Tilting at Windmills #63

By Brian Hibbs

(Originally Ran in Comics Retailer #64)

I hate to use the "H word", but, Lord Almighty, Diamond is getting more and more like Heroes World every day.

I don't know exactly what is going on, but it sure seems like that when Diamond took over Marvel's distribution part of the deal including hiring all the HWD employees that ruined that company. How else can you explain the extremely sharp nosedive in service we've seen over the last two weeks?

Diamond personnel seem utterly unable to read instructions off faxes. If you say "no back orders" you can be sure they will back order any unfillable orders. If you say you want books reshipped (to not pay the satanic shipping charges associated with direct shipping), you can be sure they will be direct shipped. If you say you want current-size bags, you can be sure they will send you silver age ones instead. If you get a confirmed order, they're just as likely to lose it.

I'm ready to go postal, and you're damn lucky that Krause don't let me but mildly curse, 'cuz the air'd be turning blue right 'bout now.

First, they lose my April Marvel order that I faxed in, and nobody up there catches that it is missing. I think that is pretty bloody ridiculous — especially because this was the first month of the changeover, and one would assume that they'd be extra special vigilant. Gosh, what was I thinking?

Thank god I download my invoice from the BBS! I caught on Tuesday morning that only 6 Amalgam books were arriving, and that tripped the flag that something was wildly wrong.

Now, let me give Diamond their proper respect due and note that, so far, every problem has been solved and jumped on, usually at an enormous expense to Diamond — this is something that Heroes World never bothered to do. But this brings its own set of problems. In the example above, Diamond (properly) overnighted the books to the store, and I had them for New Comics Day, but we both know that this means that Diamond lost any chance at profit it would have had. That is customer service done right, but if it happened to me, then I know it is happening to a dozen other of you, too. And given that I've, personally, had at least a half a dozen transactions in the last two weeks where Diamond has (properly) lost money in the name of customer service, and that would seem to indicate that they might be making hundreds of money-losing transactions every week.

Honestly, it is hard to muster a tremendous amount of sympathy (after all, distribution was making truly obscene profits just a few years ago before the crash, and they seldom missed an opportunity to take advantage of the system when it suited them), but right this second is not the moment to have Diamond go away suddenly. We need a stronger alternative distribution system in place (I'm not laying odds on any of the current choices just yet, thank you very much) before we have either the complete crash and burn, with as many as 80% of the publishers going away due to debts owed; or the buyout by DC & Time/Warner, which is at least twice as scary. (picture the darkest future, where Time/Warner buys a chopped up Marvel Comics, and completely controls the only viable national new comics distributor. Brrr.)

The problem is, Diamond is likely to be spending so many resources scrambling to fix the problems that they'll not be able to solve them. When we couple this with the continually failing Market (unless my information is wrong, or I've made a calculation mistake, the total sum of the top 300 books distributed by quantity dropped from April to May by a whopping 18%! Good lord! Higher priced goods offered in May might offset this to some degree, but things are not getting better, coming at the height of summer. Yet I, and another dozen stores I know are having our best years ever [I'm up by 19%]), we better hope Geppi stockpiled two vaults full of money during the good days.

I'll also note that while I have been getting good fixes on the problems, it took going up the chain. I fired my assigned account rep because she was an idiot. Only the supervisors seem to have the ability to properly deal with problems on the fly, which is a frightening turn of events. Hopefully most of you haven't had a bad experience with the new "One Call Does It All" (not) service, but when my rep pronounced "Schizo" as "Shiatsu" I knew I was done. I will never speak to her again.

Right, so as I said, as long as they fix it, I could deal with them losing one order, and only for the Marvels, at that. But the fun just begins there. The books are invoiced at a 35% discount. O.K., that can get fixed. Then they lose my April Marvel order, which was uploaded to their bulletin board system, and given confirmation of being received! This time, I didn't find out until Friday, costing me money, and reputation.

In between I sent a fax order for Star System stuff (which needs a whole separate fix unto itself), and wrote in inch-high letters, underlined, bordered, and with arrows drawn to it "No backorders, reship all items". Last time, with this same notation, all the out of stock items got backordered anyway (even after I reconfirmed this on the phone with my idiot assigned rep), and this time, all items got direct shipped. Why? Because, fool I am, needing some comic bags desperately, I put a note next to my bag order, saying "please direct ship this item, but reship all the other ones". Can't confuse the monkeys pulling the order. Of course, when the bags do come (and that is not until after the Star stuff arrives...of course), they're not currents, like I specified, but they're silver age. And the Star Order, of course, has mistakes — like instead of getting the Tales From the Crypt Annual 1 ($8.95) that I ordered, and was billed for, I got sent the Complete Tales From the Crypt Boxed Set ($125) instead. Bet that made Bill Schanes happy!

