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Giles Chapman has been buying and selling all his life, relishing the pleasure of collecting and the excellent profits that result from years of accumulated experience. He’s shifted countless car-loads of stuff at car boot sales, both alone and when helping friends, and developed techniques to snag every potential customer and keep them spending. Every single car boot sale he’s been to, as either stallholder or browser, has built his knowledge of the bargaining process, and how to make it work. He’s put some of this to good use by writing on collecting and investing in automobilia for Octane magazine; some of his 30-plus books include Chapman’s Car Compendium and My Dad Had One of Those, and elsewhere he has won awards for his consumer journalism. He lives in Kent . . . and owns an estate car.
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Introduction



Every weekend throughout the summer, and quite a few during the winter too, millions of Britons spend their free time at car boot sales.


The majority come to seek bargains.


They can be shopping for essential items at low prices, to make their personal and/or household budgets go much further. They may be scanning for stuff that’s relevant to a part of their lives right now, such as baby clothes or toys, tools or materials, maybe searching for rare records as a weekend DJ. They can be shopping for their own passions and collections, or be dealers and traders. And, of course, they may just be people who like getting up very early and rummaging, taking the dog along for a walk at the same time.


Sellers make up the smaller component of attendees, and they provide the irresistible pull with their wares. They can range from teenagers selling toys and books they’ve grown out of, to young mums clawing back money on barely worn children’s clothes, to adults with a houseful of possessions to dispose of, maybe after having faced the daunting prospect of sorting out a deceased relative’s home. There are traders and specialists, and White Van Men using their trusty vehicles for some weekend cash-raising.


Many sellers are simply tackling the problem of household clutter head-on, turning back the tide on years of creeping, suffocating, dust-collecting accumulation to make life more bearable and the home a less oppressive place to be.



WHAT THIS BOOK IS ALL ABOUT



This book if for anyone and everyone who wants to go to a car boot sale, either to make money or to shop. It is chock-full of useful advice to make the experience enjoyable and worthwhile.


Part One is for those who want to sell at car boot sales. It tells you how to examine your motives, how to prepare for the big day, how to go about setting out your shop, how to make the most of your limited selling time, and how to keep yourself and your property safe. It tells you what you can and can’t do at a car boot sale, and it fully prepares you for what can be a frantic, if remunerative, few hours grappling with the Great British Buying Public.


But it goes much further than that, and therefore Part Two acts as a guide for buyers. Of course, it is easy to just turn up and wander around at will, ‘grazing’ on anything that takes your fancy. Indeed, in many ways, what could be more relaxing? But if you’re a buyer with a mission, then I have plenty of tips to help you get the most out of your visit. Crucially, I want to help improve your bargaining skills, so that you can haggle with confidence and without causing confrontations. And I have loads of great ideas about every practical aspect of the day itself.


I decided to write this book after countless casual conversations with friends and colleagues over the years about ‘doing’ a car boot sale. What struck me time and again was that most people had seriously considered selling at such an event; indeed, they freely admitted they had so much stuff clogging up their garages, wardrobes, lofts, spare rooms and limited cupboard space that doing something about it was almost essential in order to maintain household sanity.



IT’S CLEAR-OUT TIME. NOW!



But something was holding them back. They were constrained by a reticence to actually get on with it, often based on anecdotal evidence from others who had tried a car boot but found it intimidating, overwhelming or unrewarding, and declared ‘never again’. Yet a further conflicting factor was the genuine feeling that they’d like to turn unwanted stuff into useful cash. And since the recession bit deep in 2008, making everything go further has become increasingly important to all but the most wastefully wealthy. In the ‘boom’ years we might have tipped anything superfluous to our lives into a skip at the local council dump; now, though, as the cost of living has risen and job security has been eroded, many of us recognise the very real need to claw something back from our surplus.


I’ve been going to car boot sales for more years than I can remember, often as a dogged buyer but frequently also as a seller, either on my own or with friends. I’ve been to hundreds and hundreds of them all over the UK; occasionally I’ve come away disappointed but mostly I’ve really made them work for me.


This wealth of experience led me to believe that there was a proper need for a ‘manual’ that could help the newcomer plan every single aspect of car boot selling in advance to achieve a satisfactory outcome. A book all about how to do it properly. And while I was about it, I wanted to share everything I’ve gleaned about the buying process, and the awe-inspiring opportunities that car boots present to find and bargain for the things you really, really want.



