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I M P R OV I S AT I O N

A TIGHT SQUEEZE

2 In Bozeman, once Noelle signed the lease on her jewel
of a building, she had to work within both the con-
straints of historical-building rules and the dictates of

a landlady, who wouldn’t permit her to change the configura-
tion of the space by removing a partition wall. “Once you get
in the zone of creative, yet financially prudent thinking, you
find that your constraints are actually your greatest opportu-
nity to stand out.” So she worked with what she had — 300
square feet. She lined the walls with specially designed verti-
cal cases and created an island in the center of the room with
back-to-back cases. “If you have a really huge store you can
have a circle of cases and the staff enters the circle and the
customers are on the other side,” she says. “But in my store
you approach the case together and it’s a kind of a partner-
ship. It was something that I was forced into that worked
very well.” Still, it was a tight squeeze. “There were times
when it was asses to elbows in here,” Noelle recalls. “One
staff member would have to walk into the back room so we
could make room for another customer to walk in the front
door. There were times when I would see men fixing to turn
on their heel and walk out the door. I’d give them a coupon
for a free hot drink at the coffee shop across the street and
tell them to come on back later.” Fortunately, the building
was sold in 2007, the wall came down and the remodel added
1,000 square feet to the sales floor. In 2006, Noelle also
opened a 1,300-square-foot store in Missoula, MT, 210 miles
from Bozeman.

r Displays incorporate
items from nature.

r A recent remodel
expanded the size of
the sales floor.

Alara’s annual sale event is called Equal Pay Day, on which
women can purchase anything in the store except loose
diamonds at a percent discount equivalent to the disparity
in men’s and women’s pay (In 2008, 23 percent).

››› TRY THIS  PROMOTE EQUALITY



››› TRY THIS  WINING WOMEN
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NATURE, REFLECTED

3 Noelle does her best to reflect the nature around
Bozeman, within the exposed-brick framework of the
building — known as the BonTon Bakery Building —

she’s come to love. A 1-ton amethyst geode from Brazil in the
front window regularly captures the attention and imagina-
tion of passers-by, who stop in to give it a closer look. “It’s not
from the area, but so many people who come here are visitors
to Yellowstone National Park, and it’s reminiscent of all the
rock formations there,” Noelle says. She fills the old-fash-
ioned window well with river rock, and grows bamboo in the
store. Light comes from a mixture of globes and hanging
tracks. The building was designed in 1890 by locally famous
architect Fred Willson and the exterior is known for its dis-
tinctive tile work. Because it is a historical building, the only
change she could make to the exterior was a sign. So she
designed her sign to match the yellow tiles, which, she says,
makes it look like she owns the place. Still, history comes
with a price. “My infrastructure isn’t great,” Noelle says. “It’s
heated by a turn-of-the-previous-century radiator, which
thankfully is still plugging along. I try to celebrate the age and
the quirkiness of the building, as opposed to trying to cover it
up. I wish I had better electrical, though.”

Noelle started a charity organization that’s also a social-
networking group, called Women Who Wine. Participants
meet once a month at various locations. Everyone brings
$5 and a bottle of wine. The money is donated to the chari-
ty of the month, which sends a representative to give a 15-
minute presentation. Although the group meets only once
a year at Alara, it has become inextricably linked to the
store. “It’s taken on a life of its own. We always get men-
tioned whenever the group gets press.”
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BALANCING ART AND BUSINESS

4 Noelle initially supplemented lines imported from
Europe with the designers that had proven successful
at her Denver store. “And then I sat at the bench, and

started cranking out some new work of my own,” she says.
Moving to a new area proved invigorating and inspiring. In
addition to her one-of-a-kind pieces with large or unusual col-
ors, she launched collections featuring Yellowstone rocks, set
with diamonds and platinum inlaid with local petrified wood
and dinosaur bone, as well as uncut diamonds set in contrast-
ing, precise shapes. She uses Montana sapphires and agates in
her work as well. Noelle visits the Missoula store once or twice
each month to relieve staff, lead training efforts and make sure
that the concept is still true to her original vision. She is in the
Bozeman store part-time, too, primarily for appointments for
custom work. “I tend to stay in the shop (at another location)
and do the business things from home in a semi-relaxed envi-
ronment, with a laptop and a glass of wine.”

M A R K E T I N G

BRANDING A CASUAL STYLE

5 Noelle designs her own ads, packaging materials and
website, complete with her own blog and a link to ama-
zon.com, where some of her designs are for sale.

“Advertising is a newfound love,” she says. “I initially tried to
do ads by perusing magazines. But you can never imitate some-
one else’s idea and have it turn out as well as they did it origi-
nally. So I started doing it my own way and now it’s funny
because I see people imitating my stuff around town.” The
style is casual and true to her own voice, ranging from poignant
to irreverently humorous. Her most successful advertising
campaign has been waged in the public restrooms of Bozeman,
believe it or not. She spends about $50 per location to advertise
in stalls. “All the time I get people from restroom advertising,”
she says. “I can tell if a man saw the ad in the bathroom.
Because if I ask him where he heard about us, he looks embar-
rassed and starts looking down at his feet, And I tell him, ‘I
know where you saw the ad. I put it there. It’s over the urinal.’
I’ve busted him. That’s a great icebreaker.”

l From ads to
in-store signs,
Alara is never
short on humor.




