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Preface


If you’ve picked up this book, then you must be one of two things – a dealer or a would-be dealer. Either way, I can help you to be a successful one, no matter what you’re selling or where you intend to sell it. This book was written for you to help you to fulfil your potential and enjoy doing so.


In this simple, step-by-step guide, I will show you how to save money when you buy and, even more vitally, make a profit when you sell. Not only will you be introduced to different types of dealing from fairs to the internet, but I’ll also warn you about the tricks of the trade and help you to avoid the most common mistakes made by new (and even old) dealers – and some of the costlier ones as well.


But who am I to tell you this? My name is Fiona Shoop, I’ve been a dealer for almost thirty years, starting at the age of ten with a corner of my father’s stall at a North London antiques fair. Since then, I’ve bought and sold through fairs, auctions, antiques centres, boot sales and the internet. I know how to avoid being caught out – and I’m going to teach you the same. I’m also a TV expert, broadcaster and journalist. You might know my name from the by-lines of some of the most talked about articles in recent years. If there’s a con going on, I’ll let you know about it. I’ve also written over 4,000 articles on antiques from furniture to jewellery and just about everything in between, including dirty toilets.


Over twenty-five years ago, I sat in a café in London’s Portobello Road, an area famous for its antiques, and read The Antiques Trade Gazette. I knew then that I was where I belonged but I didn’t realise that, all these years on, I’d still be a dealer and have been a columnist for the same paper. And that’s the thing about antiques, you never know where they’ll take you. It’s an exciting life and I love sharing it with people.


Dealing offers so many rewards, whether you do it once or all the time. It’s unlike any other job, you’ll be surrounded by beautiful things and meet fascinating people. It’s a strange but exciting world where no two days are ever the same and you never know what you’ll find.


One last comment – when your alarm wakes you up at 4am for your next fair, don’t blame me, I did tell you that internet dealing might offer an easier way of making money. Or did I? Read on to find out – and good luck, a dealer’s life is not always an easy one but it is always fulfilling.


Fiona Shoop





PART ONE


Establishing the Basics





CHAPTER ONE


Why Do You Want to Become an Antiques Dealer?


There are three basic reasons for becoming an antiques dealer: love, money and need. The first of these is probably the easiest to understand and the reason why most people consider antiques as a potential career, second job or hobby. If you love antiques, sooner or later you acquire too many of them – if there can be such a thing. The reason people love antiques is easy to understand. Quite simply, what’s not to love? They are attractive, many of them are practical, there is joy in their acquisition and, with the exception of ‘fads’ (see Part Five, Chapter 21), they are a sound investment.


The trouble with loving antiques is that you can overspend but the good news is that they are relatively easy to sell and a very easy way of raising money. At some time in your lives, most of you will have a bill to pay or want something which could be considered a luxury – a holiday, a better computer or even a new outfit. By selling an antique or collectable, something which has appeal to others, you can realise your goal without running up dangerous credit card debts or loans.




You don’t need a loan if:


1.  You have something to sell.


2.  You have enough knowledge to buy low and sell high.





This book is your starting block. By following its simple guidelines, you can make money – the second most popular reason why people become antiques dealers.


And then there is need. It’s possibly the hardest of the three factors to define but it is the need for something that could change your life. If you need a job, a career or a change in lifestyle, if you want to get out of the 9–5 grind and become your own boss, then you’re not alone. To become an antiques dealer you do not need qualifications, you do not necessarily need experience or knowledge (but they help) and, most of all, you don’t need to impress anyone to get the position. The only person who needs convincing that you’re good enough to be a dealer is yourself because you are the only person who matters.


What makes it so exciting is that you’re investing in yourself with minimal risk. The only requirement that you need to become a dealer is to have some antiques or collectables. In the trade, we call that ‘stock’.



What Are the Advantages of Being a Dealer?


Some of these points will concern only full-time or part-time dealers but even if you only stall out a few times a year, there are huge advantages over virtually any other money-making hobby or career.


1.   A huge sense of freedom – you are your own boss – you can’t get sacked, made redundant or passed over for promotion.


2.   You decide when or even if you’re going to work.


3.   You will have extra money for luxuries such as a holiday, eating out or even something previously thought unattainable.


4.   You decide how often you have to work per month.


5.   You can go on holiday whenever you want and for as long as you want without having to get permission first or having to count how much holiday leave you have left.


6.   You are free to make your own decisions without having to defer to someone else.


7.   Whatever you make is yours – you don’t just get a cut of your own hard work.


8.   You get to meet new people and not just the same dull ones every day!


9.   You get to travel.


10. You can make new friends wherever you go.


11. It’s a friendly trade with little or no competitive streaks because no one’s competing for the same job or bonus.


12. No more commuting so no more getting stuck on broken down trains or hot, overcrowded tubes or buses – if they’re even running, that is.


