
 

 

Bessie Montgomery has been a business leader in downtown Fairhope since 1940s, 

when she graduated from high school and got a job at a dime store in 1940. Two years 

later, Bessie took out a lease on a building downtown and went into business for 

herself, eventually buying that property and more at the intersection of Section Street 

and Delamare Avenue, and building a department store.  

 “I sold everything,” she recalls. “I had best men’s shop in Fairhope, plus a full line 

of ladies’ and children’s clothing, a complete shoe store, plus a barber shop, beauty 

shop, and real estate office. We had it all.” 

 In 1975, Bessie was concerned that a new shopping center on Greeno Road 

would mean the death of downtown. “All little downtowns were dying, and I thought it 

could happen to Fairhope. It didn’t, of course, and thank goodness, but at that time, I 

didn’t know. Betty Joe Wolff was interested in the corner building, so I sold it to her, and 

that became Page & Palette, which is still going strong all these years later.” 

 Bessie moved a smaller version of her shop into another building she owned next 

door and remained opened until the mid-1990s when she retired—briefly—until she got 

a new idea. 

 At that time, In the Company of Angels was located in an old building on 

Delamare, where Lyon’s Share in now. “I was looking for a larger space,” said shop 

owner Diane Douglas. “The phone company was next door, and in the back, they had a 

parking area with stalls to park their trucks. Bessie and I started talking about how that 

space would be great for little shops.” 

 Bessie recalls that there was no good place in Fairhope for small businesses to 

get started. “I thought there should be a place where a new business could incubate at 

a reasonable rent. The idea went over really well: I had all the spaces rented three 

months before we opened the French Quarter, and in twenty years, I’ve only had three 

months worth of vacancies.” 

 A number of shops got started in the smaller spaces and moved on to bigger 

things, including Christina’s (now in one of Bessie’s larger properties on Section Street) 

and Bungalow’s, which now has shops in Foley and Orange Beach.  

 Bessie calls two shops her “anchor” stores in the French Quarter: In the 

Company of Angels and Panini Pete’s. “Diane’s store has really grown over the years; 



 

 

she’s such a sweet gal. I’m happy for her. And Pete now has three restaurants, another 

Panini Pete’s in Mobile and the new Sunset Pointe here in Fairhope. He’s a good guy, 

and I’m just so proud of him. All my tenants are great, actually. I’ve never had any 

problems with any of them.” 

 When Bessie closed her own store earlier this year and retired for a second time, 

she turned over management of the French Quarter to her niece, Allison Brunson, and 

Allison’s husband, Richard, a retired teacher. “They’ll take good care of it,” she said.  

 Now in retirement again at the age of 94, Bessie does not plan to stay idle. 

“Diane offered me some office space in the back of her store, so I’m going to be at In 

the Company of Angels once a week on Wednesdays. I’m looking forward to that.” 

 Diane says she wanted Bessie to have a place where she could stay in touch 

with all the friends she made over the years. “And I’m sure she’ll help me sell, too. It’s 

just in her nature. If she’s on the floor, she’ll be selling, and she’s more than welcome to 

do that. I’ll enjoy having her here and I know my customers will love it.” 

 Bessie brought one piece of her old store with her to Diane’s shop: The checkout 

counter that served customers in all of her shops since the mid-1940s is now a display 

case in the front window of In the Company of Angels. “Shop owners and other 

entrepreneurs have been coming in to rub it for good luck,” Diane said. “We figure if it 

worked for Bessie for all these years, it must be blessed!” 
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