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Chapter I. The History of Design Research

Design Research started as a very small place—just an extension of architectural work—a service to provide furniture and fabrics. I felt D/R should be a natural-feeling place where people could go to see a decent interior—the kind of environment they might imagine themselves living in. The thought was, “Let’s make a house that is a store but feels like a living place—feels the way you’d like it to be.” 1
Benjamin Thompson’s modest account was given in a 1965 interview describing his retail business that opened in October of 1953. The “very small place” grew from a dollar volume of $77,000, made in its first year, to three stores with a gross profit of $2,200,000 by 1965.2 D/R opened new stores across America beginning in the early 1960s, until its demise in 1979. Thompson built a business that offered new lifestyle options, selling well-designed, functional housewares that would “forever change the way America bought design.”3 
Thompson recognized that he and his post World War II generation were living a life that was markedly different from their parents, a way of life requiring different styles and types of household objects. Thompson’s commitment to the new lifestyle, coupled with his discerning eye for objects both useful and beautiful, is what made this store so successful from the very beginning: “He oversees every detail in the operation from the girls who are hired (‘he prefers Northern Europeans’) to the background music (‘this year it’s Sonny and Cher’) and, most important, the items that are sold,” wrote Catherine Milton in a 1966 Boston Sunday Globe article.4 “Thompson became an indefatigable shopper, uncovering little known sources and seeking out many manufacturers and designers abroad who could supply products that met his standards of esthetic and practical excellence.” 5 

Thompson found much of what he was seeking in the international markets. A 1957 magazine story asked the question, “What do Americans especially want from abroad?”6 Thompson answered, “There is a demand for unusual things, whether they come from Italy or Albany.” The Europeans still make some ‘one-of-a-kind’ products using the traditional hand crafted methods; as a result, these products attain greater value in an increasingly industrialized world. He continued, “In the U.S. concern with style- change and the seeming economic necessity of ‘keeping up with the market’ has resulted in confusion of design direction. . . . The Europeans are less concerned with ‘trends’ and more interested in solutions that address ‘the daily routines of living.’”7 
Although Thompson found many of these small European manufacturers easy to work with because they were glad to deliver the limited quantities D/R required, his inventory also included many American designers and foreign-born designers working in America: Charles Eames, Florence Knoll, Alvin Lustig, Bruno Mathson, Herman Miller, George Nelson, Isamu Noguchi, Jens Risom, Eero Saarinen, Hans Wegner, and Thompson’s own firm, TAC, were included in the stores inventory.8
Thompson, in addition to offering his customers a chance to buy merchandise from around the globe, educated them through a series of exhibitions installed in a special gallery that had been added to the back of the old D/R house. “Design in Japan,” 1956, was one of the first of these shows, displaying both classical and contemporary Japanese furnishings and accessories collected by the Japan Committee for International Design (Figure 4).9 The following year, “Good Design in Switzerland” was shown in collaboration with the Smithsonian Institution.10 Similar if not the same merchandise was offered for sale
The outstanding applied arts originating from Finland, became an important part of the Design Research story, the Finnish design aesthetic truly resonated with Benjamin Thompson. In 1958, Thompson traveled to the Brussels World’s Fair and was very taken with the Finnish pavilion. Years later, he wrote about it as “a special space, spare and elegant, with beautiful designs set in the mystical background light of a wood pavilion in the Brussels Gardens…Aalto, Tapio Wirkkala, Kaj Franck, Saara Hopea and many other Finnish designers were represented.” The people working at the pavilion wore Marimekko’s “colorful dresses” and the pavilion was decorated with large hanging panels of Printex-Marimekko fabrics.11 

Thompson invited Finland to send its best products for an exhibition that opened in June 1959 at the Cambridge store. He titled it “To Finland With Love;” in addition to the textiles and clothing from Marimekko Oy, they showed Kaj Frank and Timo Sarpaneva glassware, Oiva Toikka and Vuokko Eskolin ceramics, and Marita Morck-Shhultz and Antti Nurmesniemi furniture, to name a few of the designers represented.12 Armi Ratia, the founder and genius behind Marimekko, traveled to Cambridge to install her dresses and fabrics in “a little ‘selling’ shop” that Thompson created especially for the opening.13 Reflecting on that period, Thompson wrote, “Marimekko certainly belonged at Design Research. Nothing like it had been seen in America. It matched the mood of the times. The opening was a great success and from that day on Design Research sold Marimekko-Printex all over the United States.”14 