13. Complete privacy – no one else needs to know how much you’ve earned. No one else reads your post or e-mails. You can’t get sacked or reprimanded for speaking to your friends and family during the day.


14. You can even take as much time off as you need to be with your family without risking losing your job.


15. Unlike many jobs, you’re dealing in something viable, you can see it, appreciate it and, when you want, you just sell it on for a profit.


16. You’re surrounded by beautiful things and, for the time being, they’re all yours.


17. It’s both interesting and enjoyable, with a fresh challenge every day.



Are There Disadvantages as Well?


As with any job, there are negative aspects of dealing but these are far outweighed by the freedom of the trade. For some people, the lack of restrictions usually imposed by office hours is unsettling. However, most people I have met find it invigorating and use that time to do other things such as staying in bed late, shopping, reading, travelling, starting a new hobby or going to the gym, going on courses or just catching up with the family. But it isn’t always perfect and you have to consider all of the disadvantages if you’re thinking about dealing professionally or even as a hobby (the distinctions will be outlined in the next chapter).


Most dealers will, at some time or other, find the following a disadvantage but some are more applicable to full-time dealers than anyone else.


1.   Early hours – you will get to see the wrong side of dawn at least once a month. 4am is the time to get up and go to work, not to bed after a good night out.


2.   You have to remember to put aside enough money for your tax bill every year as it won’t be done automatically under PAYE (see Part Six, Chapter 1 for all tax matters).


The next disadvantages really concern only full-time dealers, although all dealers should be aware of them:


3.   Uncertain finances: if you decide to become a full-time dealer it can be difficult not having a regular income.


4.   Irregular finances: this might mean that you’re earning more than you ever did, just not on set days of the month. But try explaining that to a mortgage provider. It can make life awkward at times, even when applying for store or credit cards or car finance.


5.   You’ll need to take out a private pension and pay for it all yourself.


6.   You don’t get holiday pay or sick leave (but can take as many days off a year as you want).


The disadvantages mainly concern financial matters, but they are not all as significant as they might appear at first glance. Dealers enjoy earning their living this way. They enjoy the challenge of working as much or as little as they want, without having to worry about redundancy or getting sacked. Unlike most people in ‘regular’ employment, you won’t wake up one morning to find yourself without a job. As a dealer, your job is your own and that is one of the most attractive aspects of dealing.





CHAPTER TWO


What Type of Dealer Do You Want To Be?


When you apply for a job or consider starting a career, the one thing you normally don’t get asked is ‘how many hours do you really want to work?’ With antiques, it’s different: you can be full-time, part-time or just work when you want to – what’s known as a ‘hobby dealer’ in the trade. The only person who can decide this is you to suit your needs.


♦   If antiques provide your entire income, you’re a full-timer.


♦   If you have another job but sell antiques on a regular basis (at least two fairs a month), you’re a part-timer.


♦   If, however, you indulge only for fun or when you need a bit of cash for a holiday or to pay off a large bill, you’re what’s classified as a hobby dealer.



Full-time


The title itself is very misleading. This is not a 9–5 job and it also depends on where you live. To work five days a week or more, depends on the markets and fairs around you if, that is, you want to sell full-time at antiques fairs. As you will discover when reading this book, there are many types of dealing, but the hardest – and often the most rewarding – is dealing at antiques fairs and markets. Most dealers work virtually every Sunday in the year, as this is the main day for fairs and can be the most lucrative, especially in quieter cities when not all shops are open.




Keyword


Full-time does not refer to the hours worked but your source of income.


Full-time dealers depend solely on antiques for their living.





The antiques business is not a Monday–Friday job. Many dealers will take the entire summer off as this is traditionally a quieter time of the year, whilst others work throughout the year. There is no such thing as a typical dealer. So, where does that leave you? Quite simply, you choose when you want to work. If you live in London, have a shop or a unit in an antiques centre, you can work seven days a week. Why especially if you live in London? It’s one of the busiest areas for antiques markets but also has the most competition so London dealers, contrary to popular opinion, also have to be the most competitively priced. In theory, at least!



Becoming a Full-time Dealer


Most full-timers who do not have shops or their own units in centres sell around three–four days a week, depending on fairs. The rest of the time is spent buying. To be a successful dealer, you need to buy at the lowest possible price and that is why many dealers attend auctions. Whilst people who work 9–5, five days a week, rest in the evenings, some dealers work until 9 or 10 at night buying at auction, with one dealer known to attend three auctions a day. That is excessive but it does show that full-time is a comparative term. For dealers, the word full-time does not reflect the days or hours worked but the source of income.