Then there is the six copies of Starburst I got instead of six issues of 2000ad (aw, but they're both British, so what is the difference, really?)

And that is all in the last two weeks. I'm horribly, horribly tired of this.

I never, ever want to talk to the distributor. If I'm talking to them, then there is something wrong. And a key component of their job is to make sure nothing goes wrong — they're just freight forwarders!
You do a fine job in fixing the problems, Diamond. now it is time to stop them. Cold.

***

Bill Townsend at Electric City Comics (1704 Van Vranken Ave, Schenectady, NY 12308) puts out an annual look back at the year just past. This year's edition weighs in at 70 pages, and is a series of devastatingly funny/insightful essays/rants about comics in 1996. I think my favorite section aside from "Bill Vs Marvel Part IV — Picking on Cripples" is "Harvest Time for Rob (Liefeld) — Kick him! Kick him when he's down!". My only complaint is he is way way way too nice to DC who made more then their share of dumb mistakes in 1996. I bring this up because you really want to read this. It is seriously funny. It has got a $2 cover price, so send him....let's say $5 to cover postage, and packing, and doing the good deed of publishing this tome. Tell Bill I sent you, too.

The Other Reason I bring this up is in Bill's cover letter he observed that too many retailers are getting mad at the wrong people especially in regards to Diamond. When you're speaking to a representative from a company, don't always assume that they are the architect of your misery — in point of fact your customer service person at Diamond has literally nothing to do with any physical problem with your order (pulling, packing, shipping) — I don't even believe they're in the same state. You have the utmost right to be angry about your problem because it is costing you money. And you should always complain when they make a mistake. But don't let your anger overrule your civility or professionalism. It is hard. I know. I do have a tendency to get hot. But the person on the other end of the phone is almost never directly responsible for your problem, and deserves to be treated like you'd like to be treated. If you don't get immediate satisfaction, ask for that person's supervisor. And don't hesitate to take it up the chain further, if need be. Even if you're a small account, in a remote area, you're problems are important, and my experience with most people in this industry is that if you are civil with them, they will work to fix your problem. Be angry. Be righteous. Just don't be rude.

***

As you've noticed Marvel comics has still not publicly apologized for destroying the Direct market (not that I thought they really would), and until then I believe there is no reason for you to ever think they're working with your interest in mind (not that there was to begin with, but some of you need to be hit with a two-by-four) And I was planning to keep up a public campaign of shame every month in this column. But something happened which changed my mind.

Now I actually wasn't in to take the call, so all I have is a detailed message from the wonderfully anal Rob Bennett, but it seems while I was away at Pro/Con Stan Lee called.

Look, we all know Stan no longer has influence or sway over Marvel comics. But for a lot of people, Stan is Marvel, no matter who may own the company, or what direction it might head.

So when I read that Stan had read my column about Marvel apologizing I was stoked. Heck, who'd think he'd even read Comics Retailer? And when I read that Stan thought I was a good writer, I was primed ('course that's probably just Stan being Stan, right?). But the kicker was to read the words "Stan says, I quote, `I Apologize.'" That was a gesture of class and dignity and great respect that he didn't have to make. A gesture that I'll note that no single person in Marvel management has tried to broach, even privately.

Do I trust Marvel? Not in the slightest. They'll try to succeed at our expense again, if we let them. But the fact that Stan Lee, figurehead or no, apologized directly for sins that he had nothing whatsoever to do with has convinced me to Let This One Go. In public, at least.

Thanks Stan.

*****

Brian Hibbs, owner of Comix Experience is surprised that there was nothing at all of significance to say about Pro/Con this year. He's got better stories from the eighth anniversary party (Alex Ross got pantsed), and he thinks more people were there than at Pro/Con. This is a Bad Sign. You can write Brian at 305 Divisadero St., San Francisco, CA, 94117, fax him at (415) 863-9299, or e-mail him at comixexperience@compuserve.com

