Replacement Riches
by

Eyes Right

Greensboro, NC   -   Not many people are able to turn a hobby into a $75 million business, but Bob Page has done just that.  I learned this as I walked into the hub of his enterprise, Replacements, Ltd., on the north side of I-40 just to the east of Greensboro.  
Bob grew up on a tobacco farm not far from here.  He attended and graduated from the University of North Carolina in the late 1960’s and became an auditor for the state.  He liked to spend much of his free time attending yard sales and estate auctions in the area and soon had a collection of used china, crystal, and silverware filling his attic and garage.  Perhaps due to his accounting training, Bob carefully catalogued each piece by manufacturer and pattern.  The work was all manual and very labor intensive, but he thoroughly enjoyed the thrill of the hunt and the joy of collecting.
Word spread locally that if you were looking for a piece of china to replace one which was broken or chipped, you should contact Bob.  He often had exactly what you needed, although it might take him a while to locate it.  Soon Bob was handling so many requests that he needed an assistant.  It was at this time that Bob made the decision to quit his day job and to form Replacements Ltd as a full-time business.

The company has grown exponentially and is now the number one china, crystal and silverware replacement company in the world.  Bob was among the first to understand the advantages of technology for his business and rapidly computerized his inventory and order processing as soon as computers and data management tools became available.  Today his firm carries 189,000 different patterns of china and, on a typical day, handles well over 2000 telephone or online orders from all over the world
As soon as an order is received, the product is located within the huge warehouse and shipped the same day.  China and crystal are catalogued and neatly stacked on 50,000 shelves, 16 rows high under one roof covering nearly five football fields in size.  Employees locate the desired piece by climbing ladders to the appropriate row and hand carry it to the shipping area where a team of packers is waiting to surround it with bubble wrap for immediate shipment.  There is also a large service desk for walk-in customers.  The 5 pieces we wanted were all in stock and were in our hands within 20 minutes.
Bob is now one of the largest employers in central North Carolina.  He has over 500 employees who certainly seem to be intensely loyal.  One group of 80 is from Croatia, including our tour guide, Saѕa (pronounced Sa-sha).  Both his parents also work for Bob – his mother is in shipping and his father is a silversmith.  In fact, there is an entire section of 32 silversmiths who restore and polish just about any old piece to like-new condition.  Restoration is not limited to silverware – there is also an area where china is carefully rejuvenated and re-painted.  Another group of employees is involved in research, both in terms of what a piece actually is, to what the pricing should be on the item.  This group is key when determining the value of collectibles.  (Some items on display are worth well over $50,000!)
Bob did not grow his business so dramatically by not being a good businessman.  He follows the age-old credo of buying low and selling high.  If a particular piece of a rather common pattern is becoming hard to locate, Bob assigns it a high price.   For example, we paid just over $11 each for some replacement plates of a very ordinary Noritake design, and were charged nearly $28 for a soup bowl of the same pattern.  When new, an entire set of this pattern serving 8 could easily be purchased for under $200.  His motto, “We Replace the Irreplaceable” should definitely have the tag line, “But You Are Going to Pay Big for It.”
Bob no longer travels the countryside looking for yard sales.  He has 700 independent suppliers who do the work by sending him boxes of china and silver from all over the world.  If you were to walk in with some used china, he has a department to analyze it and offer you a price.  

Oh, I should mention one more thing about Bob, because I assure you that he will tell you if I do not.  He is openly gay, and has become an icon within the gay and lesbian community, not only for his success, but also his untiring support of their issues.
I thought you might like to know.
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