The advantage of dealing full-time is that you don’t have to depend on anyone else for an income. You can work as hard or as little as you like, go on holiday without permission and never have to answer to anyone but yourself.


The main disadvantage is that you are not guaranteed a regular income. Hard work is not always rewarded with a healthy bank balance, but it can be and that is the joy of the trade – it’s entirely unpredictable.



Becoming a Part-time Dealer


Why do you need to become a part-time dealer? You might fancy some extra cash for savings, a holiday or other unexpected needs or you might just want to get out of the house, mix with people and enjoy the trade without having to depend on it for your financial security. There are many reasons why people choose to deal part-time. Many dealers start out as full-timers but discover other interests or careers and don’t want to have to give up dealing. Some hobby dealers start dealing more often and became part-timers, whilst other people deal part-time because they don’t need to deal full-time or just don’t want to. It really doesn’t matter and that’s why it’s such a tempting trade. It’s entirely up to you when, where and how you work.


If you have a regular job but don’t want to give it up, part-time dealing is a great way to trade. You might take a few days off work now and then to stall out at the big, midweek two- or three-day fairs but it’s up to you if you do that. As with everything in the trade, it is not compulsory to attend these fairs but it can be useful and most dealers have, at some time or other, gone to Newark1, the bimonthly, two-day fair which is the largest in Europe. If you are thinking of dealing, on whatever level, you will find this fair fascinating, useful and rather awe-inspiring, although it is not grand at all. There are around 4,000 stallholders at the event, many of whom are part-timers.


There is a certain snobbishness in the trade which sees full-time dealing as the only option but that, in many ways, is jealousy. All dealers dream of being able to combine the best of both worlds (clichéd but true), of paying bills, having holidays and enjoying the freedom of running their own business with minimal work. Part-time dealing gives you this option. I’ve given many career talks and my advice has always been simple – do what you enjoy and, if necessary, do something else as well to pay the bills. By dealing part-time you really can have the best of everything.




Useful tip


As with all dealing, full-time, part-time or hobby, do things properly. Register for tax and keep accurate records – save yourself the expense and embarrassment of being caught out.






Dealing as a Hobby


Let’s start by defining hobby dealing. It means that you enjoy dealing but don’t want or need to do it very often. You could have a unit in an antiques centre (see Section Three, Chapter 5 for details) which will enable you to earn a bit of extra money with minimal work, or you could do a fair every month, if that regularly. The whole point is that, to you, antiques are enjoyable, they are not a career (although they may become so if you so choose) and you’ve probably started by selling off the extra pieces in your collection or excess belongings to clear some space. Whichever way you start, your view of the antiques world is different from that of a full-time dealer. To put it at its most basic level, you enjoy it and that’s as far as it goes.


And that’s great. Hobby dealers tend to work on some (but not all) Sundays and the odd Bank Holiday only, they don’t need the money so find it a very relaxing pursuit. They tend not to do the bigger fairs or the weekday ones, many finding them too much like hard work, although some hobby dealers do enjoy the extra challenge which they represent.


There is no set type of hobby dealer but they tend to be collectors, many of them are retired but not willing to stop work entirely and why should they? If you want to carry on working when your company deems that you’re fit only for redundancy or retirement, why not do what thousands of other people have done and set yourself up in business – but as a hobby only? It will not only give you a chance to earn some extra money but also introduce you to new people and a new way of life. If you enjoy it, do some more – but only if you want to.


Whatever type of dealer you decide to be, enjoy it and be as good as you can.





1 Newark is run by IACF, one of the largest fairs’ organisers. Tel: 01636 702326.





CHAPTER THREE


To Specialise or Not


If you go round any antiques fair or centre, you’ll notice that there are, essentially, two types of dealers – the general and the specialist. Some will deal in anything which brings a profit, whilst others go for a ‘theme’ – Art Deco, a specific make of china such as Sylvac or Masons, tins or toys – anything as long as it’s the same ‘type’ as their other stock. Actually, it isn’t that simple because some dealers do both. Look more closely at the general dealer and you might start spotting patterns – do they specialise in something as well as seeming to sell everything? I think you’ll find that many of them do. I know that I do.


Let’s start with something very basic. You’re probably just starting out or thinking about being a dealer. You’re probably a bit confused about what sort of things you want to sell. I’ll be covering that in much more detail in Part Five but you need to think of something very basic before you start to spend any money and decide whether you want to specialise or not. What sort of dealer do you want to be? I’m not talking full-time, part-time or hobby but what sort of things do you want to sell – not in great detail. But, for now, do you want to sell:


♦   smalls (e.g. china and glass)


♦   or larger pieces such as furniture?


