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Exhibitions and Events

Hearth and Home 2005 — Exhibition Review

Suggested titles:

Hearth and Home 2005 — Proof that size doesn’t matter!

Hearth and Home 2005 — Less is more!

Hearth and Home 2005 — More holes in more walls!

Hearth and Home 2005 — A successful event with divine proportions!

In its entry in the Hearth and Home Exhibition guide, fire manufacturer Faber
explains that it has a ‘less is more’ design ethos. In many ways this could be taken
as the defining leitmotiv for the exhibition with many companies redefining their
product ranges to match the interior design mantra of minimalism.

The 2004 Hearth and Home exhibition was the first | attended and many of the
exhibitors talked about offering contemporary designs to complement traditional
favourites. In retrospect, many of these so-called contemporary designs were
reworked versions of the classics. However, in 2005 many manufacturers have
sought design influences from outside the industry to offer genuinely modern and
striking new products.

Diligence International displayed the radical Focus range of fires designed by
Dominique Imbert; London Fire Designs offered products created by sculptor Jilly
Swan; Legend featured the Platonic collection from architect Henry Harrison;
and, Be Modern has recently recruited a furniture designer. The result? Exciting
new products to help reinvigorate the fireplace sector and combat the decline in
consumer spending.

For many designers simplicity is the key. Ancient mathematicians found that there
was a divine proportion or ‘golden mean’ that provided the most aesthetically
pleasing geometric shapes. Gavin Scott, of the eponymous Gavin Scott Designs,
has incorporated two ‘golden’ rectangles in his Optica ‘hole in the wall design to
create a beautifully balanced product. Similar influences can be seen in Trident,
Magiglo and Barbas’ landscape fires.

From my viewpoint the overall quality of the products on display had improved
since 2004. There was a noticeable trend towards darker, more ‘dense’ woods such
as oak and walnut. Be Modern featured a very striking heavy grained American
walnut fireplace, the Dakota, and many of Katell’s fireplaces reflected the desire for
‘chunkier’ wooden surrounds. This trend was also reflected in fireplace accessories;
Giulio Piacquadio of Britannia Mirrors confirmed the trend towards sliver, black and
wooden minimalism away from traditional golden ornate classicism.

When | was in the show on Sunday and Monday there was huge interest in real
stone and marble fireplaces — to the extent that | never managed to speak to
anybody on the Montpellier Marble or Malacrino Mantels stands because they
were always busy. Tim Small of FF Marble commented that he was pleasantly
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surprised that retailers were still investing in displays despite the uncertain economic
conditions and | received from similar feedback from other exhibitors. Nicholas Young
of Portman, which featured several new limestone surrounds, emphasized that the
success of the show could only be judged after all the leads had been followed up.
Other stands with impressive marble and limestone displays included Newman
Limestone, Classic Stone Fireplaces, and Lantern with its Turkish Limestone. Andy
Taylor of Paramount marble coined the phrase ‘traditional with a twist’ to describe ‘The
Wiggle’, a striking combination of polished marble and honed limestone.

For me the material that made the most striking impression at the exhibition was
glass. Few visitors could have walked past the Glass Fire Company’s stand without
stopping to find out more. Ewan Weir explained that the Glass Fires are manufactured
in Poland and use an odourless and smokeless ‘biofuel’. Certainly it’s a good job that
Mrs Batty wasn'’t at the Exhibition otherwise an Apollo ‘tripod’ Glass Fire would now be
a central feature on our decking.

Glass screens were a prominent feature on the Flamerite Fires stand; Odyssey, Isis
and Serene are just three models which use screens to good effect. For me the star
was the Flamerite Firewall, a striking, slimline, frameless glass screen which uses

a clever combination of projectors and mirrors to create an extremely realistic flame
effect.

One area where the judge has yet to deliver his — or her — verdict is the use of digital
displays in fires. Crystal Fires featured a fire which incorporated a flat screen and

the Slalely fire on the Paragon stand incorporated a TFT screen which will eventually
allow the user to select different fire effects. Picture House may have found the
answer to this dilemma of mixing digital technology with fireplaces by creating a
fireplace which conceals a widescreen plasma TV. The TV is bolted to a spring loaded
bracket and can be quickly ‘ejected’ like a video when needed; the design also allows
for a DVD or Sky box to be hidden within the fireplace carcass. This may appear
gimmicky at first but it has considerable fringe benefits as anybody who has had to
protect electrical equipment from children will appreciate. The idea has its limitations
— only electrical fires can be used and there are currently only a limited number of
designs. However, the real crux may be the price.

Price is one of the 4 P’s often quoted in marketing texts — along with Product, Place
(distribution) and Promotion. Whilst ‘Product’ had definitely improved since last year
there is certainly much that can be done to improve ‘Promotion’. | estimate that there
were about 100 exhibitors at the show but only seventeen companies provided press
packs for visiting journalists. Whilst the majority of press packs were provided by
large companies such as Drugasar and Faber, Picture House, Petra Hellas and The
National Fireplace Association proved that it does not require a large budget to be
effective in this area. Legend Fires win a special Hearth and Homes prize for the use
of hyperbole in their press releases!

