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Next-level events
Xiaoyin Qu wants to go beyond 
online livestreams with her startup
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Can Intuit be the 
Facebook of fintech?
Intuit’s planned $7 billion acquisition 
of Credit Karma would grant it access 
to a massive consumer database. 
Analysts say there’s great potential 
there — but only if Intuit can get the 
integration right. ALLISON LEVITSKY, 11 RUNNING AND THE ART OF TRANSMISSION REPAIR 27

LIFE IN BALANCE

The name is a 
little different, but 

its look and feel 
are unmistakably 
familiar. Here’s 
how Orchard 

Supply Hardware 
was retooled to 

become Outdoor 
Supply Hardware.
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omehow, word gets around. The crowd 
forms in the parking lot long before 

the doors open, some people listening to 
the radio in their cars, others sitting out-
side in folding lawn chairs. Once they’re 

allowed inside, these customers begin 
thanking clerks for “reopening” the 

stores.
This scene has been replayed 

five times since October — most 
recently in February at the corner 

of Blossom Hill Road and Meridian Avenue in San 
Jose after beginning in Napa, then in Moraga, Capi-
tola and Berkeley — with no advance marketing for 
these Outdoor Supply Hardware outlets. John Sieg-
green, president of Central Network Retail Group, 
has been noting the customer emails in his inbox in 
Memphis, Tennessee.

“Thank you,” some say. “Please come to my city,” 
say others. “Please reopen my store.”

But there has never been an Outdoor Supply 
Hardware in these places. Still, the signs over the 
door are painted green, the font looks familiar, and 
the initials OSH stand out. People can read between 
the lines.

Their beloved Orchard Supply Hardware — a com-
pany that started in San Jose in 1931 and went out 
of business in 2018 — is back, even if the name is 
slightly different and it isn’t headquartered in the 
Santa Clara Valley where the orchards gave Blossom 
Hill Road its name. The company behind this reborn 
OSH has its own set of initials — CNRG — but really 
isn’t concerned if people know them or pronounce 
them “synergy” the way Sieggreen does.

CNRG’s business model works whether you know 
it as OSH or Elliott’s Hardware or Lumberjack or 
MAC’s or one of a dozen other brands familiar in 
one of the 15 states where it owns 108 stores.

“You’ll never see CNRG on any of our stores,” Sieg-
green said.

The group was formed in 2011 by Tyndale Advi-
sors, a retail business consultancy created the year 
before as the wholly owned subsidiary of Orgill Inc., 
which is a 173-year-old Memphis wholesale buying 
and distribution network that already had 6,000 
hardware clients.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 7

Oh my gOSH!
Orchard Supply Hardware was a beloved brand with a deep history in Santa Clara 
Valley. Here’s how the new owners plan to make toilet valves and potted plants the next 
big thing in the land of cloud storage and social media.

BY JODY MEACHAM | JMEACHAM@BIZJOURNALS.COM
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PHOTOS BY JODY MEACHAM

“... Our ability to talk OSH 
— the phrase OSH — that’s 
probably where we will 
find the intersection 
between Orchard Supply 
Hardware and Outdoor 
Supply Hardware.”
JOHN SIEGGREEN,  
president of Central Network Retail Group
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1  Cars crowd the parking lot at the new Outdoor Supply Hardware on 
Blossom Hill Road and Meridian Avenue. 

2 Newly hired Gregg Catanese checks on flowers in the lawn and garden 
section.

3 Customer Kristy Hayes brings a basket full of items to Alex Frausto at 
checkout.

4  Mike Ginn, left, and Kim Hunyh look for the right bathroom fixtures.
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HOW OSH’S  
FAMOUS 

RAILROAD 
CALENDARS 
CAME TO BE

Michael Kotowski of Campbell, a former advertising executive, was the primary artist and producer of one of Orchard Supply 
Hardware’s most successful marketing tools, its annual calendar illustrated with oil paintings of railroad steam locomotives.