Furniture is very attractive, often has very good profit margins but it is not always practical for all people. If you’re not very strong, you can still deal in furniture but you might need to hire someone (or several people) to help you to move the goods, which will cut down on your profits. You’ll need to own a van in the long-run as hire costs are often too high to be practical on a regular basis. Some general dealers have the odd piece of furniture with their normal stock, which can be a good idea if your car is big enough to hold it all. There’s no point even thinking about furniture if you only drive a motorbike or a small car such as a Smart car and have no intention of renting a van, changing vehicles or can’t afford to – it just won’t work.


Furniture takes up far more room than a standard stock of smalls (if there is such a thing). If you live in a flat without a lift or a small house, it is not practical to be a furniture dealer unless you have separate storage, and not just storage but secure storage – there’s no point paying for it, otherwise. Your local telephone directory will list storage facilities as will the classifieds section of some of the antiques publications such as The Antiques Trade Gazette. (Subscriptions for this are available on 020 7420 6601, www.antiquestradegazette.com or buy copies from the larger antiques fairs.) If you have enough money and room, it might be worth considering hiring or building a garage instead, but furniture must be kept in a dry environment to prevent costly warping.




Useful tip


To be a furniture dealer you must:


♦ Be strong or have someone to lift and display the goods for you.


♦ Have a large van or be able to hire one on a regular basis at a reasonable cost (not always practical).


♦ Be able to drive and manoeuvre a large vehicle or hire someone to do so (often the same person who can lift the furniture for or with you).


♦ Know how to polish without causing ugly smudges – a simple way to increase sales.


♦ Have sufficient storage space or enough money to hire secure space.


♦ Have sufficient money to deal in either top or middle of the range, not low-end furniture – better profits and easier to sell than cheaper, less attractive and poorer quality pieces.





If you decide that furniture is not for you, then you’re a ‘smalls’, art, scientific instruments or book dealer (amongst others). It doesn’t matter what you do as long as it’s practical. Antiques should be all about beauty but the practicalities have got to be considered. If you live in a city, don’t drive and don’t want to learn or even think about getting a car, then you’re restricted, but not as much as you would be without transport in the country. In a city you have access to public transport but you wouldn’t be able to deal in furniture or anything too bulky that way. However, if you’re a jewellery dealer, all you need is a bag containing your stock and, if you want, a jewellery case as well. With that sort of stock, it’s practical to work anywhere. The same goes for someone who deals in paper goods such as autographs or postcards, but you really will need access to a car (or a cheap taxi firm) if you want to deal in bulkier and heavier goods and go to fairs anywhere in the country, not just local ones.



How Do You Find Out About the Different Types of Specialisation?


That’s easy. Take the time to go looking round fairs, auctions and centres before spending any money at all. You might find that you love everything you see, you might quite like some bits or you might be drawn to others. If you find that you’re drawn to the same type of goods over and over again, then you’re a specialist.




Useful tip


People don’t decide to specialise, they need to.





That might be over-simplified but a lot of the dealers who are specialists didn’t necessarily start out that way. Most people start off by buying what they like – it’s a very sensible way to do business. If you like something, there’s a strong possibility that someone else will like it as well. They then realised that they started buying the same type of stock, not just because they liked it but because they had established regular buyers who also liked it. The basic rule of dealing is that if something works, stick with it – that’s how to specialise.


The word ‘specialise’ should not be taken too literally. Some china dealers claim they specialise in china but to ‘specialist’ china dealers (e.g. who sell only Art Deco or a specific make), that’s not specialising at all. One of the simplest ways to work it out is to go through a fair guide (available from most fairs and antiques centres) and see what sort of fairs are advertised. If you have sufficient stock to do a clock and watch fair, you’re a specialist but if, like most general dealers, you have only one or two bits or none at all, you’re not that type of specialist. But that’s assuming that you have stock. Look at what draws you. If you keep looking at brightly coloured, geometric pieces from the 1920–30s, you should think about dealing in Art Deco, but good Deco does require a lot of money. That is the main disadvantage of being a specialist, if you want to be a good one, depending on your specialisation, you need good funding to match. By being a general dealer, you have the option of having a specialist section (e.g. a couple of shelves’ worth) but you don’t have to have a lot of money to do so.


You’ll notice that a few of the pros and cons on page 14, conflict and that’s because dealing is not always logical. There is no Recommended Retail Price (RRP) when it comes to antiques and collectables – which is why it’s such an exciting business. Specialist fairs attract not only specialist buyers but also specialist sellers. That might seem obvious to you but there’s an inherent problem with too many specialists stalling together – they often sell the same goods. I know that seems obvious but I mean it literally – effectively, the same pieces. What’s rare in the antiques world at large becomes common at specialist fairs and that means that your buyers have too good a choice – which could mean that you lose out. Imagine if you’ve been searching everywhere for a Silver Crane Dodgem Car novelty teapot. You go to a specialist teapot fair and you see, not one of these hard-to-find teapots, but three. What are you going to do? Are you going to buy the first one that you see because you’re surrounded by hundreds of other would-be buyers or are you going to race around the fair and see if you can find it more cheaply elsewhere? With experience, it will probably be the latter and the stallholders – that will be you soon – will know it.






