
rolling back the years

What happened 
in the industry, 
as seen through 
the eyes of Wares 
magazine, 10, 15 
and 20 years ago?  
Merv Robertson 
reports.

1. 20 years ago, 
Breville had not 
long opened its 
New Zealand 
operation with the 
Kiwi team of Brett 
O’Neil, Erryn 
Donaldson, Mike 
Hodgson, Joanne 
Ludgate and 
Melissa Cameron. 

2. Noel Leeming’s 
new Westgate 
store was a 
massive 1,500m2.

3-5. Invercargill 
legend Dennis 
O’Brien receives 
accolades for 
Rices Megastore 
back in the day 
and today, with 
grandson William.
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20 YEARS AGO – 
FEBRUARY 1999
 It’s been 20 years since US President 
Bill Clinton was acquitted by the 
Senate in his impeachment trial, 
in fact the same month that Mike 
Tyson copped a year in jail plus a 
$5,000 fine for assault.

Here at home the Black Caps 
survived to draw with South Africa 
at Eden Park after being forced to 
follow on. The second test was also 
drawn before South Africa cleaned 
us out by eight wickets in the third.

Peak season – 20 years ago, Philips 
had more or less taken over the 
vacuum cleaner market and 
celebrated by rubbing it in using the 
front cover of Wares. The editorial 
looked back on tax cuts and some of 

the lowest mortgage rates ever seen 
in New Zealand, both factors which 
had contributed to very strong retail 
sales over the Christmas period. 
[Some retailers will be wishing those 
drivers had applied this last peak 
season – Ed.] 

Breville makes its bow – Breville 
had not long opened its standalone 
New Zealand operation and was 
absolutely going for it with pages 
chock full of product information 
as well as an introduction to the 
Kiwi team of Brett O’Neil in the 
GM’s chair, Erryn Donaldson as 
his Administration Manager, Mike 
Hodgson looking after the North 
Island as Regional Manager, Joanne 
Ludgate with the same responsibility 
in the South Island and Melissa 
Cameron as Receptionist. 

After a long and highly successful 
career driving HWI/Breville, Brett is 
now Group Sales Director at Innova 
Products, global distributor of a wide 
range of quality kitchenware and 
beverageware across the Click Clack, 
Strahl and Prolon brands. A Kiwi 
company, Innova exports to over 30 
countries with operations in New 
Zealand and the US. 

Mike is Retail Account Manager 
at Peros, manufacturers and 
suppliers of a wide range of rain 
and market umbrellas for the retail 
and promotional industries, whilst 
Joanne is still on the road, as an 
Account Manager for Croxley in 
Christchurch. 

Erryn was Financial Controller at 
Puma Dart Products but has moved 
on, possibly to Taupo, and I’m told 
that Melissa was working in an 
Auckland furniture shop for a time, 
but I couldn’t locate her. 

PRG goes large with Noel Leeming 
– In the year before the New 
Millennium, Pacific Retail Group 
launched its new generation Noel 
Leeming stores with the opening 
of the Westgate store at the top of 

Auckland’s north western motorway, 
a large, purpose-built complex of 
16,000ft2 (actually not that large to 
today’s eyes at under 1,500m2). 

Peter Halkett was PRG’s General 
Manager at the time and he said: 
“This building has a softer, more 
welcoming feel and appeals to 
families. The logic behind having 
such a large store is that we really 
want to provide the widest range 
possible of the world’s leading 
appliance and computer brands, 
therefore meeting the needs of the 
individual customer.” 

As well as the traditional 
categories, new products such as 
DVD players and an extensive range 
of computers and accessories were 
on offer with external branding 
combining Noel Leeming with 
Computer City. 

Peter is now in Sydney, where he 
is Executive Chairman of APG & Co, 
a company presiding over “Australia’s 
assembly of iconic fashion brands” 
(Sportscraft, Saba and Jag) and he 
tells me the group is opening stores 
in New Zealand.

