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Eddie Ross on Shopping at Flea Markets

By KRISTINA SHEVORY
Eddie Ross has been trolling flea markets for years, first on his own and later as an editor at Martha Stewart Living and House Beautiful, where he wrote a column about flea markets.
Mr. Ross, who appeared on the Bravo reality show “Top Design” in 2008, started his own design and event planning company around the same time. Since then, he has been sharing decorating and entertaining tips on his blog, eddieross.com. His posts about shopping at flea markets, in particular, have become so popular with readers that he now offers group tours of some of his favorites (for $50 a person), including the Rose Bowl in Pasadena, Calif., and the Antiques Garage in New York City. This winter, he is adding several new flea markets in the South; his next tour is in Charlotte, N.C., on Nov. 5 and 6.
Why don’t more people go to flea markets?
People want to do it, but they don’t have the confidence. My tours are like a flea market boot camp, because I get people’s minds thinking and going.
What advice do you give them?
When you see a piece of furniture, look at it with new eyes. High-gloss paint is the easiest way to update something. Remove the skirt from an upholstered piece so the legs show, and it looks more modern. You can use vintage scarves and turn them into big pillows, or buy antique torn carpets and use them to reupholster an ottoman.

I always look, and look again. I’ve definitely found stuff in boxes and under the table. If you’re on your own, talk to the vendor, because if you find someone who’s really passionate, they will know exactly what it is and know its history, and that’s how you learn.
What’s the biggest mistake people make?
A lot of times people will find only a set of four dishes, and they’ll pass it up, even though they like the pattern. If you know the maker and the name, you can go to places like Replacements Ltd., eBay and Etsy, and I can guarantee you will find another set of four.
I think people stop and don’t buy silverware because there’s not a full set of 12. Buy sets of 6 and 8, so you can mix and match. People want things to look eclectic, and in order to do that you need a collection of different sets of things.

Don’t be afraid to mix time periods. I think sometimes people get set on “Oh, I only collect Victorian silverware.” That’s where it doesn’t look fresh and new — it looks dated.
When you see something that seems like a bargain, but it needs some work, how do you know if it’s worth the money?
You have to love it. You also have to know that it’s going to fit perfectly in your house. When I’m looking for something for our house, I like to go around with a book that has the room dimensions, the paint chip color of the walls, the height of the ceilings and a swatch of my sofa fabric, so that I’ll know that it’ll all work together.
What else do you bring with you?
I carry a little bag with water, flashlight, measuring tape, gloves, a scarf and canvas totes, so you’re not cutting your hands with the plastic bags. At the big flea markets, where you have to park, I take pictures with my phone of nearby landmarks so I can find it again.

Once you get your purchases home, what do you use to clean them up?
The Laundress All-Purpose Bleach Alternative for old linens; Gorham Anti-Tarnish Silver Polish for silverware. If people are going to paint furniture, they’ll want to prime it with a shellac-based product called Zinsser B-I-N Primer-Sealer that locks in old dark stains so they don’t bleed through the beautiful new paint.
Which flea markets have you had the best luck at?
The Antiques Garage in New York City, because there’s always such a great mix; Scott Antique Market in Atlanta; Metrolina in Charlotte, N.C.; Brimfield outside of Boston; Elephant’s Trunk in New Milford, Conn.; Long Beach, the Rose Bowl in California; and Round Top in Texas.
Some of those are really big — and can be kind of intimidating. How do you approach them?
Everyone goes to the front and works their way back. I do the opposite because things in the back haven’t been picked over yet.
Do you bargain?
You never want to insult the vendor. Always ask, “What would be your best price for this?” Usually they always come up with a good one. Have cash in your pocket. Have a budget, so you know how much to spend, but always have a check on hand just in case, because most flea markets don’t take a credit card.
So what’s your best find?
My favorite was an entire set of sterling silver flatware with an R monogram for $25. It was tarnished and I thought it was silver plate, but when I polished it up at home it was marked sterling silver on the knife handles. That set would be $3,000 in an antiques store.
The other best deal was the chandelier over my dining room table that I bought for $75 at the Antiques Garage. It didn’t have any crystals and wasn’t wired, but I bought some crystals at a flea market for $35 and had it rewired for $200. The chandelier now would be easily $2,000.