	Specialise – Pros


	Specialise – Cons







	It looks attractive which attracts buyers


	It can be expensive







	You don’t waste time and money by trying to sell at unsuitable venues


	Stall rent is generally more expensive than at general fairs







	Your buyers know what they’re talking about (well, most of the time) and are prepared to pay more than those without a specialist knowledge/collection


	You could restrict the number of buyers – if people don’t buy your type of stock, they won’t even stop at general fairs to see if anything appeals







	You can focus your knowledge without having to learn something about everything


	You don’t have a broad enough knowledge, allowing you to expand when the market changes







	You can pick up bargains from non-specialists


	You could miss out on bargain stock because it doesn’t match your criteria







	You can command a higher price than a general dealer because people assume that it’s worth it


	People can think that you’re overcharging because you’re a specialist







	You can do specialist fairs which attract people wanting to buy your type of stock


	You’re at the mercy of the market. If interest in that area dies, you’re in trouble








 


A few years ago, when specialist china fairs (e.g. selling only Wade china) were new, some of the stallholders were known to raise their prices according to the length of the queue, but not any more.


If you want to specialise or do a specialist fair, you have to be competitive because you want to be the one whose rare teapot gets sold, not left on the shelf at the end of the day because of an overly-ambitious price label. Take the same teapot with the same price to a non-specialist fair and, ironically, it will probably sell. Why? Because it becomes rare again.


That said, specialist fairs are very successful if you price accordingly. The buyers are often more serious than those at general fairs, whilst a lot of trading goes on before the fair even opens with stallholders buying from each other. That is not the case at all fairs and buyers can find bargains no matter what time they visit. Remember, not everyone wants the same pieces so it’s worth visiting specialist (and general) fairs at all times of the day, not just the beginning.



Do Specialist Goods Sell at General Fairs as Well?


Never underestimate appearances. There is something very attractive about seeing a stall full of the same type of stock if it is well presented – Art Deco or novelty teapots en masse will immediately attract interested buyers but could alienate those who don’t want that type of stock. There is a danger of becoming too specialist. Those who deal only in chintz (flowery goods, generally china), will be ignored by anyone who doesn’t buy that style of stock whereas a general dealer tends to appeal to most would-be buyers unless they, too, are very specialist. Someone who buys only jewellery is going to ignore china and furniture pitches whilst those looking for presents and people who aren’t very comfortable at fairs will bypass any stall which looks ‘too expensive’. It can be a no-win situation.


Some dealers start life as specialist dealers but change – either they get bored or move with the market. Just because you start out as one thing doesn’t mean that you have to stay the same for all of your dealing life.


Case Study


I’m a specialist turned general dealer. I started out selling Wade china at the age of 10. I sold ‘doubles’ from my own collection which enabled me to buy the bigger and better pieces. Over a decade on, when the market changed and price of Wade dipped, I risked going under, so I changed direction. I was also a bit bored with Wade by that time and wanted a fresh challenge. I thought about changing to the very marketable area of dog and cat items (ornaments, jewellery, pictures etc) but managed to get hooked on costume jewellery instead. I went to buy a dog brooch and ended up with stylish plastic brooches by the 1950s French designer, Lea Stein. From there, I bought more and more designer jewellery which worked very well in London but struggled away from the knowledgeable specialist buyers. I still had a lot of Wade so mixed it with the costume jewellery, effectively specialising in both and that was much more successful at general fairs. I stalled out with Art Deco china and jewellery at Art Deco fairs but these were very expensive and I didn’t need to do them because my stock was varied enough to sell at general fairs and didn’t appeal only to one type of buyer. I’ve also expanded into different areas, including furniture and paintings.


I think of myself as a general dealer with specialist areas. Whilst I am a known expert on Wade china, contributing to books and valuing goods for auctioneers and insurance companies, I no longer specialise in it but I still retain the knowledge. I have small areas of specialisation, including some of the English figural (ladies, animals etc) studio potters and Carlton Ware, but I rarely do specialist fairs. It’s my choice and some dealers might not consider it the right one, but I enjoy my lifestyle and the variety of my stock ensures that I am never bored, complacent or at the mercy of market forces.