The “Silver Fox” – Dennis O’Brien 
(“Where are they now?” June 2017) 
was often in the news and for good 
reason and in the February issue 
1999 his unique business, Rices of 
Invercargill was recognised with the 
Sunbeam Award for Excellence in 
Retailing. 
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time to call it a day and the highly 
successful O’Brien/Baxter business 
partnership came to an end when 
Rices was sold to Smiths City and 
rebranded as Rices Powerstore. 

Dennis and Alan still live in 
Invercargill, retired now and Dennis 
maintains his investments in 
residential real estate. 

Pam and Russell prefer the 
term, “semi-retired” as they still get 
involved in part time projects, she in 
Invercargill and he in Nelson.

When Email meant appliances 
– In a modest, early-in-the-year 
movers & shakers department, we 
welcomed Ray Hughes who had 
been appointed General Manager at 
Email Appliances, having come from 
the role of National Sales Manager of 
Simpson and Kelvinator in Australia. 

I’m told Ray eventually bought a 
business north of Sydney but the trail 
has gone cold. Any clues?  

15 YEARS AGO – 
FEBRUARY 2004
During the half-time show at the 
NFL Super Bowl final on 1 February 
2004, Janet Jackson had a “wardrobe 

malfunction”, baring part of herself 
not only the massive stadium crowd 
but also a reported TV audience of 
140 million viewers. That’s what you 
call exposure! 

That same month, New Zealand 
celebrated the fact that the movie 
Lord of the Rings: The Return of the 
King won 11 Academy Awards and 
in cricket the Black Caps won four of 
the five ODIs against South Africa.

What’s a margin? – Simpson had 
the front cover of Wares as well as a 
DPS just inside to promote “a whole 
new line-up of no-fuss dishwashers, 
fridges and washing machines”. 

The Editorial lamented the pre 
and post-Christmas discount season 
and consequent low margins, citing 
a no-brand DVD player at $79 as an 
example. That’s around $105 these 
days. Take a look at your own shelves 
and figure the technology you can 
buy for $105 in 2019 – still at bugger-
all margin of course… 

One retailer even said at the time 
that he made the same dollar margin 
that he made on three top-of-the-
line refrigerators by selling just 
one bed so there’s a trend which 
continues to gain momentum…

Gotta get those microwave ovens 
– Wares 15 years ago featured 

The “Silver Fox” was pictured 
in the magazine with Pamela 
Hamilton, his talented and greatly 
experienced Small Appliance 
Manager, and Russell Cole, Group 
Buying Executive. 

Dennis was clearly rapt with the 
award and, never one to sit on his 
heels, said of his team: “Our staff 
know what they are talking about! 
They have been in the game for many 
years and when a customer walks 
through the doors they know they’ll 
get the best advice for their needs.” 

Dennis owned the business in 
conjunction with Alan Baxter and 
the store employed 70 staff, or as he 
put it: “We look after 70 Southland 
families.” 

After 37 years, in 1999 it was 

No fuss appliances
designed for today’s busy lifestyle
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1-2. LG’s 
microwave that’s 
also a toaster 
didn’t fly, but LG’s 
Mark Gilbert is 
with the brand to 
this day and he’s 
seen here with 
son Stephen 
having completed 
the Auckland half 
marathon last 
October.

3. 15 years ago, 
Smeg and Kitchen 
Things were both 
part of Appliance 
Network.

4-6. Late last 
year, 1OO% Eddie 
Law – “as local as 
it gets” – sadly 
closed their doors 
for the final time.
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1-3. Movers & 
shakers 15 years 
ago were John 
Mahar, Martin 
McManus and 
Carol Glidden and 
all are still in and 
around the 
industry.

plenty of ads for microwave ovens 
but one stood out from the crowd 
for me. Anyone remember the LG 
MD2642KT 26 litre model? It was 
the one that actually did make the 
breakfast? 

Yes indeed, this LG boasted 10 
power levels, one touch cooking, 
auto defrost, multi stage cooking and 
much more, including a built-in two 
slice toaster!