Armi Ratia appointed Design Research as the sole distributor of Marimekko products in the United States, and Marimekko became the “defacto” uniform for D/R’s sales people.15 Marimekko-clad sales girls became a trademark, a memorable identity for the store. The Finnish marimekko means “a little girl’s dress for Mary”. Marimekko merchandize greatly increased D/R’s sales volume. In 1959, Marimekko sales totaled $10,000; by 1965, they were $752,000.16 D/R retained the sole rights to sell Marimekko products to retail dealers in the United States from 1959 to 1972.17
Marimekko garnered much press—a great benefit to D/R—for several reasons. The clothing differed radically from most clothes being shown at the time; the hand-printed cottons were graphic, bold, and colorful, and therefore very photogenic.18 Vogue did a spread on Marimekko fashions (Figure 5) and a December 1960 edition of Sports Illustrated magazine had a cover picturing the fashionable Jacqueline Kennedy wearing a Marimekko dress. This type of publicity was very lucrative for the brand.19 Eugenia Sheppard, a major fashion and lifestyle journalist at the time, hailed the clothes as the “uniform for intellectuals,”20 a label other journalists would apply to Marimekko for years to come.

Thompson and Ratia, both visionary entrepreneurs, were more interested in marketing a concept then selling goods; they both believed that art and design could and should be integrated into one’s everyday life.21 Ratia said about her product, “I don’t really sell clothes. I sell a way of living. These are designs, not fashions. My approach is something like an architect’s. He makes a house for people to live in. I make a dress for women to live in. They are for the woman who wants to forget her dress, who doesn’t want to make a fuss about what she puts on. I sell an idea rather than dresses.”22 Thompson was also selling an idea, “design as an all encompassing world” something that had to be part of everyday life.23 
Thompson’s attitude was, “we are unconcerned with fashion. Even things like our Marimekkos are not handled as style but as functional objects that the wearer is involved in.”24  Clothing became a plausible part of the mix of objects sold at D/R. Thompson’s integration of clothing and household objects within the boutique setting was not only viable but a marketing success too. Prior to the Finnish exhibition, D/R had sold dresses from Denmark, Italy, and Sweden, plus a few things made locally in Cambridge. After the “To Finland with Love” exhibition closed, D/R began to sell only Marimekko dresses and displayed Printex-Marimekko panels hung  from ceiling tracks. The fabrics were used as architectural elements that regulated daylight and also allowed for quick changes to interiors.25
D/R’s success in Cambridge led Thompson to try a “pilot operation” in New York City.26 In the fall of 1961, D/R’s opened its first branch store, at 866 Lexington Avenue, at the corner of Sixty-fifth Street. It offered primarily Marimekko products, plus some toys and a few small accessories for the home. 27 A 1961 New Yorker Christmas shopping article sings the shops praises and describes it as: 