There were few promotional or communications efforts which really stood out. The
JIG Fireworks ‘Keep me posted’ card was a simple but effective method of obtaining
the contact details of retailers interested in future developments in JIG’s range of cast
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iron fireplaces; Magiglo’s ‘The Sky’s the Limit’ promotion is an extremely professional
rewards programme developed for its network of retailers; and, Dimplex used the front
cover of the show catalogue to tempt retailers to visit its stand. The most imaginative
promotional idea was the Suncrest ‘ideal match’ competition where you had to find the
visitor who possessed the missing segment of your plastic circle attached to a cord
worn around the neck.

I think a fifth ’P’ should be added to the list: People. Like most with a background

in sales — and that must include all retailers — | am a sucker for being sold to. The
enthusiasts that stood out for me were designers like David Adams at Aarrow with the
Ecoburn range and John Watts of Flamerite Fires; Phil Mendham of N&C Fun Flames
was an entertaining and interesting advocate for his range of gel burners; Mark Swan
of London Fire Designs coined the phrase ‘Art for your hearth’; and, John Stone of
Legend Fires had truly embraced the ethos of the show describing it as a ‘positive
pressure to ensure we continue to come up with new products’. Chris Stammers of
Dimplex was extremely knowledgeable on all aspects of fireplace marketing and
explained with great clarity the rationale behind the extension of the Dimplex brand

to embrace new customer segments including younger and more aspirational buyers.
Chris reckoned Dimplex had at least twelve new products on the stand including
Navarra and Valencia, contemporary remote-controlled hole-in-the-wall fires with
concealed heaters.

It’s dangerous for companies to underestimate the importance of innovation and
adaptation to retain the interest of their retailer clients. Innovation doesn’t need

to be high-tech. lan Torr of Pennine Systems has developed a bird guard which
incorporates a weather vane — simple but very effective. Luxus was a brand new to
the show, and John Hill revealed that he had recorded 75 enquiries on the first day for
his new range of marble and limestone fireplace designs. In comparison, Elgin and
Hall was exhibiting for the first time in five years after a major rebranding exercise.
Their black, art-deco influenced Metro fireplace manufactured from Ceralite was one
of the most striking in the four halls.

The Manhattan Style stand took some beating both for opulence and for the
innovation of its core product offering. Using thin 5mm slices of marble as a laminate
glued to a wooden frame, Manhattan Style was able to produce single-piece ‘real’
marble fireplaces weighing only 30-40kg and at lower cost. Martin Bongers explained
that whilst the fireplaces are currently only approved for electric fires, they would soon
be available for use with gas fires as well. Certainly one to keep an eye on. The same
is also true for Petra Designs Fireplaces, a new company which has developed a
segmental system where the fireplace creates its own flue.

It was good to see all aspects of the fireplace supply chain represented at Hearth and
Home 2005. Matthew Yates of United Colour had increased the size of his stand from
2004 and had an excellent range of products including metallics, a ‘Back to Black’
refurbishment product for ceramic coals, and ‘Hidden Red’ which turned black when
subjected to heat. Component suppliers at the show included the Hawaiian-shirted
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team from Mertik Maxitrol, Steve Crutchley from Peerless with his solenoids (I'm sure
there’s a cream for that), and Keramos showed its new Keraflame 15 material already
used by Legend and Paragon — amazingly realistic!

Retailer visitors were not short of options when it came to accessories either.
Charisma mirrors had a strong presence, J Atherton were first timers with a wide
selection of fire surrounds and companion sets, and Peter Uglow of Elkal had a
striking modern stainless steel range of fireside accessories from Italy on display.

So which products and stands were the stars of the show? For me the ‘Wings of
Flame’ gas fire on the Legend stand was a show stopper as was the Faber ‘“Torch’.
The Bertoneri marble gothic arch fireplace stood out as did the Colin Parker Masonry
travertine ‘Wall’.

It is often said that text on exhibition stands should highlight the exhibitor’s Unique
Selling Proposition, or USP. This is easier said than done, but Hunter Stoves used
an unusual typeface and corner location to great effect: ‘Emotive and instinctive
Hunter Sculptures are large 3-dimensional installations in restricted space exploring
the idea of form’. It’'s maybe not as catchy as ‘Beanz Meanz Heinz’ — but it worked
for me! The Acquisitions stand incorporated graphics in the form of a film roll to great
effect — although virtually all the women in the pictures were smoking! Magiglo made
very effective use of drapes and red carpet tiles, as did Drugasar. The Robeys stand
reinforced its understated but striking brand image and Focus Fireplaces stood out
through its choice of wooden floor tiles, toned wall colours and excellent selection of
fireplace accessories to create a ‘warm’ and intimate space. It was good to see first
timers from 2004 taking on board the lessons they had learnt. For example, Steve
Ward of Peak Fire Surrounds had reduced the number of fireplaces on display but,
as a result, had created a far more accessible space for visitors to see new products
such as the slimline Milan suite for modern town houses.

I’'m usually an advocate of open stands, stands which create as few barriers as
possible for visitors. However, the Faber stand was so well thought out and the room
settings so superbly crafted that it was my choice of all the large stands. My overall
favourite, however, was one of the smallest stands at the show. Despite the lack of
space, CastelMonte created a superb environment for its range of traditional ltalian
wood stoves manufactured from a combination of modern and traditional materials.
They may be a niche product but they were given every opportunity to shine.

Tel: 01246 566560 Mobile: 07979 703780 Fax: 01246 566560
Email: jp@bluejohnmarketing.com