By being a specialist, you are confining the scope of your stock and knowledge but you will be surrounded by goods which you love and can usually still do general fairs as well as specialist ones. There is more competition within specialist areas but, conversely, you can also make friends with similar interests. As with all aspects of dealing, look around and judge for yourself whether you want to specialise and whether you want to do specialist fairs if you do. It is advisable to do at least one specialist fair to get a look from the inside and pick up handy tips from your fellow dealers. Likewise, general dealers can benefit from visiting the specialist fairs as buyers or just browsers – you can’t really decide what to do until you know what to expect.




Keyword


Specialist fairs can sound too upmarket or specialist for the novice or general dealer.


But there are lots of different types of fair from specific makes (e.g. Royal Doulton, Beswick and Wade or just Carlton Ware) through to groups such as Art Deco and Art Nouveau, teapots, glass, militaria or scientific instruments.





There is no hurry. You don’t have to decide right now what you want to be. Start out small and build up when you get a better idea of the market and what you enjoy buying and selling. There’s no point being a specialist dealer in militaria if you can’t sell military goods in your area or you don’t like them – or just can’t get to the specialist militaria fairs. Book dealers can sell at any fair, including book fairs, but there are specialist areas within specialist areas with some book dealers selling scientific books only, others military history or first edition crime novels and still more with mass-appeal children’s fiction. Look around and see what works for you.




Useful tip


To specialise isn’t to confine. Instead, it can bring you extensive knowledge of one area and the opportunity to be surrounded by goods which you – and your buyers – really appreciate.








CHAPTER FOUR


Can You Afford to Be a Dealer?


Most people outside the trade think that you have to be rich to be a dealer. The truth is that you don’t – unless you decide to sell high-end goods or top-of-the-range furniture. There are basic costs to cover, not just stock, but one of the cheapest ways to start dealing is to turn your own, unwanted belongings or tired collections into stock. As you become more experienced, you’ll find it easier to part with your own goods or separate stock from personal belongings. Dealers buy pieces for their own collections with the knowledge that they can always sell them (generally for a healthy profit) if they need either stock or money, but this is a very hard concept for novice dealers. Until you get more experience, don’t sell anything which you’ll regret later.


Obviously, there is no set monetary figure for buying stock. It varies from area to area and you can’t compare all types of stock – expect to pay more for real jewellery than most costume jewellery while Art Deco costs more than most other periods of china – but not always. There is no set rule and you can often get higher profits from cheaper goods than more expensive ones.




Useful tip


You can become a dealer by spending less than £500 on stock, or even nothing at all if you ‘raid’ your own house or sell unwanted inherited goods, but it’s better to spend more if you want to make more money. You have to spend money to make money.





Start off small – it’s not a good idea to spend all of your redundancy, retirement, inheritance or savings before you’ve even tried dealing, but you can’t deal properly without stock. Sit down and work out what you can afford, maybe just buy goods which you’d be happy to have at home if it doesn’t work out – you can always sell them at auction if you decide that fairs – or the antiques trade generally – is not for you.


Realistically, if you’re intending to be a mid-range (i.e. not too highbrow, not too car boot sale) dealer, you’ll need around £5,000–10,000 worth of stock but you don’t have to buy it all at once. You can build up your stock over the course of a few weeks, using your initial outlay over and over again when you sell the goods for a profit and then invest that profit as well.


Confused? Don’t be. Imagine that you buy something for £100 and sell it for £150. You don’t just have £50 to spend on more stock but get the £100 back again – and again and again.


You might choose to set up a bank account just for your business. Not a business account at this stage but just something to separate your household and everyday account from the money which you’ll be investing in your business. I say ‘investing’ wisely because this is money which will regenerate itself and generally far more quickly than playing the stock exchange – with no costly middleman. Unless you’re very, very lucky, it won’t make you a fortune overnight but, whatever type of dealing you do, it will give you a comfortable existence with a good lifestyle, but only if you remember those extra little costs.



I’ve Put Money Aside for Stock – What Else Do I Need?


This will be covered in more detail in Part Three, but there are obvious outlays which you need to take into account before going any further.



Rent


This will be covered in more detail in Part Three but you have got to consider rent before you can start dealing. Your first fair should cost you around £30–35 for the stall, hopefully less. This sounds very cheap, and it is, but stall rent soon adds up.




Keyword


Pcm stands for per calendar month and not per cubic metre – a popular misconception. It’s used when renting space (a unit), shelves or a cabinet in an antiques centre. Pcm means that you pay rent from the first to the last day in a month – which can make the shorter February a bad month to start trading.





If you’re thinking about selling in an antiques centre, costs vary hugely and a higher rent is not always indicative of a better centre. You are normally expected to sign up for three months at a cost of around £35–90+ pcm (per calendar month) for a locked cabinet and about £150–250+ pcm for a unit. This means that your first three months will cost you £105–270+ per locked cabinet and £450–750+ for a unit.