…an inadequately small offshoot of Design Research, an enterprise in Cambridge, Massachusetts, that carries considerable weight throughout the country with people who know their applied art. In spite of its limited size, D/R International offers a varied assortment of imported objects chosen with the sort of taste and imagination that will do a lot toward getting the right present under the right Christmas Tree. 28
In 1963, ten years after D/R opened its first store in Cambridge, Thompson opened a second New York store between Madison and Park avenues, among the art galleries of East Fifty-Seventh Street. The building was referred to as the old Bruner House after Joseph Bruner, a well-known art dealer who had occupied the building previously. Interiors magazine praised the renovated five-story townhouse for its “open staircases, white-washed brick walls, split levels, light, air, fabrics from all over the world, furniture, lamps, kitchenware, china and glass, children’s toys, tall tawny blondes in Marimekko dresses, fresh daisies, and occasionally the smell of freshly-brewed coffee”29 (Figure 6). The New Yorker called it one of the “most unusual stores in town…we were struck by their cohesive presentation(in living-room, dining-room, kitchen, children’s room, and bedroom areas furnished for use(and by the number of attractive young women engaged in selling them.”30 Shopping was characterized as being “fun,” offering “handsome and intriguing merchandise.” 31
The building, remodeled by Thompson in collaboration with architect Paul Dietrich, was endowed with “a sense of spaciousness not normally found in an 18-foot-wide New York townhouse.”32 Julia McFarland, who worked in display at the Fifty-Seventh Street store from the day it opened remarked, “There was really nothing like it in New York, department stores were much more traditional at that time.” The unusual retail environment was comfortable, unpretentious and accessible allowing shoppers to view the merchandise from one level to the next through the open staircases. Customers, particularly those with interests in design and architecture, were captivated and D/R became a special destination for New Yorkers. 33 
By 1963, D/R was no longer one little shop in a small college town with one individual making all the decisions. It had become a three-store, substantially sized business. It became clear that it was necessary to reorganize after the second New York store opened. Facilities for a buying and accounting office, a central distribution center, and a warehouse/furniture workshop space were acquired on Putnam Avenue in Cambridge. Additional people were hired, and new systems for inventory, budgets, and operating expenses were established. 

The business suffered many ups and downs, and archival memos confirm that D/R had serious growing pains despite its success. Management issues appear to be part of the problem. A draft for a press release, which dates from November 3, 1963, when the second New York store was about to open, refers to what some staff members called Thompson’s “let’s get professional phase,”34 a matter that arose whenever a key person was leaving to get married and move away. Thompson relied on a cadre of smart, attractive women, “the ladies,” as he called them, to run the day-to-day operations of the business.35 These women often began working at D/R as sales people or display designers. They had backgrounds in the arts or other non-commercial disciplines and were not professionally trained retailers, they were however, educated, curious, and eager to learn.36 Thompson acknowledged those employees that demonstrated sensitivity to customers’ needs and had a certain individual style. Some were eventually promoted to work as buyers, department managers, supervisors of advertising and/or promotion, and some became general store managers.37 

D/R’s management methods were somewhat “illusive.”38 Enthusiastic Harvard business students would periodically appear at D/R to study and analyze its business practices, write reports, and make recommendations. Thompson always felt they did not grasp how D/R worked. When they recommended that D/R open shops in towns across the country like Sears Roebuck, Thompson compared that notion to a “woman having 200 children all at once.”39 D/R was Thompson’s baby, it relied on his decisions and sensibilities, less so on spread sheets or business models. World-renowned business people like Stanley Marcus, Just Lunning (of George Jensen), and David Rockefeller (for whom Thompson designed a bank in Great Neck, New York) would visit the store and observe its methods of merchandizing and marketing. In the presence of these moguls Thompson reportedly said that he felt like “a child with a lemonade stand advising the A & P on distribution techniques.”40

In May of 1965, despite organization and management concerns, D/R opened a California store within the lower floor of the Clock Tower in Ghiradelli Square, a Victorian-era factory complex overlooking the San Francisco bay. As in New York, Thompson’s renovation retained the good bones of the physical structure. He knocked down some walls but kept the existing architectural elements that enhanced the space, such as pillars, original oak flooring, and the “unadorned windows with views out to the sea ” (Figure 7).41 Again, Armi Ratia came from Finland for the opening, adding excitement as well as expertise for the installation of a special exhibition of new silk-screened designs by Maija Isola for Printex/Marimekko.42  With the opening of its fourth store Design Research, Inc., was now a national company with locations in three major cities. By 1966, it had grown from a 500-square foot shop with an investment of $30,000 to a total of 50,000 square feet in four shops, grossing $2,500,000 in income.43
One of the factors that contributed to D/R’s success from the beginning was Thompson’s ability to negotiate some exclusive contracts with several overseas manufacturers, so that D/R became the sole U.S. distributor of many special wares. Some goods, only available in D/R shops included: furniture from Denmark’s Arne Jacobsen, Finland’s Alvar Aalto, Germany’s Dieter Rams, and Italy’s Joe Colombo; lamps from Japan by Isamu Noguchi; Finnish apparel from Marimekko; hand-knits from Bolivia; Finnish textiles from Printex; home accessories made by Carl Aubock of Austria, Roberto Niederer of Switzerland, and Sam Smith from England; wooden toys by Jussila of Finland; and stuffed animals from Malta. D/R’s own furniture—designed by Thompson— was part of the exclusive merchandise mix. 44 



