—PERSONAL VIEW -

Tomorrow can still
be another day 1t
we want it to be

| AM, as far as | know, at 27, the youngest
independently trading dealer and have been for
three years. By independently trading, | mean |
haven’ t been born into or joined an existing
business.

| could say that the notion of a declining
trade in London and Paris does not bother me
as, eventually, most of my competition will
retire, leaving me with the most experience. But
| would be lying, as competition is healthy, not
simply for keeping prices in check but also for
increasing awareness of the product.

In the past three years, | have dealt in
architect-designed furniture and works of art
and have been lucky enough to have sold to
numerous museums, with other international
museums actively asking me to source specific
items. | have contributed to some important
collections of the present and of the future.
During this period, | have also managed to
gather a stock that is of museum quality and,
on top of this, | have enjoyed every minute.

My interest started in the woodwork class at
school. After studying cabinet-making and
furniture restoration at university, | realised
that, although | knew how to restore furniture,
| knew nothing about the pieces themselves.
So, like many before me, | worked as a porter
for Bonhams. | can honestly say | learnt more
about antiques in my first year portering than |
did in the previous five years studying.

| urge anyone contemplating this type of
career to follow these few simple pointers:

1. Ask questions. Ask the cataloguers why
that bureau is George Il and not George llI? Or
why that cup is hard paste and that seemingly
identical example soft paste? Ask dealers as
well; why did that George Il bureau make ten
times more than the George Ill one next to it?
Most good dealers will tell you, although not all
members of the trade are so keen to part with
their knowledge. | remember once asking a
dealer why the porter’s chair he had just
bought sold drastically over estimate. | was
unaware | had asked the wrong person until he
bellowed: “Knowledge is a valuable thing my
boy, and that’s the only advice you're going to
be getting.” After some thought, | replied:
“And a porter’s chair looks to be a heavy thing,
so have fun loading it into your car.”

2. Study results. | was given an invaluable
piece of advice by a well-known London dealer.
He told me to look at the sale results of the day
and you will normally find one lot that

performed way above expectations. Forget
everything else in the sale and study that one
lot. Eventually you'll be able to spot these,
hopefully before anyone else.

3. Only buy quality.

4. Learn independently. Reference books
really are worth their weight in gold. | joined
the Furniture History, Regional Furniture and
Decorative Art Societies while | was still
portering. These societies are massively
underpopulated by young members and face
the same fate as the trades. | remember one of
my first visits with one of these societies where
| was the youngest by a good 40 years; while |
thought it was amusing at the time, it was a
sad sign of the situation that faces this industry.

5. Take the leap, you won't regret it!

To conclude, despite the current decline, |
believe this trade can be saved with only a few
changes. Auctioneers and dealers alike should
introduce a learning scheme for young
employees to encourage them to seek a career
in the industry. At present, getting started is a
struggle; auctioneers look at porters as easily
replaceable commodities, by offering laughable
salaries, rather than the future of their
struggling businesses. And, of course, dealers
need to sell to someone; with the demise of the
dealer will come the demise of the collector
and customer.

So, here’s a message to the young: don’t
leave it to the current dealers to seek younger
clients. The last thing a couple in their early
twenties need is a 55 year old telling them
antiques are the way forward; it doesn’t work
like that. | don't take fashion advice from my
dad, so why should | take decorating advice
from someone of his generation? Young people
need advice from young people.

People of my generation, sadly, would rather
turn their living room into an exact replica of a
department store catalogue, but that’s because,
for the most part, they are unaware of the
fantastic bargains to be had in the world of
antiques. My friends openly admire some of my
furniture at home and then | have to stop them
spending £700 on the sideboard from page 14.
This is easier when | gently explain that | paid
only £500 for mine and it is still worth £500,
whereas the chipboard-backed example from
the store is virtually worthless the day they take
delivery of it.