SELLERS AND BUYERS MATTER EQUALLY



At first, trying to reconcile the conflicting interest of sellers and buyers in one book seemed impossible. But once I’d split the two camps – in effect packaging two books into one, and examining many of the same interactive areas from each entirely separate viewpoint (as I have done at the events themselves) – I began to realise that appreciating one actually fed an understanding of the other.


For markets are adversarial. Buyers and sellers have different plans. But the one thing they have in common is that they both want, more than anything else, to strike a deal and do business. They need each other, to fully understand each other; they may sometimes deplore one another, but they should also respect each other.


Reading my advice for both sellers and buyers should leave you with an extremely thorough, all-round perspective on every aspect of ‘booty’ trading. Success from either direction is all there for the taking, and my aim is to equip you with the ultimate confidence that you really will achieve just what you want on the day.





CHAPTER 1



What is a car boot sale?


Ever been to Stockport? This handsome industrial town just beyond the outer fringes of Manchester has much to recommend it, and has generated its fair share of Great Britons, including pioneering female TV journalist Joan Bakewell and world-famous architect Sir Norman Foster. Perhaps more pertinently, as far as we’re concerned with this book, it’s also where perma-tanned bargain hunter David Dickinson hails from. Because alongside Stockport’s many proud civic boasts is a much lesser-known one: it’s the cradle of Britain’s car boot sale phenomenon.


For it was here in the early seventies (as to which year, no one seems quite sure, nor does it particularly matter) that a local Catholic priest by the name of Father Harry Clarke introduced this country to the DIY selling bonanza we now know as the ‘car boot’.


For a small charge, you could rock up in your car and sell your private possessions directly and informally from the boot of your Ford Cortina or Austin Allegro.


He’d apparently seen a similar event in the USA while on holiday there. Ordinary members of the public turned pop-up shopkeepers as they sold off personal effects from the ‘trunks’ (the US term for boots) of their cars on a patch of urban waste ground. In a North American context, it was perhaps a natural extension of the ‘garage sale’, where householders sold their unwanted bits and pieces on their driveways, perhaps for those living in apartments who weren’t lucky enough to own hardstanding and a garage as a ready-made sales forum.


Garage sales have never really taken off in the UK. On this crowded island we are notably averse to inviting strangers across the threshold and on to our private property. I have seen one or two, for sure, but it’s usually very young children selling off a few toys at the garden gate to raise pocket money while mum and dad keep a watchful, wary eye.



HOW CAR BOOTS GOT STARTED IN BRITAIN



And so car boot sales got off to a hesitant start in the early seventies. This was the era when memories of the austerity following the Second World War remained fresh. The British public was still in the early throes of ‘consumerism’, and most homes were not crammed with surplus or obsolete stuff. It was the time when a sock with a hole in it would still be darned, kitchenware would be made to last for decades, and a broom would have its handle and head endlessly replaced.


The few unwanted and frequently worn-out items that were disposed of tended to find their way to scout huts and village halls, where kindly volunteers sold them for pennies to go towards projects like re-leading the church roof. No doubt this was where Father Clarke came in with his Stockport boot sale debut. In fact, as a child in the late 1970s, I well remember one of our neighbours as an enthusiastic early stager of a boot fair. He began to hold them in his capacity as mainstay fundraiser for a preserved windmill nearby, and they caused a brief furore in the local paper. But it was all small, local, gentle and very amateur.


Professional organisation, on a bigger scale, started to creep in during the early eighties. This was no doubt helped by the deep recession at the dawn of the decade and the realisation, particularly by owners of small farms, that more income could be gained from renting out pitches on grassy fields once a fortnight than they could ever hope to recoup by growing veg or keeping a milking herd.


‘Flea markets’ had never been very popular in the UK – unlike in Paris or Barcelona or other European cities and in the US – with the few long-established events that were held in places like London’s Notting Hill and Bermondsey tending to be very early morning affairs (sometimes as punishing as a.m.) where antique and jewellery dealers did their shady deals and those not in ‘the trade’ were given the cold shoulder. In parallel, weekday street markets offering a little bit of everything were in gradual decline as supermarkets slowly encroached into every niche of the food and housewares markets.


So, in addition to the ‘boot fairs’ and ‘boot sales’, ‘bootys’ and, even, ‘boots’ springing up across the UK in the eighties, there were now also new ‘Sunday markets’ – usually held in large car parks or other areas of hardstanding – at which, for the first time, traders, food stallholders, antique dealers and members of the general public were all encouraged to sell alongside one another to create a slightly carnival atmosphere. When organisers of more traditional car boots saw this, they too began to let in professional sellers, food vans, sellers of plants and even children’s rides and games to lure the family for a ‘morning out’.



