Keeping shop

Only a handful of local stores go back 20 years or more.
Here are some of the survivors in the rough world of El Paso retail.

L

ocal retail merchants have always
fought for survival, ever since the first
chain department store came on the
scene. WalMart superstores and other “big
box” retailers made life even harder for
“mom and pop” shops The rise of internet
shopping, from Amazon to E-bay, has cut
into the profits of all “brick and mortar”
retailers, not just locally owned businesses.
Two of El Paso’s oldest stores,
Charlotte’s Furniture and Tres Mariposas,
recently announced the closing of their
doors after 66 and 47 years in business
respectively. For most retail businesses, it’s
rare to last 20 years or more. Those that
manage to survive typically are driven by
owners who have a passion for their products and customers, but who also know
how to adapt to changing times.
El Paso Scene asked a few of these “survivors” about what has kept them in business for over two decades.

The MarketPlace

Some local merchants, such as the
MarketPlace at Placita Santa Fe, are not
only desired destinations due to unique
gifts, but because the destination itself is
unique.
The MarketPlace, 5034 Doniphan, makes
its home in the former Paradise Motel,
which dates back to the 1940s. In the
1980s the site was as a large restaurant, but
in the early 1990s was transformed into a
shopping gallery of stores within a store.
The MarketPlace is also home to the popular Magic Bistro restaurant.
Sandy and John Whitacre of the
MarketPlace said the secret to a long life
business can be summed up in two words
“Persistence and Consistency.”
“It is important to get up every day and
work at your business,” John Whiteacre
said. “There will be good times and hard
times, but keep going forward at every
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chance. Also, present the customers a consistent experience. The ‘character’ of your
business will make customers feel comfortable and come back. You can change
products, but don’t change the quality
experience for customers.”
The MarketPlace’s business model is a
collective retail shopping site offering
home décor, clothing, jewelry and a variety
of other eclectic art, crafts and gift items
sold by seven or eight merchants.
“Each one has an area that they merchandise with products that fit our shop’s
character,” he said. “Merchants sometimes
change and we change products that are
for sale, but we stay consistent in quality,
unique selections, and customer service.”
Small, local businesses can’t always compete with the internet, as well as “national
chains or mega-retailers,” for customers
who are basing their purchase on price
alone, he said, but they have an advantage
when a customer wants to make a more
personal choice. The MarketPlace specializes in décor and gifts that caters to the
buyer’s individuality, which adds meaning
to each purchase whether it’s displayed at
home or given as a present.
“We provide the chance to handle the
product and inspect it closely,” Whiteacre
said. “Many times, this makes a significant
difference if the customer is interested in
quality. We do keep our pricing reasonable,
we offer flash sales and limited quantities
when we can obtain our products at
reduced prices, and we try to pass savings
to customers to keep them coming back.”
The Whitacres and their fellow merchants
at The MarketPlace provide exclusive merchandise based on their own tastes, and
when a customer “falls in love” with the
merchandise they take that as a compliment, they said. Keeping the displays
“fresh and interesting,” also enhances the
appeal of the product.
“We might have merchandise you can’t
get anywhere else,” Whiteacre said. “We

will have the quality and uniqueness that
will make your gift special. If you get
caught in a bind for time, we are right
here. You can buy a gift, we can put it in a
gift box or wrap it, and you will be on
your way in no time.”
The Whiteacres said, lastly, local shoppers should keep in mind local business
owners are their neighbors.
“We live here and make our lives here,”
he said. “We want you to purchase our
merchandise and we want you to be happy
with the whole transaction. Just come in
and look around and get to know us.”
The MarketPlace has also served as an
incubator for other long-time El Paso
retailers. Both Estate & New Jewelry, 7134
N. Mesa, and Vanities Jewelry & Gifts,
7933 N. Mesa, made their home as
MarketPlace merchants before establishing
their own stand-alone stores and also rank
among the city longest-running locally
owned retailers.

Starr Western Wear

Starr Western Wear, owned by the same
family for over 50 years, is now led by
CEO Enoch Kimmelman, son of store
founders Sam and Pola Kimmelman.
Although the original Downtown store at
112 E. Overland is still open and busy, it
has been expanded over time, and has
added a second location on the East Side,
11751 Gateway West, as well as e-commerce businesses.
“Ever since my parents started the business in 1964, we have always focused on
our personal relationship with each customer,” Kimmelman said. “We view every
customer as part of the Starr Western Wear
family.”
Dealing with the ups and downs of the
border economy has been a challenge, he
said, but online sales have helped keep
their customers happy, no matter where
they live.

El Paso Scene

“Amazon and the web have been an
important vehicle for us to keep in touch
with our customers as they move across
the country,” he said. “Knowing that we
have customers who depend on us to keep
up with the latest in western wear is what
keeps us motivated,” he said. “We never
want to disappoint so we greet every day
with renewed enthusiasm.”
Kimmelman said they are believers of
free enterprise, and feel as long as Starr
Western Wear provides the “best service,
best selection and, best pricing” he feels
the customers will pick them every time.

Susan Eisen Fine Jewelry

Susan Eisen, owner of Susan Eisen Fine
Jewelry and Watches, 5857 N. Mesa, Ste.
19, has seen her jewelry and art gallery
grow from a “small, one-person” gallery to
a nationally recognized business. She also
has literally written the book on the jewelry business, as author of “Crazy About
Jewelry-The Expert Guide to Buying,
Selling, and Caring for Your Jewelry,” and
hosts a local radio show on the subject
every Saturday on KTSM. National
Jeweler Magazine named her one of the
top 31 jewelers in America, and she was
recently elected vice president of the Texas
Jewelers Association.
She said her secret of lasting nearly 40
yea in the businesses is “loving what you
do, always innovating to stay ahead of the
curve, and accepting change.”
“Meeting customers, coming up with new
designs, trying new things that I read about
in the magazines that I read, challenging
myself to be better and better at what I do
and being the best, striving to be number
one all of the time,” she said. “I have
never woken up in the past 37 years not
wanting to go to work so I consider myself
incredibly lucky.”
She said it can be difficult to find those
with a similar passion for their job.
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