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A
- NASCAR driver-turned-interior-designer Shawna Robinson
turns to refurbishing chairs
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By JEN ARCMOFF
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The armchair that inspired 3hawna Robimson's
growing business began life like o many atheps:
With o medium-intsh wood frame, gold upholstery
and a look destined for your great-aunt’s parlon

Bur when Robinson discovered ivar o vard sale.
she appreciated iis lines. She saw potential. And so
ahe repainted s feame hlnck, Tl;!l,:lrlfllll'hll.!Thj inwith
& bold floral print and dubbed it her kappy chair—
her fun, funky place o curl up, read and relax,

Mow Robinson, 44, once 8 NABCAR driver,
oy an interios dedionen aming 14 spend more
time creating others like it She's selling them
under the name —what elae? — Happy Chalr

Where once Bobinson's hife was filled with the
kind of raceng thar involves fast cars and aeack,
she now spends her davs darting around toother
destinations. She’s perperunlly on berway our the
door of her Charlotie home, whether it's to check on
the race shops she's decorating of 10 feery around
ker children, Tannet, 15 and Samantha, 11,

Amid that bustde, she haso't had muech of a
chance lately 1o 511 1 her own happy chair, But
she's aiming to change that, and being vintage-
inspired. shabby-chic bursts of colen, whimsy and
cheer to others in the process.

“T have so maty great ideas,” Robinson says.
“But not enoogh time,”

Petite, slimand tan. the lowa native speaks
riupidly, apenly and personably about the many
projecis she's jugglng. cigareties in her voice,
(“Sorry, bad habit, its a srress thing!™ she explaing. extinguish-
ing o Marlboro in the driveway az she heads ioward her studio.)

She grew up the daughtes of 2 stock car rucer-and-promoter
father and a mother wha loved antigues, sewing and hanging
things on walls, Though racing initially won oun as a career path,
Robinzon never abandoned rhe creativity her mother imparted.

A Tew vears alter moving to Charlotte in 19595, Robinson
painted a Winnie the Pooh mural for a friend’s norsery. Thar
frignd. in turn, held a pary that drew members of the NASCAR
community, who took notice and began to spread word of Robin-
500’ falenr

More jobs followed, even ag Robinson returned ro racing in
L2598, after having children, In 2002, she became only the second
wiorman to compete in the Daviona 500, finishing 24th. She lef

racing in 2004 and has since devoted herself to design work full-
time. though she says she's still passionate about the sport,

Race-world connections have helped Robinson land plenty
of clients. She's designed home interiors and workspaces for
Drale Earnhardt Jr and his sister, Kelley, In recent months, she
s worked om new ruce shops and offices for Kasey Kahne and
Martin Truex Jr, both in Movresville; three rooms at driver
Pawid Stremme’s howse; and a renovation of Ernde Trvan's Tirm,
outside Charleston.
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All of those jobs, however, involve carrying out other people's
vistond The chairs. she savs, are herown. And, unlike sofas
—which she also works on, but tend o be more of the neutral
finchpin of 0 romm = chairs allow more fun and freedom oo shine
thriough,

“The chairs are really kind of a part of my personalicy,” savs
Robinsan.

The friend for whom she painted the mural 14 vears ago —her
best friend, in fact — sees Robinson in the chairs, oo,

“I think she's starved 1o listen to herself inside,” savs Lisa
Erawson Fix. n teacher who lives in Spartanburg, “Being o deco-
rator, you have @ please vour chents, You hove 10 assume their
personolity, The Happy Chair stuff, that iz her”

As a driver and a person, Fix savs, Robinson was totalle deter-
mined and never scared, vet also feminine. As a designer, she
poscsses the faleat to mix and match unconventional patierns,
colors and fabrics. “She can do anvehing,” Fix savs,

Robinson scours antigoe and yard sales 1o score solid, afford-
able old chairs to refashion for the Happy Chair line, then
spends more moency and time on beld, cologful Tabrics and trims.

Examples in vanous stages of transformation =it in her
garape, including a paie of chaivs with aqua-pamted frames and
aqua, lime and whate print wpholstery, Other models have fea-
turcd hand-painted fsbrics or hand-sewn applique cutonrs



Those she's produced sa far hase
ranged from 5130 for the simplest mode]
e kil 2500 for a sl Ske's 2ald them
largely via e-mail and at the Interiors
?'.54]’[!,,\,'[]_1|ih.:l' i Charlorre .".1:||'|'_-.' CLATO
crs have been younger homeowners who
com'l drop 33,000 on & chier. but cin
afford 3650 for a *fon, (sbuloas plece you
cur't ind anywhere else.”

Each piece has its own name and per-
scnality, she noles. sitting at ber laptop
inan experily asaembled gichy-funis
workroom, which feanures o pink dresser
and rug, a framed Matilyn Monroe poster,
a sewing machine atd o 1985 NASCAR,
Charlpiie/Dayiona Dash series Reokic
of the Year trophy. An agreement t fend
someof her artifoci=1o the MASCAR Hall
of Fame sits nearby

She flips through photos displayved on
the Facebook page she's used 1o reconnoc
nth race fans and fellog drivers, *Lady
[4” looks like a throne, “Blush” is & plush
pink sofn. “Bock Hudson™ i3 upholsiensd
with black linen, leopird pnint and vio-
tage pretares of hunky frehghrees, with
metallic piping.

Zhe also likes thar she's recveling old
turmiture, which tends to be higher gual-
ity than can be foumnd affordably at most
places these dava.

“They have o hife," she'savs. “I'm
rebirthing them, oo™

Bobinson would love to have someone
o help ber market the chairs and waork
an them more. But for now, it's just her,
And she hos other places o be, oo = like
prckang up itema for the Mooresyville
race shops and checking on progress
there,

She ralls down the door of the chair-
|'|':.'i|._'d SATAEe; ]ln[::. in her black I)ndg-.- Four-Star Go
Drurango, and she's off. | LN Highlands, B
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