) -\
@M C) -

3
-Jj f(/

\oJ.LUjJ! > UCCCSS J.'.L)" }.ug
- . J VYV,
: :‘; ?" 1)
' JJ.LJ.« ) JJJ...}'J
" !‘)r’ o o (S
' . w
(J' Ii LC.
1T



.§ COVER STORY

Larson Brothers Find Comfort, Success
Following in Late Father’s Footsteps

BY DOUG MILNE, JR.
PHOTOS BY ALONDRA VEGA

s an aircraft mechanic in the making, with becoming a pilot

the goal, there was a time when Garrett Larson was close to

putting that wind beneath his wings. Without a moment of

hesitation, though, family tragedy resulted in the 27-year-
old Jacksonville native shifting gears to start producing something
people would end up, well, walking all over.

One afternoon last month, seated at a table inside Urban Rug
Gallery on Philips highway, the 2,800-square-foot showroom Larson
now owns and operates, the confidence he rightfully possesses for
his success is tempered.

The mild-mannered, fifth-generation small business owner
remains grounded in the understanding that for all the success he
has achieved in the rug business, it came as an instinctive reaction
to sudden and devastating loss.

“If my dad was here today to see all of what has happened with
the business, he would be beside himself, Garrett said, proudly. “He
would be really excited to see me here!”

By “here,” Garrett refers to the heart of the carpet district in town.

“He always talked about wanting to have a store on Philips
Highway among all these other rug guys,’ Garrett added. “Being able
to bring his business here and come out of the shadows truly was
his goal.’

Sadly, though, it was a journey of his that would not come to
fruition.....at least, not exactly as he had planned.
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In 2016, Gary Larson was killed
in a motorcycle accident returning
from a weekend away with his
wife, Chrissy. In addition to her and
Garrett, the 65-year-old left behind
two daughters and the couple’s
first of four children, 40-year-old
James.

While the accident claimed the
life of one, it also changed the
course of life for the patriarch’s two
sons. Though separate businesses
on paper, the brothers have,
together, continued the legacy started by their father. Today, James
owns and operates Larson Rug Cleaning in the Riverside/Avondale
area, while Garrett runs the show at Urban Rug Gallery.

This is the story of how Gary Larson - first and foremost a proud,
loving father — used his career rug-cleaning business as a way to
add style and grace to his sons’ professional trajectories.

“Our father started at another rug business in town as a guy
who rolled around rugs and showed things to customers,” Garrett
explained.“Basically, he was a grunt who did all the heavy lifting and
showed stuff”

Gary was eventually contacted by a gentleman hoping to sell
him their rug cleaning business. Seeing the potential, he purchased

that business’ existing contracts, equipment
(van, included) and moved from Wisconsin
to Jacksonville, where he and Chrissy grew
their family with four children.

“In 1978, our dad came to Jacksonville
and went into the carpet-cleaning
business,” said Garrett. “He took that
business and approached customers,
but most wished to have their Oriental
carpets cleaned. He was adamant about
not getting into that specific niche. But,
customers continued to push him towards
just that.

What resulted was a hybrid of Orientals
with carpet. Eventually, he veered away
from carpet all together.

“One of my jokes about my dad is that
once Garrett and | started walking, he said
‘Well, that one can work,” James, 13 years
older than Garrett, laughed. “He would
snatch us up whether we had the initiative
or not. If we didn’t have initiative, he would
teachitto us.”

As an adult, James eventually decided to
follow a passion for religion, ending up at
Bible school in the Midwest. When he left
town and the job he had with his father,
Garrett stepped up.

“I really didn't know what | wanted to
do with my life beyond Bible school back
then, but the rug business wasn’t what |
was intending to do,” James admitted. “|

wanted to get out into the world and try
different things”

While he didn't find a career desirous
enough to pursue, it was in the Midwest
where he met the woman who would
become his wife.

“We hit it off right away after meeting
in 2004 and were married within a year of
that initial meeting,” James said of Angela.
“I was looking for a best friend and we just
clicked. | wanted more than just a ‘wife]
| wanted a soul mate. She was definitely
that on every level”

In 2006, with a desire to return to
Jacksonville and help with his father’s
business, the soul mates did precisely that.