To see if this product took off, I 
recently caught up with Rob Morris, 
former Sales & Marketing Manager 
for LM Rankine Trading, which of 
course had the LG agency until 2007, 
having developed the brand from its 
Goldstar roots. 

Rob, now Senior Account 
Executive at LG, says that particular 
model wasn’t around for too long, 
although the range itself was very 
successful. 

“In fact,” he tells me, “I still have 
the MC805GLR Convection model 
which was in that same ad, in my 
kitchen today.”

 
Now we are five –By 2004, Breville 
New Zealand (trading as HWI) was 
celebrating its five year anniversary. 
In our pages, MD Brett O’Neill 
recalled a discussion he had with 
Joe Hersch, Managing Director 
of Breville in Australia in October 
1998. “We shared a vision for Breville 
to be the market leading brand in 
this country,” he said, “and for the 
company to have its own operation, 
selling direct to retailers.” 

HWI New Zealand was reported 

to be the leading distributor of 
portable appliances and Breville 
the market leading brand. The 
company employed 20 staff and 
supplied over 650,000 appliances 
to our marketplace. The Kambrook 
brand had been added in July 2000 
and a year later the group was also 
appointed as distributor of Philips 
personal care. 

With this move, Mark Gilbert 
moved across from Philips as Sales 
& Marketing Manager. Mark now 
owns the National Advanced Driving 
School (www.nads.net.nz) and stays 
active. In fact he and his son Stephen 
(an engineer at F&P Healthcare), 
both completed last year’s ASB 
Auckland Half Marathon. 

What the Smeg? – 15 years ago, 
Appliance Network had just 
successfully negotiated the exclusive 
rights to retail the Smeg brand in 
New Zealand and GM Warren 
Brewin announced that the brand 
would be promoted through both 
Appnet’s Betta Electrical and Kitchen 
Things chains, with the latter 
focusing on the upper end models. 

“Exclusive brands can be an 
important part of the business mix 
and we are absolutely thrilled that 
after many months of negotiation, 
we have come to this agreement with 
the Applico Group,” he said at the 
time. 

These days, of course, along with 
Applico Group which distributes 
Smeg, Kitchen Things is part of the 
Jones Family Business.

Warren is now CEO of Lifestyle 
Retail Group in the equine industry 
but he recently added a new string to 
his bow, as a published author. 

His book, called The Truth Is 
What You Believe, has been released 
by Balboa Press and you can check 
it out at www.warrenbrewin.com or 
buy direct from Amazon. 

When I asked him recently what 
possessed him to write a book, 
he replied: “I’m not sure, but it’s 
like ideas sometimes come out of 
nowhere. However, once I had a title 
and the idea, I decided to explore it 
from a few different perspectives, 
being religion, sport, business and 
relationships.” 

Warren believes strongly, that 
“there is a strength in the Truth 
which defeats the construction of 
fallacy for financial gain or power.”

1OO% Eddie – JVC’s Retailer of the 
Month was Eddie Law 1OO% Your 
Electric Store. Eddie Law’s business 
was described as being “as local as it 
gets” with appliance shops in Orewa 
and Whangaparoa, a bed shop and a 
service company. 

After completing a service 
apprenticeship with Parker Electrical 
way back in January 1971, Eddie 
had gone with the winds of change 
to build a substantial empire out 
on the Hibiscus Coast and, after 
different shops, different product 
mixes and different buying groups, 
was a staunch, proud member of the 
1OO% team. 

Eddie himself fronted the 
18-person business but was quick to 
heap praise on his two experienced 
shop managers, Judy Christie 
at Orewa and Gary Mason at 
Whangaparoa. He reckoned that the 
older Coast customers knew they 
could trust him and the younger 
ones were learning fast. 

Sadly, this iconic independent 
business is no more. The Orewa store 
shut around five years ago and the 
doors of the Whangaparaoa flagship 
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1. 10 years ago we 
sought the 
opinions of 
industry captains 
Ken Lilley, Rick 
Hellings, Martin 
McManus and John 
Henley on a wide 
range of industry 
issues and topics.

