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Catalog showroom marketers zero in on SW Houston

By Deborah Kaiser

Sound tiie -alarm! Southwest Houston
s under attack!

The invaders, a horde of catalog show-
oom marketers, have zeroed in on the
rea, erecting giant showroom-warehouse
ortresses, dropping catalogs on every
oorstep, bombarding . mailboxes with
yers, reinforcing their troops and ready-
1g - their warehouses for the holiday
eason onslaught,

Within the past three months, three
ew catalog showrooms have opened for
usiness within a three-mile radius of one
nother, and two more are planning to
in them there by next summer.

Companies involved in the southwest-
ard gold rush include:

0O United, a division of Houston-based
ordon Jewelry Corp., which opened a
ew showroom in September at 2301
'0ss Road;

0 Best Products Co., Inc., Ashland,
a., which began its operation here in
eptember with the opening of its first
louston showroom, 3002 Fondren Road;

0 W. Bell & Co., Inc., Rockville, Md.,
hich opened its second Houston show-
yom earlier this month at 5800 Rich-
ond Ave.;

O Wilson’s Jewelers—Distributors,
aton Rouge, which will open its first
vo Houston showrooms at 6900 South-
est Fwy. at Bellerive and 10225 Katy
wy. at Benignus, both to be completed
‘May 1973, and . '

O Houston Jewelry & Distributing
0., the oldest catalog distributor in
ouston, which is scheduled -to open its
cond showroom at 9615 Westheimer at
essner in mid-1973.

In addition, United plans to add
other - Houston store located on the
srth Freeway scheduled for opening in
iy 1973.

Each of the new showrooms, ranging

size from 30,000 square feet to 80,000
1are feet, has a freestanding design sur-
inded by parking area. In each case,
ice is divided equally between show-
ym area and office and warehouse
ice.
The basic formula of the catalog busi-
is is to mass merchandise name brand,
tionally advertised products while
intaining low margins and minimum
rhead. ’
With the exception of United stores, -
showroom concept is to display one
iple of each of the items in stock

ch can be ordered by customers from

on-premise warehouse. United, which
ourages self-service, mass displays mer-
ndise from which the buyer may
ct an item and carry it directly to the
ker without placing an order to the
shouse.

\nnually prepared catalogs provide
main promotion thrust for each of
firms, vary in size from 220 pages
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HID

[I' WESTHEIMER RD.

RICHMOND AVE. [3]

Bel/

Best

GESSNER
=

FONDREN g

VOSS ROAD

BELLAIRE BLVD.

¢

-

New and announced showrcom locations

(1) United, 2301 Voss Rd.; {2) Best Products Co., 3002
Fondren Rd.; (3) W. Bell & Co., 5800 Richmond Ave.; (4)

Wilson's JewelerS—DistributOrs, 6900 Southwest Fwy. and
(5} Houston Jewelry & Distributing Co., 9615 Westheimer.

Trio of British visits promoting North Sea oil

. For centuries, the North Sea has held -
an-aura of romance and adventure. The .

legend of King Arthur; plunder-seeking
Viking hordes; great naval battles on and
below its icey, wind-ravaged surface; all

“vividly spell out the North Sea’s history.

That romantic magnetism remains
today, too, if one considers the wresting
of energy from below the North Sea a
challenge to man’s limits, or if one senses
a noble cause in pitting modern tech-
nology against a still unbeaten Nature.

One thing’s for sure: Discovery of oil
in the North Sea has affected Great Bri-
tain — and especially Scotland — with
almost the same force as the other
historic events before it.

By F. Jay Schempf

. Proof of this importance can be seen
in three officially unrelated activities in
Houston this week and last.

In two separate programs, representa-
tives of British trade and industry were in
Houston' to promote the importance of

North Sea oil not only to Britain, but to

the United States as well, and Houston in
particular. ‘ ' _

Sir Andrew Gilchrist, chairman of the
Highlands and Islands Development
Board, of Inverness, Scotland, despite its
pastoral reputation, has been dragged
kicking and screaming into the interna-

“tional oil and gas industry. What’s more,

he feels oil in the British sector of the
North Sea is giving Britain economic
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*clout,” which possibly could be used to
assist the United States with its energy
‘problems. .