T he late Al Smith — a son of 
Stanley Smith, one of the 
30 farmers who founded 

Orchard Supply Farmers Co-op 
in 1931, and its first president and 
general manager — was a student 
at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo in the 
early 1940s. He intended to follow 
his father into agriculture.

But Al’s ambition was thwarted 
by a railroad accident that, 
perversely, led to a greater love 
of trains, his own stint as Orchard 
Supply’s president, and the railroad 
calendars that became one of 
OSH’s most fondly remembered 
marketing tools.

“It was set up as a loss leader,” 
said Michael Kotowski, 78, a 
Campbell artist and advertising 
man who directed the calendar 
production for its first 17 years until 
1992 and did most of the paintings 
of historic steam locomotives. “We 
were doing 200,000 calendars in 
the end because we had people 
that wanted to give the calendars as 
gifts. They would come in and buy 
something, get the free calendar 
(distributed around New Year’s) and 
then they’d want to know if they 
could buy five or 10 more. And so, it 
actually started making money.”

Al Smith, whose family orchard 
was near the Vasona railroad 
junction in Los Gatos, worked 
as a brakeman on the Southern 
Pacific Railroad to help pay his 
college tuition. The railroad’s 
main line between San Francisco 
and Los Angeles descends 1,200 
feet into San Luis Obispo along a 
treacherous and twisting stretch of 
mountain railroad from the top of 
Cuesta Pass. It parallels the same 
descent southbound motorists 
make on U.S. 101 today.

In the ‘40s, crews of brakemen 
scrambled over the tops of freight 
cars adjusting the hand brakes on 
each car to prevent runaway trains. 
Smith fell between two cars of his 
moving train in 1943 and the wheels 
sliced off part of his left leg.

He became a high school 
agriculture teacher, first in Manteca 
in San Joaquin County and then 
back home in Campbell, for 18 years 
until going to work for what had 
become Orchard Supply Hardware. 
By the time Smith, who was named 
OSH president in 1962, connected 
with Kotowski in the early 1970s, 
Smith had already established 
a reputation for wandering 

JODY MEACHAM

unrecognized through OSH stores 
in his coveralls.

“Al had to put on a suit and tie 
to go to Rotary,” Kotowski said. “He 
hobbled because of his wooden 
leg.”

Kotowski, now 78 and still a 
working artist who specializes in 
painting backdrops for large model 
railroad layouts, said the calendar 
concept was Smith’s and that all the 
locomotives had to be steam, not 
diesel. There were a few years when 
the calendars had other themes, 
such as Santa Clara farming scenes 
or World War II-era aircraft, but 
customers always asked for a return 
to Smith’s concept of trains.

“One of my art directors looked at 
my artwork and he said it was homey 
and corny,” Kotowski said. “That’s 
exactly what I was trying to do.”

 — Jody Meacham

“Los Gatos  — 1905” from 
the 1975 Orchard Supply 
Hardware calendar.
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CNRG has grown entirely by acquisition — some-
times, it’s when the children of a store’s found-
er decide hardware isn’t their thing. Other times, 
it’s when a company is failing — for the first time in 
OSH’s case — as a valuable brand gets abandoned.

“We’ve worked very hard to keep the associates 
who were employed there involved with the busi-
ness, including legacy ownership, if they want to 
be involved,” Sieggreen said. “Then we build from 
there — from that beachhead, if you will — to build 
the brand.”

Changing owners, same identity
Orchard Supply, the original OSH, was bought and 
sold over the years by several larger companies — 
W.R. Grace, Wickes, Sears, Sears Holdings and 
Lowe’s — with some success since its Depression-era 
founding as a farmer’s co-op by a group of San Jose 
orchardists.

Whether its reincarnation is successful two years 
after Lowe’s closed the brand’s 99 outlets likely will 
depend on how skillfully it satisfies what the folks 
in lawn chairs believe they lost when Orchard Sup-
ply suddenly disappeared.

That may not be easy. San Jose is the 10th larg-
est city in the United States, but its identity is as 
well-camouflaged as CNRG’s. It’s the biggest blob 
of population in a better-known place 
called Silicon Valley — itself hardly 
the epicenter of sentimentality.