2-5. In 2009 we 
visited 1OO% 
Ellery’s of 
Westport, where 
Local lass Justine 
Sampson was 
doing a great job 
as Branch 
Manager. These 
days she’s a real 
estate super 
salesperson.
Justine  Sampson, 
real estate super 
sales lady today.

up the New Zealand business for 
the first time. Martin McManus 
the new Director of Sony New 
Zealand, having already been with 
the company for 10 years, firstly as 
a Product Manager and latterly as 
General Manager Sales & Marketing. 

Martin of course, is now General 
Manager of Breville New Zealand.

At Monaco Corporation, 
Carol Glidden was appointed to 
the position of Product Manager 
responsible for EWT, Dimplex and 
GM air conditioning. Carol (Carol 
Brown these days), is now a Senior 
Account Executive at Microsoft.

10 YEARS AGO – 
FEBRUARY 2009
On 1 February a decade ago, top seed 
Rafael Nadal beat second seeded 
Roger Federer in five sets to win the 
Australian Open, the first time Nadal 

Movers & shakers – John Mahar 
led off 2004’s first movers & shakers, 
having been appointed to the newly 
created role of Marketing Manager 
of Electrolux Floorcare & Light 
Appliances Australasia, having 
previously been General Manager of 
Electrolux Floorcare New Zealand. 

At the same time, it was revealed 
that the New Zealand operation 
was moving from Wellington to 
Auckland and that once that had 
bedded in and a new GM had been 
found, John would relocate to 
Melbourne. 

In December last year, John 
joined Nilfisk Australia with a 
Senior Business Development 
Management role in the Nilfisk 
Professional Division (Commercial 
and Industrial products) based 
in Melbourne. Prior to that he 
completed a three-year tenure as 
head of the Camfil Air filter business 
in Australia and NZ.  

The big news at Sony in early 
2004 was that a Kiwi would head 

closed for the last time on Christmas 
Eve just past. 

With Judy and Gary already 
retired to Ashburton, Eddie’s 
called it quits, saying there was a 
variety of reasons are behind the 
“gut-wrenching” decision to shut up 
shop.

The cold facts are that it’s just 
too hard to make a profit these days, 
he said late last year: “The Coast 
Plaza, where we live is a shadow of 
its former self. The big box movers 
have driven prices so low and rising 
costs against reduced margins don’t 
add up.

Eddie has done pretty well out 
of the appliance industry thanks to 
hard work, great customer service, 
community sponsorships and long-
serving staff but his mates have been 
quick to acknowledge the significant 
contributions he also made along the 
way on a personal level.

Eddie may well be fishing as you 
read this.

1 2

3 4 5

  more at facebook.com/waresmagazine  February 2019 wares.co.nz 27



1-3. As usual, our 
Snapshots section 
featured photos 
capturing the 
lighter side of our 
industry.

4-5. Moving & 
Shaking 10 years 
ago were 
Johnathon Higgins 
and Craig Fowler.

had ever reached a Grand Slam final 
on hard courts. 

This month was a pretty quiet 
month for major world news, but 
I can report that Iceland swore in 
its first female Prime Minister, one 
Johanna Sigurdardottir.

Pump up the volume – At the 
outset, heat pumps, a category 
that would become something of 
a phenomenon in our industry, 
were actually called reverse-cycle 
air conditioners and something of a 
novelty with in-home penetration as 
little as 4% in the mid-2000s. 

Just a couple of years later, in 
February 2009, Wares would describe 
heat pump sales as “booming”, 
despite the GFC and subsequent 

industry developments over the next 
five years, Ken felt that the period 
would become known as “The 
Great Recession” and would last a 
lot longer that people were currently 
willing to believe. 

“There will be huge pressure on 
company profitability due to lack of 
demand and the constant pressure 
on the New Zealand Dollar.”

With our country being a small 
market with a big footprint, our 
distribution costs were among the 
most expensive in the world. Ken 
also opined that retailers would 
see supplier service levels drop 
dramatically over the ensuing years. 

I sense he may largely be dead 
right on that last point, at least at 
grassroots level.