And almost before the World Trade
Club tables were cleared, still another
North Sea-oriented presentation was
being made in the city — this time at the
Petroleum Club of Houston.

Three representatives of the British oil
industry spoke to some 400 gathered
members of the Petroleum Club and
others about the present, past and future
of North Sea oil as seen not only through
English eyés, but American ones, as well.

And if these two activities aren’t con-
vincing local business that trade and in-
dustry are interested in Houston and
Houston companies, then a third function
— to be conducted through Dec. 6 — cer-
tainly will.

- What is billed as “the largest British

trade mission ever to visit the United
States” — some 65 persons representing
54 British companies — are in Houston
for 10 days to do business with Houston
companies.

Gilchrist’s speech and the North Sea
seminar, both held Nov. 20, revealed bits
of information previously not generally
known.

For instance, Gilchrist, whose organi-

continued on page 23 °
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over 400 pages and list 6,000 to
,000 items. Designed primarily to
rease in-store traffic rather than to
ate mail orders, the catalogs are dis-
suted in the fall prior to the high
son of November and December. Sales
these two. months account for one-
rd to over one-half of annual sales.
st of the firms also use promotional
il pieces and supplementary catalogs
ing the remainder of the year. With .
exception of United and Wilson, ad-
tising is used on an institutional basis
y, quoting no prices.

In addition, each company issues
embership cards” to customers who
lude both institutions and individuals.
s cards are provided free of charge and
mbership is not restricted. Though
npany policy still requires purchasers
be card holders, enforcement is lax in
st cases. In general, the membership
icy is simply a holdover from the past
ich is used as a customer incentive,
identification and to keep mailing lists
lated. »
Despite the apparent similarities
ween the companies and the fact they
seem to have targeted the same seg-
nt of the market, each firm has spe-
¢ reasons for bel’levmg it has the edge
it its competitors.

The latest contender for catalog-
wroom sales in Houston is Wilson’s
relers-Distributors whose two locations
not schednled to open here until next

y. .o
H. J. Wilson Co., Inc., the parent com-
1y, or1g1nated as a small wholesale
elry operation begun in the early
ies in downtown Baton Rouge.
The ]ewelers -distributors drvrsron was
tiated jn 1957, ‘when, the | company, .
slished its first’ 80-page catalog and
ran merchandising to-the general public
liscount prices. .
The first branch was opened in 1960
Tackson, Miss. Since that time, the divi-
n_has expanded to eight other loca-
ns in the South. It has three new open-
s scheduled for fall 1973 in addition to
: spring debut - planned . for its two
uston showrooms.
Each of the Houston showrooms will
wide about 38,500 square feet of sales
a and 41,500 square feet of officé and
rehouse area. Point-of-sale data record-
will be. installed in both branches in
ce of standard cash registers.
In-store sales account for 97% of Wwil-
Y's_business, while only 3% of total
[ume stems from mail .orders. )
Net sales for the year ended June 30
re $224 mrlllon an increase of 17%
er fiscal 1971, while earnings rose 47%
$1.7 million in 1972. In the past five
ars, .the company has more than
ubled its annual volume while profits
ring the same period have nearly quad-
pled. First quarter results for 1973
>w sales and -earnings up 31% and 36%,
ipectively, as compared to the same
ar-ago period.

In 1972, jewelry accounted for 31% of
tal volume; housewares and gifts, 31%;
meras and electronics, 14%; and silver,
orting goods and toys, the remaining

e.

Most sales are ha icash basis
;Haam:aﬂfmmiﬁ‘g_
mmercial customers and employes.
~Advertising accounted for 2.8% of net
les or $625,000 in 1972, of which
100,000 was expended in catalog pro-
iction costs. Radio, tv and newspaper
s — listing store prices — are also an
tegral part of Wllson s promotronal ef-
rt.