At that time, Gary Larson’s business was
primarily rug cleaning, but he did have a
truck he used for various jobs on carpet and
furniture. Overseeing and managing that
aspect of the business was primarily what
James stepped into.

“I stuck my foot in the water in school in
the Midwest, with the thought of trying the
ministry,’ James said.”But, after the accident
which took our dad’s life, based on how he
did things and taught us to do things, |
realized that was how | wanted to do it, too!”

Initially, James was thrust into running
point on all aspects of the rug-cleaning
business. Chrissy and the other siblings
joined James long enough to help the
business weather the loss of its leader. At
the time, Garrett was in school, studying to
become an aircraft mechanic.

“I continued through aircraft mechanic
school, but jumped right back into the
business with James when | completed
the program,” Garrett recalled. “With
the freedom to change things up, we
developed things differently. We headed
in the direction we thought best to see the
business become all it could”

Fronted by the courtesy, integrity and
education Gary had instilled in his sons,
James and Garrett built upon the business
with visions of their own.

“In 2016, we decided we needed to really
focus on what we're going to do here,
because we can't do it all” Garrett said.
“Now, we're at the point where we're doing
a lot more, but we're just not into carpet
anymore when it comes to carpet cleaning,
wall to wall

What that means is that they now place
their focus on area rugs, Oriental rugs
and other carpets in that category. The
concentration lies on repairs, cleaning and
a lot of restoration.

”

“We try to save peoples’ investments,
Garrett said. “They're heirlooms, things
they've been around with. Most of the rugs
are generational pieces and we are here to
protect them as long as we can”

“Our background is cleaning, taking care
of and preserving these rugs,” said James.
“Garrett has always had a heart for sales.
From a young age, he would buy and flip
rugs he would find at flea markets and yard
sales. He would restore them and has now
taken all that to this point, where he is into
the brand new rugs he’s selling. But, the
background he comes from is in cleaning”

That wide and extensive background
speaks convincingly to Garrett knowing
what he’s selling to people.

“lassure customers that | stand behind the
rugs, because I've seen them at their worst
and then how they were returned with
a really nice glow when it comes to wool

ORTEGA NEIGHBORS | 7
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quality,” Garrett said. “Over time, the colors
can really become dull, and someone may
just never notice it

“Growing up in this, we've seen and taken

care of all these rugs for so many years,’

explained James. “Now, we're seeing the
next generation of people our age who are
starting to come into discovering their style
and what they're about, as far as different
rugs. So, we're excited about helping the
next generation preserve.’

Not only are the Larson brothers helping
people find the rugs they're looking for, but
also to help them protect the ones their
families have left them or new ones theyd
like to purchase.

“That's where we see the future of it, in the
love of this....it's art said James. “We look
at the legacies. These pieces tell stories and
have history in every home we visit”

“Rugs are like wine in that they're an
acquired taste,” said Garrett. “Some people
just don't get into it at all, because it's a
totally different concept. Our goal is to help
people understand. When I'm telling people
about rugs, motifs or where it comes from,
| explain the design aspects. | take personal
pride in letting people know what | know
about these designs, histories and what
things mean. It's art for the floor.

“Our culture is shifting so much over to
disposable,” said James. “This business is
different. This is about buying something,
keeping it and passing it on from generation
to generation. This is something | hope
to see stay alive for people to cherish and
appreciate. | don't want to see that get lost.
It's what keeps me coming back to what we
do. We are, in fact, preserving something
that's quality. It's not going to get dumped
into a landfill”

Having picked up from their father
such standout qualities as how to work
with people, talk with people and present
themselves well, the two found themselves
with the opportunity to not just match
Gary's energy, but build on it.

“You couldn't find a harder worker to learn
those types of lessons from than our dad,’
James said. “He started working every day
before the sun came up and didn’t stop until
after it had gone down. We were along for a
lot of that, but as a kid, we didn’t understand
enough to appreciate it. But, as an adult, we
look back and realize what an incredible
example his work, life and ethics were!’

