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Jewel
purpose
Pressleys has risen to the challenge of providing  
its customers with a novel retail experience – 
it has opened a restaurant in its Brighton store.  
Rachael Taylor pays a visit to find out more

Picture caption

e
xperiential retail is an industry 
buzzword, but beyond making 
sure customers have a good 
time while shopping, how many 

jewellers actually grasp what it means? 
In a beautiful spot of prime retail space 
in the vibrant seaside city of Brighton, 
two friends are finding out – having 
opened a jeweller-cum-restaurant.

Retail jeweller Jonathan Pressley  
and chef Jake Northcote-Green met 
socially through a friend, but two 
years ago, their relationship took a 
professional turn, when Pressley, the 
owner of the eponymous jewellery 
store, asked Northcote-Green to cater 
for a customer event. It was an intimate 
affair for a select circle of 20, held at 
Pressley’s home, and it struck a chord.

“We served 15 small plates [a modern 
and more substantial take on tapas], 
each paired with a wine, and I cooked 

in front of the diners,” Northcote-Green 
remembers, sipping coffee in a café in the 
city’s Kemptown district that is owned 
by a friend – he is immersed in the local 
food scene, having cooked at Plateau and 
The Forager, as well as at establishments 
in London, Paris and the Alps.

“Every course was accompanied by an 
introduction and each dish was included 
for a reason, whether because it went 
with a wine or it referenced something 
in Jon’s past. The customers felt that they 
were getting a really personal experience 
– and showed that later by spending 
with Pressleys, which was the aim of the 
game, after all. Jon said afterwards, ‘Why 
don’t we do this every day? Rather than 
it being a special event for particular 
clients, why can’t it be for every client 
on any day?’ We’ve done lots of thinking 
since then about the returns you gain 
from adding a bit of depth and lifestyle to 
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the brand so it’s not just straight retail.”
The jeweller and the chef began 

working out a dual-concept idea, and 
this led to the creation of the Pressleys 
store on Brighton’s East Street, in a 
whitewashed, four-storey corner building 
next to upmarket brands such as Molton 
Brown, Sandro and Barbour partner store 
Aston Bourne. The ground floor opened 
late last year and is a chic, modern 
space selling jewels from brands that 
include Marco Bicego, Hans D Krieger, 
Astley Clarke and Shaun Leane.

The next step was to transform the first 
floor. The top level is for back-office 
operations and the basement will host 
retail space in the future. It held its grand 
opening in August, when diners were 
introduced to 1909, a 30-cover restaurant 
serving organic, produce-led small-plate 
delicacies such as nose-to-tail broccoli, 
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(Opposite, clockwise 
from top left) 1909’s 
bar, open kitchen and 
tables are conducive to 
business meetings; 
(above right) Pressleys’ 
commanding corner 
spot in the busy street 
scene; (below, from 
top) owner Jonathan 
Pressley, left, and chef 
Jake Northcote-Green; 
display cases line the 
stairs to 1909
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charcuterie and chicken orzo, priced from 
£6 to £9, and a good selection of wine.

While Northcote-Green’s restaurant 
is named after the year Pressleys was 
founded, the plan is to run it very much as 
its own business. “If we didn’t, it’d mean 
it would always have to be attached to 
the store, but now we can do a 1909 event 
that’s almost like guerilla marketing for 
Pressleys,” explains Northcote-Green.  
“We can develop it in such a way that’s 
completely unrelated to jewellery and 
it will still fit well, rather than someone 
saying, ‘Why’s a jeweller doing this?’ 
There are many people who would 
never consider going into a jewellers 
shop unless they were getting married, 
and if we can expose them in some 
way to the industry, maybe that will 
equate to more sales in future.”

As well as acting as a traditional 
restaurant – guests can book a table next 
to a stained-glass window overlooking 
a chic courtyard, or a seat at the marble 
bar encircling the open kitchen – the 
space will also be available to networking 
groups wishing to host events. 