The old-school Valley econo-
my, once under the stewardship 
of prune and apricot farmers, is 
gone. The region now invents prod-
ucts that last a year or two until the next 
big thing, or are warehoused unseen in some 
place they call “the cloud.” The people who work 
for tech employers live in three- and four-bedroom 
houses that start at $1 million apiece.

But even if they aren’t sentimental, tech folks 
need salt for the water softener, sprinkler heads for 
the lawn irrigation system or a latch for the red-
wood fence gate, said Mark Baker, a former OSH 
chief executive officer who approached CNRG about 
picking up some of the old properties shortly after 
Lowe’s announcement in 2018.

“My motivation started with an emotional attach-
ment,” said Baker, who was in charge from 2011-
2013 under Sears. “In my view, (Sears) decided it 
wasn’t a valued property. I didn’t think that was nec-
essarily the right way to look at that asset in North-
ern California.”

Ray Nielsen, a veteran of the OSH that once spon-
sored San Jose’s Christmas in the Park and gave away 
calendars illustrated with specially commissioned 
steam railroad paintings, came back to manage San 
Jose’s new Outdoor Supply Hardware. Another is 
planned in the city’s Silver Creek area.

He believes there’s a soft spot in the city’s algo-
rithm-driven heart for a business based on human-
to-human interaction serving needs that haven’t 
changed since the invention of the Allen wrench 
and toilet valve.

“What we want to bring back is the customer 
experience — first find out what their needs are, get 
them what they need, and then ask them to come 
back,” Nielsen said.

Behind its 16 different disguises, creating or pre-
serving that experience is what Sieggreen believes 
makes CNRG successful.

Nielsen said he doesn’t have any statistics off the 
top of his head about customer loyalty — “but I can 
tell you for certain when it’s not there,” he said.

Keys to a comeback
CNRG is not a franchise operation like McDonald’s, 
which peddles the same sandwich for everyone in 
the world via thousands of store owners. The man-
ager of MAC’s in Aberdeen, South Dakota, is selling 
snow blowers in February at the same time Habersh-
am Hardware in Cornelia, Georgia, is pushing lawn 
mowers.

The economy of scale that keeps brands with one 
to 28 outlets competitive with national chains comes 
from the buying power of Orgill, the retail distribu-
tion giant that is the ultimate parent of CNRG. In 
2019, Forbes ranked Orgill — the oldest continually 
operating business in Memphis and still controlled 
by its founding family — the 194th largest private 
company in the United States, based on $2.4 billion 
in sales, up 8.6 percent from 2018.

Without that buying power, there would have 
been no way to bring OSH back to life, said 

Baker, who had identified former 
Orchard Supply sites as ripe for 

revival long before he encoun-
tered CNRG or Sieggreen.

The other key to OSH’s come-
back, according to Baker, was that 

Lowe’s, having closed Orchard Sup-
ply, still needed to use the brand is some 

way to maintain brand ownership. It didn’t, which 
freed CNRG to imitate its trademarks, although it 
later purchased the intellectual property and rights 
to some leases.

Sieggreen said CNRG is still working out exactly 
how much the new OSH must imitate the old one 
“to create enough muscle memory to make it clear 
to people that we’re doing our best to provide them 
with the same quality shopping experience they had 
experienced when they were operated as Orchard 
stores.”

Stuff like business and inventory systems that 
customers never saw? Gone. Familiar faces in green 
aprons walking the store aisles? As many as possi-
ble are being asked back. Community sponsorships 
and railroad calendars? TBD.

“Orchard” instead of “Outdoor?”
“We’re happy with Outdoor Supply,” Sieggreen 

said. “People understand the OSH association. Our 
ability to talk OSH — the phrase OSH — that’s prob-
ably where we will find the intersection between 
Orchard Supply Hardware and Outdoor Supply 
Hardware.” 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 4

“What we want to bring back is the  
customer experience — first find out what their 

needs are, get them what they need, and then ask 
them to come back.”

RAY NIELSEN,  
manager of the Outdoor Supply Hardware on Meridian at Blossom Hill JO
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