TURNING THE TABLES



The most recent development sees the car boot sale coming almost full circle back to its roots alongside jumble sales. This is the ‘indoor boot sale’ which, of course, is a contradiction in terms because all the selling is done from trestle tables laid out inside a building, and the car plays no part apart from carrying the vendor and his or her wares to and from the event. The restrictions on what can and can’t be sold here are obvious. Principally, it is whatever you can get on or under your table, and there are tight space restrictions in place. An indoor boot sale might suit some people but it has strictly limited horizons.


A proper car boot sale stall, of course, almost always has a car at its centre. It can be used as mere transport or as a base from which to sell items, and it will probably be your site office, cafeteria, rest area, shelter and, possibly, even your safe for the duration of the event.


I wondered how an outsider to this country would sum up a British car boot fair, which propelled me to have a look at the United Kingdom section of website About.com (http://gouk.about.com). There, Ferne Arfin, a witty American journalist based in the UK, has written a snappy guide for her US audience.




‘If you can’t resist a yard sale and hand-lettered “Garage Sale” signs have you slamming on the brakes and turning out of your way in a flash, then you’ll love a good car boot sale. In the UK, people rarely set out garage or yard sales in front of their own houses. Instead, they have giant meets where people who have had a clear out, or who need to raise a bit of cash, bring their unwanted goods to sell.


‘Some spring up almost spontaneously – to raise money for a school project or a church, perhaps – while others are regularly scheduled events where hundreds of sellers show up. They combine the qualities of flea markets, swap meets and yard sales on steroids. If looking for treasures amid other people’s junk is your thing, you will love a day at a good car boot sale.


‘Car boot sales are relatively unregulated. Sellers don’t charge or collect sales tax and things change hands in a rather informal fashion.’





So there you have it; we could even see bargain-loving American tourists adding a booty to their list of British must-sees along with Buckingham Palace and Shakespeare’s birthplace. And very welcome they would be too.



HOW ARE CAR BOOT SALES ORGANISED?



It’s a bit of a surprise, bearing in mind the sheer number of car boot sales being held around the UK today, that there is no national framework for what a car boot actually is, where, how and how often it can be staged, and how much it will cost the organiser for the privilege. Rather than have a set of countrywide rules, it’s up to local authorities to license car boot sales as they see fit.


Some councils regard them as simply another form of market, and issue licences accordingly. Others won’t permit them to be held unless all the proceeds will be going to a charitable cause or local voluntary organisation. It is a very varied picture from county to county, although pretty much every local authority publishes its licensing rules and other stipulations somewhere on its website.


Apart from insisting on being reassured that the organiser has permission to hold the event on a nominated piece of land, councils need to be happy that the car boot sale won’t clash with already established markets nearby. They need to be reassured that litter, noise and disturbance won’t be unfairly imposed on local residents. Organisers are almost always required to pay fees to the local authority, which go towards the cost of things like rubbish collection, traffic management and environmental protection. All organisers have to take this into account when sizing up the prospects for a new event.


Councils also like plenty of notice, and to have a detailed plan of what the organiser has in mind. He or she will then need to agree to rules that govern, for example, the type of seller who can take part, the classes of goods that can and can’t be sold, and how the locals will be placated when it comes to noise, parking and traffic.





Part One
Selling at Car Boot Sales






CHAPTER 2



Why a car boot?


Britain, as a society in which to live and work and enjoy, is at an age and stage that’s unique. There is nowhere else like it, and the reasons stretch back hundreds of years. Once largely agricultural with a few centres of craftsmanship, this nation was the first to undergo an industrial revolution, which just happened to coincide with the explosive growth of the world’s biggest empire. Military and maritime dominance zoomed ahead as we shipped gargantuan quantities of raw materials back from Britain’s pink-coloured outposts on the world map. Meanwhile, to administer all this activity, we came up with the idea of the mass-produced office worker, and created suburbs and public transport systems to get the most from them.


Somehow, the burgeoning population was dissuaded from revolting against the landowners and aristocracy, and instead poured its energies into consuming. This sparked a new cutting-edge era of innovation and regulation, and while our cousins in America might have started to do things bigger and better than us, we managed to get on top of a World War or two thanks to a mix of ingenuity and diplomacy . . . before rewarding ourselves with a focus on welfare, education and public health. The last seventy-five years or so have seen fluctuating fortunes, but Britain – where home-ownership and home-improvement built on debt is an absolute obsession – punches above its weight in a variety of niche areas, such as entertainment, research and general one-upmanship.