“What Brighton’s been lacking is a 
place where people can have meetings or 
drinks in total privacy,” chips in Pressley. 
“The city is seen as quite artisan, but there 
are lawyers, solicitors and businesses 
here that are crying out for somewhere 
to go to enjoy excellent service.”

Pressley is keen not to be labelled as 
a frustrated restaurateur, however. While 
he is a passionate foodie and can talk at 
length about the differences between 
organic, natural and low-intervention 
wines (the restaurant stocks the last), 
the purpose of 1909 is to bolster the 
Pressleys experience, not replace it. 

“I can’t see how any shop can launch 
these days without experiential retail,” 
he says. “My motivation is my desire to 
change the jewellery industry as we know 
it. Brands like to control retailers because 

they don’t want us to be too maverick, but 
especially in the London area [Brighton 
is less than an hour by train from the 
capital], you have to do something 
absolutely spectacular to stand out.”

Pressleys has stores in nearby Chichester 
and Worthing too, and Pressley doesn’t 
rule out introducing experiential elements 
to those in the future. Back in June, 
1909 impressed at a Pressleys event in 
the Southern Pavilion on Worthing Pier 
for premium watch brands Tudor and 
Rolex. Local sparkling wines, oysters, 
cheeses and, of course, small plates 
kept the crowd sated – and buying 
watches – until late in the evening.

It was a hugely profitable venture, 
according to Pressley. Yet despite such 
evenings now being fairly standard 
practice in the marketing strategy of 
major brands, predictably, the event 
attracted doubtful naysayers – as, indeed, 
has the concept of 1909 in general. 

“No one understands it,” says Pressley, 
with a rueful shake of the head. “From 
shareholders to the bank, everyone is 
99% against it, but leaving a margin of 
1% just in case it’s a massive success! 
Accountants look at restaurants and just 
see problems, but I look at restaurants 
– the good ones – and see a place where 
I want to spend time, break bread 
and form relationships. I don’t see 
that happening in jewellery stores.”

While the philosophy is a no-brainer 
for Pressley, its realisation has not been 
as straightforward, either for himself 
or Northcote-Green. Theirs has been 
a steep learning curve, particularly 
when it came to licensing. Legislation 
demands that 1909 must not contribute 
more than 25% of the company’s total 
turnover – a problem that was solved 
only by “studying the loopholes”.

Yet, for Northcote-Green, with a 
career forged in restaurants, the idea of 

experiential retail is just not that radical. 
After all, it’s a given that every element 
should be carefully considered to make 
sure diners go home with an evening to 
remember – not just a belly full of food.

He sees the transition to, and 
blending with, retail as a logical reaction 
to a market that now sets more store 
in personalisation and experiences 
than it does in possessions. 

“My fallback, when people don’t 
get it, is to ask if they’ve ever been to 
Harvey Nichols or Selfridges [which 
have in-house restaurants],” says 
Northcote-Green. He found much of his 
inspiration for 1909 from fashion brand 
Ralph Lauren, which has been running 
a branded but stand-alone eatery next 
door to its Chicago flagship store since 
1999. The concept proved so successful 
that it opened Ralph’s Coffee & Bar in 
London’s Mayfair this year, and already 
has restaurants in Paris and New York.

On the launch night, when Pressleys 
own homage to experiential retail is open, 
the first floor is packed. A well-dressed 
crowd tucks into nibbles prepared before 
their eyes by a small but expert team, 
and discussion is not of the merits of a 
restaurant above a shop, but simply of 
the new place to spend time in Brighton.

The lure of half-price food in 1909’s 
first week ensures that the bookings 
continue to roll in, but once the initial 
buzz wears off, will the restaurant still 
be as busy? And, more importantly, 
will it make a sizeable difference to the 
customer experience – and bottom 
line – at Pressley’s jewellery business?

Pressley’s response is characteristically 
bullish. “It has to work,” he states. “If 
it doesn’t, I’ll leave the industry.” 

Surrounded by a foodie clientele, 
perhaps an offer to eat his own hat 
might have been more fitting, but the 
sentiment and his commitment to a 
new way of selling is not in doubt. l