So much of the business depended on Thompson’s personal touch; but managing and maintaining control of a growing business was only one of his three demanding jobs. In 1963, the same year that the second New York store opened, Thompson replaced Gropius as head of the Department of Architecture at the Harvard University Graduate School of Design, and he also remained a partner in TAC’s architectural practice. Early in 1966, Thompson left TAC to open his own architectural firm, Benjamin Thompson & Associates (BTA). “I have no ‘hobbies’…my interests in architecture, education, and retailing are a unified effort. They are only facets of a single attempt to affect the visual world,” he answered in response to the question of how he managed all of his interests. 45
Thompson clearly was a man of great energy but the day-to-day details of running a business, an important academic division of a large university and an architectural and manufacturing company required an overwhelming attention to administrative and financial details. Thompson by his own admission abhorred institutional constraints, rules and regulations, which he felt stifled creativity.46 Was the attention that daily business decisions required also seen as noncreative constraints? Thompson delegated more responsibility to “the ladies,” taking note of their ideas and recommendations, although he continued to control final decisions regarding buying and display. 
When Thompson visited the D/R stores he conducted “walk-throughs” with the staff. After each visit, a written memorandum would follow with pithy comments on a store’s overall appearance, the personnel’s appearance and behavior, and the store’s housekeeping. Thompson’s memos regarding customers and what he was attempting to accomplish in his stores are revealing.  One such commentary refers to “snob attitudes” typically found in stores selling “good design”—a way of thinking that was antithetical to Thompson’s unpretentiousness— and another memo emphasized that D/R was less about selling to tourists in San Francisco than selling to the steady customers.47 Many of these memos were highly critical: “There is no sense of delight in the New York store at this moment,” he wrote in a memo to Ann Amory, then in charge of display. A list of areas that troubled Thompson followed along with suggested solutions. 48 


The company “struggled with undercapitalization and management problems brought on by public success and the need for more expansion.” 49 Early in 1966, Thompson initiated new financing and reorganization plans to address these issues. In a memo to financial advisor Fred Muhlhauser, he wrote, “this is no longer a small enterprise that can be financed out of our back pockets. Over the years many friends have asked to buy stock in D/R…we should consider this now if we can find the kind of investors who visualize the avant-garde nature of this business.”50 


Muhlhauser responded by assembling the figures on sales and growth, and he also suggested that impressive sales numbers did not tell the entire story:

Why not talk about creative merchandising—this is the rare quality to boast about. After all, Neiman-Marcus and Marshall Field, Jensen’s, Hudson’s, send their people to study D/R methods. It might sound foolish, but creativity in this field is the tremendous asset. A competent merchant can understand the management aspects of any store operation: he can see the potential of profit behind gross sales. But what he really needs to know is how to get there….That unique attitude about merchandising is what has made D/R different—SUCCESSFULLY different. 51
Thompson’s wanted to find outside investors so he could continue a business he was very committed to, providing ordinary people a resource for ‘good design,’ and also to keep a winning commercial concept from failing due to under funding. An undated draft that was possibly for a stock-offering prospectus stated: “Despite limited capitalization, Design Research has grown consistently and rapidly through the plowing back of all profits and severe limitations on executive salaries. Mr. Thompson, as President and Design Director, has worked without compensations since 1953, representing a capital return of a minimum of $200,000.”52 Thompson was less concerned with his own compensation than he was with issues he knew were hindering growth, such as  high interest loans, under-capitalization that limited the ability to act quickly on new ideas, payroll ceilings, and limited volume-buying power.53 In addition to lowering his interest rates, Thompson wanted more capital so that he could open additional stores in Chicago, Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles. He also sought to establish more efficient purchasing and consistent merchandising methods, to develop new products with the D/R label, and to build a management and sales training staff. 54
Stock options were not the only means by which to increase D/R’s financial base. Thompson understood various ways that his business could strategically increase its profits—after all, D/R had established a certain brand recognition—to achieve the goals listed previously. He suggested setting up “special design contracts for more merchandise to be made and sold under the D/R label,” 55 including merchandise such as useful kitchen accessories, toys, and furniture; in effect, a licensing program. He outlined another way to broaden the wholesale operation, by setting up D/R shops that would each serve as a “testing-ground as well as sales base” for items that “could be widely sold in areas that do not directly compete with our shops.”56 These specialty shops, or “D/R Departments,” would be installed within department stores such as Hudson’s in Detroit, Garfinckel’s in Washington, Kaufmann’s in Pittsburgh, Marshall Field’s in Chicago, and Neiman Marcus in Dallas, the last of which already had a special Marimekko shop. These shops would yield the kind of volume needed to increase buying power, plus they would provide higher profits from direct sales with minimum overhead, and they would “test our growth potential in these major cities.”57 Thompson’s vision of expansion was not limited to the United States; he saw the possibility of creating European franchises that had the added advantage of being closer to the source of D/R’s suppliers without competing against them. 58
New administrative positions for the expansion were listed in a January 1966 memo: supervisor of design, director of public relations and advertising, merchandising and sales director, personnel assistant, comptroller/business manager, and store managers. The people needed to fill these positions would have to understand “the real spirit of D/R” while maintaining the “quality and integrity” established by Thompson. He felt that finding such people would not be difficult; the problem was achieving sufficient capital to pay them a decent wage. 59
Thompson wanted to improve other business areas such as direct marketing, publicity, and advertising, all of which would catch the attention of new investors. D/R had previously produced a small catalog with limited distribution, but Thompson felt that they should grow the mail-order business, which had the potential of generating significant revenue. As for advertising, it was minimal and, according to Thompson, publicity was rarely initiated by D/R; it just happened more by chance. 60
Special exhibitions that attracted publicity could also draw backers. On March 15, 1967, a second “To Finland With Love” exhibition (the same title as the first show in Cambridge in 1959) opened in honor of Finland’s fiftieth year of political freedom, at the Fifty-Seventh Street store. The architecture of Finnish towns and housing as well as furniture, clothes, fabrics, and accessories were displayed.61 Thompson regarded Finland as a nation that revered its natural beauty and understood the important role that architects and designers played in creating livable environments and just societies; the Finns, he thought, have got it right, they can show us the way.62 Environmental and quality-of-life issues became a growing concern for many Americans in the second half of the 1960s; the phenomenon of decaying cities and urban riots dominated the daily news. American architects and urban planners, Thompson felt, were not addressing these critical issues as their more progressive counterparts did in Finland.63
One can speculate that a motive behind this exhibit was to further the quest for much needed investors who could provide new money for expansion of both the D/R wholesale operation and additional retail establishments. 64 The text of a 1967 press release for “To Finland with Love” included pages explaining “The Attitude Behind Design Research,” a curriculum vitae of Benjamin Thompson citing his architectural projects and awards, followed by a list of areas in which D/R sees “large gaps in the current market-place” and “the enormous potential for specially-designed products for the modern way of life.” 65 The list also included products which Thompson had earmarked for production under the D/R name. 

Other exhibitions, like a special exhibition featuring new Marimekko textiles in 1968, can be linked to D/R’s expansion and reorganization plans. The exhibition press release outlines some of the reorganization details: a separate wholesale division would oversee the distribution of Marimekko products (dresses, accessories, children’s clothes, toys, and home accessories) to “an independent group of retail stores throughout the country”; 66 the Isabel Scott Fabrics Corporation would handle the distribution of textiles for the architectural and interior design trade through their showrooms and sales representatives. 67  (Thompson was having some misgivings about Marimekko which concurrently was undergoing  some of the same sort of “growing pains” and expansion problems as D/R. If Marimekko’s designs fell out of favor with either the wholesale and/or retail customers—and at that time he was unhappy with some of the design directions and reorganization decisions taking place—this could reduce D/R profits almost by half).68