Bear with me.


We have done an awful lot of things before anyone else. The British lifestyle has in the past had a huge number of elements that, sooner or later, became adopted worldwide, and Britain’s largest socio-economic group of people – the middle class – has been pushing forward and self-improving for something close to eight generations; some enormous countries in South America and South-East Asia have middle classes whose background is just two generations old.


Well, thanks a bunch for the history lesson, you may well be saying, blah blah, but what on earth has any of this lot got to do with the car boot sale?


The overall upshot is that, as a consequence of all this and notwithstanding the fact that Britain has some very real pockets of deprivation, we all have a huge amount of stuff.



WHERE WE ARE TODAY



We own a massive amount of stuff, as individuals and as family collectives, because we buy it, because we get given it, and because we inherit it. We tend to accumulate because it’s comforting, because we’re sentimental, and often because we don’t like waste and are vehemently opposed to landfill. And many of us line our homes with excess possessions simply because we’re lucky enough to have a dwelling that’s big enough to hold it all.


But the fact is, most of us own too many things, and there comes a time, sooner or later, when something major has to be done about it. Here are some common factors that can trigger a call to action:


• House move on the cards.


• Inherited or passed-down items from relations.


• Downsizing to somewhere smaller.


• Growing children, meaning unwanted clothes and toys.


• Relocating to another town, maybe another country.


• Special interests and hobbies have lost their appeal, or you can no longer physically do them.


• Too many unworn clothes and shoes, ladies? (Or, for that matter, gentlemen?)


• Rearranging the layout of your home, or giving it a decorative makeover.


• Getting together with a new partner or, perhaps, ditching an old one.


• Clearing a shed or garage, or changing the design of your garden.


The impetus could be all, some or none of these things. And yet:


‘It could just be that the material clutter of your life is overwhelming you and you’ve finally decided to do something about it.’


Or


‘You need to raise some cash!’



LOOKING AT OTHER WAYS OF TURNING YOUR CLUTTER INTO CASH



I am biased, of course. I love car boot sales and the opportunities they offer. I’ve sold at dozens and dozens of them. In my long experience they represent the most effective and least complex way to turn unwanted personal and household items into cash, and to pass on goods of value to appreciative new owners.


Once you recognise how to get the best from such events – and this book aims to give you every possible support – I think you’ll share my view that they can, with practice, really work for you. First, however, you need to put them into the context of the other methods of disposal that you could choose. Indeed there have never been so many alternatives. Here are some of them, and the pros and cons of each:


Online auction sites, like eBay


For: You can sell items online from the comfort of your home; a bid battle might ensue, bringing you an excellent return; fully searchable so people can easily pinpoint your things; access to a potentially worldwide audience.


Against: Listing can be time-consuming, especially with a large number of items; payable fees and postage costs can wipe out any real returns; packaging and postage takes time and effort; the disparity between your description and the winning bidder’s expectation can lead to stressful disputes.


Online free classified sites, like Gumtree and Preloved


For: The ads are free; you can list from home; you have the freedom to dictate terms; your advert will be searchable and viewable from anywhere.


Against: Agreement and co-ordination required over delivery and payment; if you’re posting, then there are the time-consuming issues of packing up and sending via the Post Office or a courier; you may not feel happy about strangers coming to your home to collect.


Online ‘free-to-a-good-home’ sites, such as Freecycle


For: Efficient to dispose of anything which you feel has little monetary value but could be reused; saves a trip to the dump; stops things going to landfill; contact with local groups and networking.


Against: You won’t receive any money; people you don’t know will need to come to your home.


General household/local auctions


For: Good for selling antique and collectable items because the audience is mostly dedicated; the organisation and selling are left to someone else.


Against: Hefty commission fees payable; your items still might not sell for much; auction houses can be choosy about what they accept.


Local paper free ads/postcards in shop windows


For: Attracts local buyers; zero or negligible fees.


Against: Timewasters; indiscreet.


Charity shops


For: Good causes.


Against: You’ll be giving away your things as donations.


The tip


For: Quick, problem solved.


Against: Unethical . . . and you’ll be literally throwing away your possessions.



THE ADVANTAGES OF THE CAR BOOT SALE
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