According to a spokesman at the
aton Rouge - headquarters, -the ¢om-
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Wilson's chowroom scheduled to open in May

pany’s first catalog mailing in the Hous-
ton area will probably follow the pro-
cedure used for the openings of its Tampa

- and New Orleans showrooms last month.

Catalogs were distributed to each area
about three weeks prior to opening dates.
Residential addresses were obtained from
city directory lists. In addition, grand
opening sales were broadcast through the
use of a 17-page color tablord in local
papers.

In addition to its fall catalog, Wilson
issues a spring supplement. No other mail-
ings are used.

Inventory in each store * includes all
items in the catalog plus 25% to 65% ad-

ditional inventory items, deperiding on

the store’s size. The two Houston stores
will be among the company s largest fa-
cilities.

Wilson, like other Houston catalogers,

quotes its prices along with comparative

prices. The latter figures are obtained
from manufacturers or determined by ap-
plying mark-up percentages believed to be
generally used by nondiscount retailers.

However, a group calling itself the Tewel-

ers’ Vigilance Commhittee has” reported!:

petitioned the Federal ‘Trade Commission
to prohibit catalog merchandlsers from

showing any price “other than the actual
selling price.

Among its competrtron Wilson c1tes
other catalog showrooms, discount de-
partments, variety and specialty stores,
including national chains. Because many
of its competitors are larger than Wilson,
and recognizing similar catalog distribu-
tors have already penetrated their market-
ing areas, the company anticipates future
competition will be increased but does

not predict the effect, if any, on its

methods-or.results of operation.

One of the competitors Wilson will be -
facing in the Southwest area shortly after
its arrival there is a privately owned com-

pany which founded Houston’s first cata-

log business 19 years ago.

Houston Jewelry & Distributing Co.,
located downtown at the corner of Milam

and Rusk since 1966, began its operation
here in 19353,

A.H. “Abe” Donsky and his partner,
the late Dave Rubins, started the com-
pany that year at the suggestion of
Donsky’s brother, Irvin, who was already
successfully operating a similar outfit in
Dallas — Sterling Jewelry Co.

The company opened with- a second-

- floor showroom on the corner of Main

and Rusk, a staff of three and an inven-
tory of about $35,000. Two thousand
catalogs were distributed that year.

Houston Jewelry now stocks about
6,000 items, or more than $2 million
worth, and distributes over 100,000 cata-
Togs to Houston and the Gulf Coast area.

According- to Donsky, mail orders
account for only about 10% to 15% of .
total volume.

“When people get the catalog, they
like to come in and pick out what they
waiit,” he said. ‘

The catalog, produced in Dallas for the
Donsky operation, has more than dou-

bled in. costs over the years, said the
retailer. Production .costs now exceed
well over §1 per catalog.

/ The company currently staffs about
80 full-time emiployes year round and
between 125 and 140 during the peak
holiday season. Sales during November
and December, said the owner, account
for about one-third of the store’s annual
volume.

“Our December volume runs in excess
of $1 million,” he said.

Like the other distributors in town '

jewelry. is the company’s forte.

“Nobody carries diamonds and better
jewelry to compare with the loose dia-
monds and inventory we carry,” boasts
Donsky. “That’s our specialty.”

Donsky said the company provides all
the services of a jeweler, including cus-
tomized settlngs and on-premise repair
work. |

Donsky also takes pride in the avail-
ability of items pictured in the company
catalog,  97% of which are carrred at all
times, he.said.

Customer cards once

by their suppliers, primarily are used to

supply an active customer mailing list for

Houston Jeweler’s annual catalog.

Except for the annual catalog and a
32-page supplement mailed each spring,
the company uses no other promotions or
special mailings and utilizes advertising
only on occasion. In those instances,
newspaper and radio provide the media,
but prices are not quoted.

During his tenure in Houston, Donsky
has seen a few catalog distributors come

and go, usually because thejr initial. -
- ‘capital was. too low, he believes. The"

veteran jeweler regards current-: compet-
itors in a different light.

“We’re in direct competition in one
way, but they help me in another way by
making people more catalog conscious,”
said the seasoned cataloger. “I don’t
think competition ever hurts.