Benjamin Thompson’s quest for investors did succeed. By the end of October 1967, D/R formed a new corporate entity with financial support coming from a group of stockholders. 69
I may report that an agreement for the substantial recapitalization so urgently necessary for D/R was reached with Peter Sprague [chairman of the board of National Semiconductor Corporation and a member of the D/R board of directors] shortly before November 1, 1967. The first step in this process was accomplished promptly: the purchase of Spencer Field’s interest in D/R. the closing date of February 1, 1968 for this purchase was met on schedule. Mr. Field and I had been the only two company stockholders, each holding a 50% interest.70
A five-member board of directors was chosen with Benjamin Thompson as chairman of the board and chief executive officer. He also continued as director of design and store merchandise, not only because all other board members came from the business world, but also because this was his forte. The management staff was increased to handle the “expanded merchandising program,” 71with S. Roger Horchow appointed president and chief operating officer, as well as director of the wholesale division, which marketed Marimekko products in the United States. 72 Horchow, formerly vice president, group merchandising director of Neiman Marcus, was brought in by Sprague. In a letter dated January 10, 1969, Thompson recounted to his financial advisor, Robert Harkness, the history of  how Horchow became president, in May of 1968, as result of a “squeeze applied by Sprague,” against Thompson and his interests. 73
The new financial structure would allow for the establishment of a Design Development Group (DDG), a division Thompson considered a necessary adjunct to the organization. “The group’s purpose is to develop under the Design Research label, through exclusive foreign and American suppliers, a continuing line of products that fit the changing living patterns of our day;”74 such products included those for cooking and entertaining, as well as indoor and outdoor furniture for home and office. Thompson’s furniture designs, many created for his architectural practice, were already part of the exclusive merchandise available at D/R stores. These designs included the popular down furniture group of sofas, loveseats, ottomans, and armchairs, and a group of laminated butcher board tables, sofas, and chairs, all of which were made in D/R’s own workshops (Figure 8 and 9).75 DDG would continue producing as well as expanding those lines. “Products for the Design Development Group,” a memo dated October 9, 1968, lists objects in production and those under consideration for future production, including “furniture for the low-cost market.” 76
 Thompson outlined an organizational and production structure; DDG would be an operating division of Design Research International, with Thompson acting as chief designer. The stores would provide venues for test marketing new products. A “design-liaison coordinator” appointed from the staff, could bring customer feedback on new and old products to the sales and development people. Thompson’s architectural practice, BTA, and designers from outside either organization, would provide additional designs for new or unobtainable products, meant to compliment various architectural projects. 77 
The expansion plan also included a new building for the Cambridge store. 78 Thompson saw this new building as an expression of his optimism, a belief in the ongoing vitality of city life, and he said that “we felt responsible for the environment outside our door; we were its backdrop and it was ours, so we cared about the windows and the sidewalks.” 79 The “glass box,” as it was referred to by some of the people who worked there, opened to the public December 12, 1969. The new five-floor headquarters of approximately 27,000 square feet was an award-winning design. 80 Far from being a “box,” the floor-to-ceiling unframed panels of tempered glass, which were set into cantilevered concrete slabs with cut-back corners, reflected the sky and surrounding streetscape. A central core housed stairs, elevators, and service facilities. Offices occupied the top two floors, the remaining three floors, split into five levels, were devoted to retailing (Figure 10). The building was described as follows:

Dispensing with the traditional “window display,” each of the five levels on the retailing floors are treated as continuous show windows in which the aliveness and activity within becomes the point of the display…The street floor, entered through glass doors at the corner of Brattle and Story Streets, feels like a continuation of the street even to the brick paving underfoot; it leads you into the airy dramatic entry hall or plaza. With ceilings fourteen feet high, the “plaza” is landscaped with leaf trees, evergreens, flowers, and plants, and a changing selection of merchandise is laid out as if a street fair were in progress. 81 

No sign hung outside the store. The name of the establishment was announced at the Story and Brattle streets entrance plaza by a very large D/R logo outlined in orange neon tubing which was hung against a block wall (Figure 11). A neon “Marimekko” was the only other sign visible through the Brattle Street side window on the floor above street level. 

