED Ellen DeGeneres crafted 
by Thomasville collection.

For decades, Smithe’s ads have 
featured Smithe brothers Wal-
ter III, Mark, and Tim, but with 
the just-launched Smithe Fam-
ily Makeover ad campaign, the 
fourth-generation sisters are get-
ting a starring role. In the ads, Chi-
cago families’ homes get make-
overs with personalized design in 
everything from custom draper-
ies to accessories to furniture. 

“There’s two meanings: We 
want to get families dreaming 
about their own before-and-
after’s of their spaces,” Meghan 
Smithe said. “At the same time, 
we as sisters are making over the 
family business.

“It was time for a new cam-
paign because there are now 
three generations of Smithes 
involved in the company, which 

means there’s a Smithe at every 
life stage,” she continued. “As such, 
we can relate to anyone walking 
through our doors, whether they 
are furnishing their first home or 
downsizing after retirement.” 

The sisters say the stores 
have been getting makeovers as 
well, with vignettes grouped by 
styles and trends and, according 
to Meghan Smithe, “looking more 
beautiful than ever before.” 

The company also shifted its 
buying.

“We’re no longer beholden to 
the April and October markets,” 
Maureen Smithe said. “We found 
greater success with constant 
analysis and greater rotation of 
vignettes year-round.”

So how does it work when 
more than half a dozen family 
members do business together? 
Remarkably drama-free. 

Meghan and Maureen Smithe 
say that, as sisters who are so 
close in age that they think of 
themselves as quadruplets, they 
have had a lot of practice with 
conflict resolution over the years. 

“Working in a family business 
means really knowing who you’re 
working with and genuinely lov-
ing them,” Meghan Smithe said. 
“We all have the same mission: to 
help the company prosper.”  

Fourth-generation sisters bring fresh perspective 
to Walter E. Smithe Custom Furniture

All in the family

Thanks to the Smithe sisters’ fresh perspective, Walter E. Smithe Furniture stores have branched out to more 
contemporary options, such as the Tessa Living Room line.

Now in their 30s, 
sisters Maureen, 
Meghan, Caitlin and 
Colleen Smithe have 
been involved in the 
family company from 
a young age.
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