The impact of internet shopping 
was also discussed along with the 
need to adapt to change. John Henley 
was spot on when he said: “The 
internet is proving to be a valuable 
source of information for consumers 
to research appliance purchases. In 
most cases appliance purchases are 
made infrequently and in addition to 
internet-based research, consumers 
feel the need to see and touch the 
product in a retail store. This means 
that traditional bricks and mortar 
retail is still adding value to the 
purchase process.” 

Rick Hellings at that point had 
seen the internet having little effect 
on traditional big ticket retailing but 
nothing is forever and he said: “Time 
must be spent keeping up with 
worldwide trends, changing market 
trends and product development.” 
He saw that as a discipline and 
emphasised the need to avoid getting 
caught up in day to day issues.

Martin McManus saw great 
future opportunities for “solution 
selling” and that getting products to 
talk to each other in a simple manner 
would be a key to driving demand 
longer term. 

Retailers would also need to 
define where they sat in the market 

drop in consumer discretionary 
spending which was affecting the 
country. 

Indeed, Mitsubishi Electric used 
Wares’ front cover to promote its 
HyperCore range with a cash-back 
promo to strengthen the message.

When less can be more – Over the 
years, Wares has conducted some 
fascinating top level Q&A surveys on 
a variety of topics. 10 years ago we 
find a panel of worthies comprising 
the late Ken Lilley of BDT, Rick 
Hellings of Smiths City, Martin 
McManus of Sony and John Henley 
of Electrolux Home Products, 
covering a wide range of industry 
issues and topics.

Asked for his opinion on key 
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remains in Westport, working at 
Nayland Scaffold & Crane.

Movers & shakers – Moving 
& Shaking 10 years ago were 
Johnathon Higgins who had moved 
from category management at 
Placemakers to Fujifilm as Electronic 
Imaging Channel Manager and 
Craig Fowler who, from a role of 
Major Account Manager at Monaco 
Corporation had been welcomed 
at Criterion as New Zealand Sales 
Manager. 

After time at Nikon and 
Macalister Group, Jono is now 
Country Manager at Narta while 
Craig is Sales & Marketing Manager 
at TGV, manufacturers of office and 
entertainment furniture for the New 
Zealand and export markets.

So, 2019 is already well underway 
and in the May issue we’ll see which 
Taranaki retailer took out the 
Sunbeam Award for Excellence 20 
years ago, we’ll revisit the Appnet 

Way out West – The February 2009 
Energy Star Focus on Retail featured 
100% Ellery’s of Westport.

Local lass Justine Sampson was 
Branch Manager (having taken over 
the role from Murray Anderson) 
and determined to uphold the store’s 
fine reputation for friendly and 
knowledgeable staff who delivered a 
high level of service. 

None of the folk mentioned 
in the article are at Ellery’s today. 
Justine finished in December 2010, 
taking four years off to raise two 
little daughters before the selling bug 
bit once more. She’s now enjoying 
success with Ray White Real Estate in 
Westport so if you’re in the market, 
call her on 021 284 4028. 

Murray is at Harvey Norman 
Electrical in Noosa, where he is 2IC 
and of the rest of the Ellery’s team of 
2009, Joel is now Sunshine Coast & 
Central Queensland Sales Manager 
for Go Transit Media Group, Gavin 
is in the Hawkes Bay while Brady 

– could they sell and support these 
“solutions” or would they remain 
box floggers?

The old chestnut of the future of 
independent retailers was also raised 
and whether or not there was room 
in New Zealand, for more than one 
buying group. 

As a competitor of such 
organisations, Rick’s view was 
succinct, following the new 
revelation that Retravision New 
Zealand was closing down as at 31 
March and most members were to 
re-align with Appliance Connexion: 
“It seems to be working itself out.” 

Martin was pretty much on 
the same page: “I think only one 
independent buying group is 
sustainable in the New Zealand 
marketplace as the expansion 
of power retailers/larger players 
inevitably continues.” 

Today, a decade down the track, 
there’s still life in this topic…
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