Architectural Forum wrote in its March 1970 edition, “What Thompson has created is a fusion of store and street—which draws visitors in from street to store.” 82 It presented a total environment where there was little distinction between outside and inside. The “building as a marketplace,” 83 was the physical manifestation of Thompson’s idea that “inside and outside are one.”84 (In 2002, the Design Research building was awarded the AIA Twenty-Five Year Award, “given to buildings which, at 25 to 35years of age, retain their original excellence.”)  85
Shortly before Christmas in 1969, at the same time that Benjamin Thompson was seeing to the design, construction, and opening of the new D/R building, a business cabal was taking place behind the scenes. Peter Sprague was forcing Thompson out of his business, a business he had created and worked so hard to build. Sprague had served as chairman of many other businesses, none that involved retailing or anything similar to D/R’s type of business. 86 Today, Sprague would be considered a venture capitalist or corporate raider. Thompson wrote to Robert Harkness:

Last November 19 [1969] he informed me that (a) he controlled the stock of the company, (b) that I should leave D/R and sell my stock interest to him, (c) that he planned to vote me out as officer and director, (d) that he would put the overall management fully into the hands of Roger Horchow, (e) that he expected to assume the role of top executive and board chairman personally, as well as to assume the direction of the proposed design and development program.87 

Thompson challenged Sprague with a lawsuit, citing their “philosophical differences” and their different views concerning “the way a company is run; its ultimate goals.” 88 Sprague claimed that he only wanted to help the business and “respected Thompson’s creative judgment and felt Design Research ‘was something that shouldn’t be lost.’” 89 Thompson, on the other hand, saw this as a premeditated hostile takeover by a “sophisticated Wall Street group who came in because they saw an opportunity and caused me to invest a substantial amount of my own money.” 90 He lost his lawsuit and resigned as director but remained a shareholder. Archival documents from the 1970s and interviews with former employees confirm that he stayed involved with the stores, although he was not “involved in the operation and management”. 91 

D/R expansion continued nonstop under the direction of Sprague. In 1971, stores opened in Easthampton, Long Island, New York (closed, January 1973); Westport, Connecticut; and on Wilshire Boulevard in Beverly Hills. In 1972, another California store opened at the South Coast Plaza in Costa Mesa, and  a second San Francisco store opened at the Embarcadero Center in the fall of 1973. Massachusetts’ second store opened in Newton’s Chestnut Hill Mall in 1974. 92 A new store opened in the magnificent Van Rennselaer mansion on Philadelphia’s Rittenhouse Square, providing 11,000 square feet of selling space, in 1975.93 

Sprague remained chairman, but a series of company presidents all served for a relatively short time. William Garbett succeeded Roger Horchow as president in March of 1971, then Peter Sprague replaced Garbett as president (while remaining as c.e.o.), appointing Phillip Doub vice president; Doub became president one year later in March 1973. These frequent changes indicated a business in turmoil, a situation that handicapped the ongoing expansion. An April 18, 1973, article, “Design Research is Looking Up,” refers to Doub as “the fourth president of the firm, which has had its ups and downs, mostly downs, since it was formed in 1953.” Doub, then thirty-one years old and just-appointed president of D/R, was optimistically “projecting sales of $8 million this year, up from $6 million in 1972.” 94 

Although Thompson was no longer a director or part of the store management, he did visit the stores (he remained a stock holder). He also continued his walk-throughs, evaluating what was on display and how it was being displayed. He would follow these visits with lengthy memos detailing what worked and what did not, with specific instructions for the staff. For the Chestnut Hill store, he discussed how to take advantage of its mall location, the long hours and its proximity to other shops, as well as ways to highlight some lower-priced merchandise available in D/R. Thompson felt that the poor state of the New York store resulted in lost opportunities and income; he makes a negative comparison to the competition, a nearby Pottery Barn vying for the same customers. Thompson knew that there was a “demand for functional design” and “an increasingly discerning public which D/R alone captured and enchanted from the beginning.” 95 This was a meaningful lament and quite a change for D/R, which at one time had no competitors and yet, by the mid 1970s, no longer seemed able to compete. 