“Keeping the business going and growing
was entirely instinctive,’said Garrett.”It was a
legacy we did not want to see go away. We
saw something that our dad had worked
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so hard on. To see it go would have been
ashame’”

Whether it's James’Larson Rug Cleaning or
the offset business of that in Garrett’s Urban
Rug Gallery, largely credited for the successes
of their respective businesses is the courtesy
and respect Gary always demonstrated with
passion to his clients. In turn, not only do
those same customers remain loyal clients,
but, so, too, do the children of those clients.

“Even though it was business, the
relationships our dad had with people
was like that of a brother to them,” said
James. “He always had their backs. That is
how we continue to operate with those
relationships, because of that example of
loyalty he set for us”

“There are a lot of Jacksonville people
that we do work with,” Garrett said. “They
are relationships that they all had with my
dad. They continued those relationships
with James and | because they knew us so
well and wanted the same quality work.
And, we're giving it to them, but from that
next level”

Among the biggest improvements the
brothers have made is upgrading to more
innovative technology.

James and his wife have two kids, 14-year-
old Maggie and Benjamin, who is 10. As
did James with his father, Benjamin is quite
taken with his father’s line of work.

“My son was obsessed with my work van,
so | created a small diecast version of it for
him,” James recalled. “He would pretend to
be me and drive it around. In fact, when he
was just two, he came into the shop and
immediately started bossing the employees
around. He quickly developed the nickname,
‘Little Boss”

Though Garrett and his wife Alondra
may not have kids, they keep themselves
entertained and busy with two dogs and a
cat. Alondra - a professional photographer —
and Garrett have been married for two years,
but together as a couple for five.

“Garrett and | were always friends, while
dad was THE Boss,” James said. “As sad as it
was, when he was removed from the picture,
we had already built a strong foundation.
So, we quickly learned to gravitate to each
other’s strengths and help one another with
our weaknesses.”’

“I don't think a lot of other brothers
could’ve done what we did, especially in the
time frame that we did. That relationship is
good,” said Garrett.“My dad took something
that was, basically, a pile of trash and turned
it into a business. That was really significant.
He had nothing. He started in his garage”

“I had the privilege of being at my father’s
funeral and helping put that all together,
said James. “Doing all that helped me see
that everyone regarded him as a good man.
So, being a good man who did good things
is what | would like to be known for”

“Our dad taught us so much about life,"
added Garrett. “He showed us how to live
and how to treat people. | certainly want
to be remembered for good deeds, but I've
learned from my dad that there’s so much
more quality to life that’s as important.
He was always so good at finding little life
lessons for us that became hard to forget.
Ideally, you take them in, live by them and
then pass them on to the next person for
them to never forget, either.”

“Garrett is an incredible salesman and he
knows how to get a person passionate about
what they're buying,’said James.“I've always
appreciated and respected that about him.
He's incredibly loyal, and that’s just one of
many great qualities | saw in my dad that |
now see in Garrett”

“James has also been incredibly loyal,
responded Garrett. “I can't think of a time
that | didn't trust him completely. We trust
each other. More than brothers, we've
always taken care of each other. Even when
he was in the Midwest, he would always call
and check on me”

“I miss the days of us working together,
when we got to be side by side in the
business together, creating things and
pushing it to the next level,” James added.
“I still take a lot of pride thinking back on all
we did get to do together and what we're

still doing. Even though it's separately these
days, what we, as sons to our dad, are doing
now is just as important”

“We've done as we should for and towards
each other,’ said Garrett of his relationship
with James. “That’s really important. | can’t
thank him enough for being a part of all
this and supporting me. Even if | came up
short somewhere, he would help me gear
up a little more. And, I did. He was the only
one in my corner that knew the words of
affirmation that | needed”

In fact, it was James who insisted Garrett
stay and finish school before considering a
transition to the family business full time. To
this day, it is something Garrett appreciates
deeply. He is also confident that there is no
reason why he can’t remain in rug industry
and become a pilot, as well, should he so
desire.

“I was so proud to be a part of my dad’s
life," said Garrett. “Even though it was short
for me — just the first 19 years of my life — it
feels like I had a lifetime with him.”

“Working with my dad led me right to
where | wanted to be;" James said. “l am so
glad that | made the choice | did to come
back to Jacksonville and join him and then,
ultimately, help keep his legacy alive by
keeping it going strong after he was gone”'
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