Keyword


Unit – a space at an antiques centre, where dealers sell furniture and other items. Unit sizes vary greatly with one dealer assigned per unit – although some share with friends/fellow dealers. You can use your own locked cabinets in a unit, which is often a very cost-effective way for large-scale smalls dealers to have more room but pay less rent than they would for several cabinets.






Petrol


This is the forgotten cost of dealing and it will take a huge chunk out of your expenditure. If you don’t drive, it isn’t relevant, but think of transport costs when budgeting to see if you can afford to be a dealer. The price of petrol varies, almost from day to day at times, but you will be doing a lot of driving, not just to sell stock but to buy it. Every time you drive to a centre, an auction or a fair, you are using petrol. There is no such thing as an average dealer and you might choose to stay close to home, but it is not uncommon for dealers to drive over 1,000 miles a week. The average driver, according to car insurance firms, drives up to 650 miles a month – if that.


The more you drive, the higher the wear and tear on your car so be prepared to take more expensive servicing and quicker tyre replacements into account. It’s not as bad as it sounds but the cost of car maintenance should certainly be considered and never done too cheaply. For many dealers, their car is their livelihood. If you skimp on servicing, you could be making a costly mistake.




Useful tip


Look after your car and it will look after both you and your business/hobby.






Budgeting


You would never start any business without sitting down and writing at least a basic budget. So take some time – it doesn’t have to be long – to write down expenses and make sure that you have enough money to start dealing. When you’re starting out, you can initially skimp on some of the basics but you do need to be aware that they exist so that, if you decide to continue dealing or wish to expand, you’re not caught out by unexpected demands.


Starting Out on a Small Budget


♦  Stock – some of your own goods (or raid your local car boot sale for decent quality but very cheap stock if you can find it) and at least two boxes of decent auction or fair-bought stock – £500–1,000.


♦  Rent – depends on how active you wish to be but minimum of £105 for the first three months in a cabinet and around £30–35 per fair, becoming more costly with experience (e.g. some of the bigger or better fairs cost £65+ per day with two-day fairs generally charging £140+ for the two days). Many full-time dealers spend at least £200 p/m on fairs, much more if there are two-day fairs. Hobby dealers can spend as little as £30 a month on fairs – less if they stick to small, village hall ones.


♦  Car – budget it in if you don’t already have one and add ‘petrol’ to the list regardless.


♦  Accessories for record keeping – notebooks, stockbook, pens, labels etc – £100 p/a.


♦  Food and drink – it soon adds up, even on buying trips – £2–10+ a day per person.


♦  Time – your time costs, remember that. Dealers do not get the minimum wage on bad days or buying days – take that into account when tempted to discount goods.


Average Budget


If you’re going to deal more often, you’ll need a larger budget. Many of the points will be the same but just a bit more costly – stall rent will be more than £30 a month because you’ll be doing more fairs, stock will cost you more and you’ll need a mobile phone – not to mention its bills. Phones will be covered in more detail in the next chapter but you do have to be aware of them when sitting down and working out your minimum budget.


♦   Stock – you’ll really need about £5,000 to start dealing fully – less if you’re lucky or more (around £10–25,000) if you want to deal at a slightly higher level such as Art Deco china. If you’re thinking of dealing at the top end of the spectrum (or near there) where a single item can cost at least £10,000, budget accordingly.


♦   Rent – set aside £120–150+ for your first month’s rent if you’re planning to do antiques fairs and £105–270+ for the first three months in an antiques centre with medium to large cabinets or £450–750+ for the first three months in a larger unit (see Part Three, Chapter 5 for more details).


♦   Petrol – allow at least £150 before you’ve even started trading. Depending where you live, this will allow you to drive around to buy stock, looking at centres and fairs as a potential seller. Petrol is one of the biggest and most frequently forgotten costs of dealing. After that, count on spending at least £80 a week on petrol if you’re dealing full or part-time, especially if you’re not working locally.


♦   Stockbooks, notebooks, receipt books, pens and labels – it soon adds up, budget around £100 p/a. More if you’re turning over a lot of stock. Labels cost around £1.50 for 100 which might sound cheap but 100 labels don’t last long.


♦   Food and drink – keep costs down by making your own sandwiches, or spend a bit more by buying them from supermarkets before you arrive at a fair, but try not to buy them at the venue – a roast beef sandwich made at home will cost you about 50–70p, £1.50–2.50 from a supermarket and £3–3.50 from most fair venues – that can be £3 extra per sandwich. Drinks can cost up to £3 at fairs during the summer months so use tap water from home or buy your own drinks from a supermarket at around 45p per can – a worst case scenario saving of around £2.55 and that’s just for one drink.