The new D/R leadership surely was aware of the issues Thompson identified in his visits, these problems had to be reflected in declining sales figures coupled with mounting operation costs (e.g. the leasing and renovation of the Philadelphia Rennselaer Mansion were very high, see endnote 93). Benjamin and Jane Thompson were asked by D/R management to act as consultants and make recommendations for the business. They agreed, with the condition that they be engaged in “a direct exchange with buyers, sellers, displayers, administrators, plus a comprehensive merchandise decision-making process that is mature, serious, and responsible enough to answer to an 18-million dollar business.” 96 

Among the suggestions for improvement was that management look to its successful past for a key to its future. Included in a memo from the Thompsons to D/R’s president, Phillip Doub, was a list of noteworthy people who had worked in the Cambridge store in the 1960s. The Thompsons claimed that these people had been representative of the D/R customers, and the staff had known their customers because they had been the customers. These salespeople understood the merchandise, could explain its benefits because they used that merchandise in their own homes, an important distinction to what was happening in the D/R of the1970s.97 In the Thompsons’ opinion, D/R was not well served and had been “very much hurt by…a dramatic shift in what is being sold (objects vs. total merchandise policy) coupled with how it is being sold (display vs. context).” 98 This shift was all-inclusive, from Marimekko clothes, no longer worn by the “girls” who “don’t set any level of style at all” to the furniture that “can’t be (by definition) put together from catalogs and trade shows or any ‘normal’ way.” 99
The Thompsons’ recommendations were mostly ignored or the where-with-all to implement them no longer existed. For awhile, “despite a reduction in distinctiveness and some schizophrenia in marketing policy, D/R was a moderate financial success. By the end of 1975, D/R’s net worth exceeded $1.5 million dollars.” 100 However, serious and troubling changes of fortune began in 1976. First, D/R no longer held the exclusive rights to distribute Marimekko products in the United States (as mentioned above, it represented a significant portion of D/R’s profits).101 Secondly, in late 1977, Christmas sales were badly hurt by a dock strike, and a fire early in 1978 destroyed many records and slowed the production of all control documents, especially profits and losses. In 1978, D/R was put up for sale, but there were no buyers. Next, a thirty percent inventory shortfall was discovered in September of 1978, resulting in a management shift and restructuring, and John Adams became president. In October of 1978, the company was sold, but a contractual violation forfeited the sale and the company was returned to its former owner, Peter Sprague. 102
In spite of creative proposals to save D/R, which were developed by company president, John Adams, and treasurer, Alan Robertson, the business declared bankruptcy in the spring of 1979. Liquidation sales were held in all of the stores, and the press wrote flattering obituaries of the store’s earlier days: “Retailers and suppliers of contemporary home furnishings mourned the passing of Design Research, grieved for the original DR, Ben Thompson’s dream store, not for what the chain had become in the last several years, a store noted neither for high design nor moderate prices.” 103 Most articles praised Thompson for his vision and creativity, as well as his groundbreaking work in “establishing a look and developing a clientele for contemporary home furnishings,” but they criticized his business practices.104 

Benjamin Thompson’s successors did not understand or did not care about what set his shops apart from all others. Various creditors, including Chase Manhattan Bank, the secured creditor, were to benefit from the liquidation sales; in addition, the court was asked to permit the sale of the names “Design Research” and “DR” at public auction. D/R’s housewares competitors, Crate & Barrel, as well as Pottery Barn East and Pottery Barn West, jointly bought the rights to the names.105 
D/R did not die because Thompson’s vision was flawed. His concept of how to market household goods made D/R into a successful business. Thompson provided his customers with a design education paving the way for stores like Crate and Barrel, Pottery Barn, Habitat and Ikea to flourish economically, albeit with a great deal of mass produced items and “knock-offs”. Crate & Barrel leased the Cambridge, Massachusetts, Brattle Street, and Chestnut Hill Mall stores; they still occupy the Cambridge store today. Barbara Kantrowitz, a long-time loyal customer and journalist for the Philadelphia Inquirer expressed the sentiments of many when she wrote, “Design Research was more than just a store to me. In Cambridge, Mass., where I grew up, it was a way of life.” 106
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