“We try to be the lowest in the field,”

he continued, ‘‘but trying to police the -

prices on all of these products is next to
impossible.”” A stack of competitors’ cata-
logs behind him attested to this state-
ment.

Houston Jewelry, which now has
20,000 square feet of showroom space at
its downtown location, as well as 5,000
square feet of on-premise warehousing
and-5,000 square feet of space in an addi-
tional warehouse, will more than triple
that amount with the completion of its
new showroom next summer. The new
facility not yet under construction, will
provide 80,000 square feet of floor space
to be equally apportioned between show-
room area and office/warehouse space.

The company, which has offered only
company credit in former years, is con-
sidering a credit plan for individual custo-
mers as well. If approved, the plan will be
effected prior to opening the new south-
west area branch.

Dahnken of Texas,

Inc. a franchise

" pages..

sued_ to meet;
the requirements placed on dlstrlbutors_

operation, opened in Houston about six
months after Houston Jewelry & Distri-
buting Co. made its debut.

Leon Clute, president, said the com-
pany is basically the same as the other
catalog distributors in town, with the
exception that its catalog is published in
Salt Lake for use by all 48 Dahnken fran-
chisees in the U.S.

Though Dahnken’s showroom concept

_ is similar- to other catalogers in Houston,

displaying one item from which custo-
mers place orders to be filled from the
adjacent warehouse, the facilities are con-
siderably smaller, with about 5,000
square feet devoted to showroom space
and 10,000 to offices and storage.

Dahnken has operations in three

suburban areas including one at 8149
Long Point Road, 902 Southmore and
4012 Bellaire Blvd. All three are attached
to shopping centers, and according to
Clute, there are no. present plans to
expand to the popular area between the
Southwest Freeway, Loop 610 and Katy
Freeway or to other areas in Houston or
Texas.

The newest Dahnken location, the
Long Point Road showroom, was opened
a year ago. The company also operates a
showroom in Beaumont.

Its catalog, which contains about
-8,000 items, was sent this year to some
28,000 homes and businesses in Texas. Of
those items, Clute estimated 50% are in
the jewelry category, although the firm
does not offer customized settings.

The annual catalog, distributed in
September, is supplemented by holiday
and spring mail pieces, each 30 to 40
Advertising, used on rare occa-
sions, is of an institutional nature only.

Though Clute declined to estimate

total volume, he indicated 60% of total .
-$ales ™ are” ade durmg “November and’

: December

;;;;;

whlch operates United Dlstrlbutlng
Centers here, entered the catalog business
in 1965 through the acquisition of Leon
Krower & Son, Inc., a New Orleans cata-
loger. Gordon moved into Houston with
its first United store in 1969.

“After establishing ourselves through
acquisitions in key areas, we’ve since been

expanding through building our own free- .
said- Irv Robbins, vice

standing units,”
pre51dent of the division.

: Gordon currently . operates 18 catalog :
stores nationwide under the various :
names of acquisitions made in each area, -
including five United stores in the Hous-

"ton area. In addition to a store in Bay-

town and one in Galveston, United has
locationshere at 4405 Main and 5819Gulf
Fwy., in addition to the new Voss Road
store.

showroom on North Freeway next spring,
the addition of more Houston stores
within the next couple years is “very
possible,” said Robbins.

Though the trend in showrooms would
appear to conform to the freestanding
.design, Robbins predicts, “There’ll be
more -of our type of ‘operation: attached
to_shopping centers in' the future because
of the possrbﬂrtles presented by develop-
ers seeking us.’

According to Aron 8. Gordon, execu-
tive vice president of the corporation,
“There is a definite place, in our opinion,
for the growth of these stores because
they appeal to a somewhat different
buyer than the conventional retail jewelry
store buyer. We reach out for a market
penetration in both the jewelry areas and
the nonjewelry areas because disposable
“income of the consumer is growing at a
very fast rate.— and we feel we must keep
up with this growth pattern by appealing
to more people in all income levels.

“We try to have our catalog showroom

Along with the completlon of another -