♦   Reference books – all dealers, at some time or other, have spent money on books. They are often cheaper to buy at fairs than in the shops or even internet sites such as Amazon but expect to spend £5–50 on most antiques books.


♦   Fair guides – an essential tool of dealing which cost around £6–106 p/a. A small cost but useful to include in any budget. If you rely on more than one publication, don’t forget to allow extra. The weekly Antiques Trade Gazette, the main antiques newspaper, costs £2 per issue (at the time of writing) from larger fairs or save 10% by subscribing to the 50 issues a year (ring 020 7420 6601 for more details). The ATG (as it’s popularly known) contains details of auctions and fairs as well as news and is an essential guide for middle- to top-end dealers. The three-monthly, The Antique Trade Calendar (from most fairs or ring 020 8446 3604 to subscribe) costs £1.50 per issue and is an essential buy for all dealers and buyers.


♦   Mobile phone and phone bills – essential for dealers, phones can either be free or cost between £50–250. Bills obviously vary according to your contract and frequency of use.


♦   Calculator – £5+. They get lost and broken very easily in the trade so budget for more than one per year.


♦   Business cards – from £3 for 50. Free from www.vistaprint.co.uk with a small postage fee, or ring them on 0800 496 0350.


♦   Tax – remember to keep some money aside as you’ll pay your tax bill in one go, unlike regular wages which are taxed throughout the year. Even hobby dealers need to take this into account and set money aside after each profitable fair for tax purposes.


♦   Car servicing – £180+ p/a. Public transport is wonderful when it works but won’t always get you where you need to go, when you need to get there. You might have to budget for a car (and even driving lessons) if applicable. Long-term, it might be worth saving up for an estate car – the more stock you have, the greater your potential profit. You’ll also have more room for your purchases, even when stalling – something which most smaller car drivers find problematic.


♦   An accountant – someone who can help save you money by showing you what’s taxable and what’s not.


♦   Insurance – not all dealers take out insurance as it can be costly and not necessarily beneficial but it’s worth looking into. You might also choose to increase your household insurance if you’re storing antiques there, but check first as some insurers might charge you extra for business use – or refuse to insure you at all. Don’t forget to change your car insurance to cover business use as an antiques dealer as you can be fined otherwise or the insurance company can refuse to pay claims.




Just because something is cheap, it doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s a good buy.


Think in terms of quality and style, no matter what your budget.






Long-term Needs


On top of these very basic budgets, there are the one-off costs needed by most (but not all) fair-selling dealers, but not essential at your first ever fair – with the exception of the cloth which is used to cover the tables supplied by the fair organisers, and an alarm clock.


♦   Cloth £6+.


♦   Alarm clock – essential for those early starts – £4+.


♦   Lights with extension leads for fairs £20–30+.


♦   Two to three sets of shelves £30–35+ per set.


♦   Sturdy paste table £30.


♦   Trolley £25+.


♦   Display stands – useful for plates, cups and saucers, tea services, jewellery etc. £1–15+ per stand.


♦   Jewellery cases for jewellery and also smaller items such as tiny Toby jugs and other costly, easy-to-steal/fragile items – £50–150+.


♦   Free-standing cabinets for larger fairs or in antiques centre units (if applicable) £150+.


♦   Flask £7+.


♦   More stock – £500–5,000+ p/m depending on your needs and turnover – most of this will be paid for out of profit but not always, especially if you wish to expand or have separate centre and fair stock, like most professional dealers who do both types of dealing.


Whatever your initial budget, allow extra for those unexpected extras and must-buy bargains. This is especially important if you’re thinking about becoming a full-time dealer or money is tight. Car boot sales can be the perfect place to pick up good high-profit pieces (if you’re lucky) but you’ll also need money to tide you over during the wet winter and spring months before the car boot season starts and for those surprisingly good local auctions which offer more than expected. Budget accordingly and carry cash – it’s more acceptable than anything else.





CHAPTER FIVE


Communications


Unless you have a shop of your own, or a fully equipped unit in an antiques centre, you won’t always be near a telephone and, like most businesses, you need a phone to communicate. For a dealer, it is an essential expense.



Love Them or Hate Them, You’ll Need a Mobile Phone


No antiques dealer should be without a mobile phone. You might hate them or relish the opportunity to be somewhere where you can’t be reached but you do need one. There are several reasons for this. As a dealer, you should expect to travel to buy stock – some dealers will go further than others but, even if you stick to a 30-mile radius, you will still need a phone. Why? Because you might break down, get lost, need help carrying goods or just have to phone someone to ask for directions to the venue or to say that you’re going to be late. Professional dealers sell goods before they’ve even bought them – be it at fairs, auctions or centres. How do they do that? By phoning their client first.
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