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First off, a few housekeeping notes: normally this column goes up the Friday closest to the 15th, each month (did you never notice that?), but this one is, if I handled my schedule correctly, a whole lot earlier than that – “time sensitive” and all. We’ll go back to the normal schedule next column… which means about six weeks from now.
Second: I’m nearly blind from lack of sleep right now – in the last five days, where I was either travelling to/from or at the annual ComicsPRO meeting, I’ve had about eight hours of sleep. I finally managed another 12 hours last night, once I got home, but I’m still not entirely sure that I’m speaking English at the moment, and that things might be coming out in some sort of “dur, duh, dur” of a sleep zombie.

Third: While I am, in fact, one of the founders of ComicsPRO, and on the Board of Directors for the organization, I speak here 100% fully as an individual person, and nothing I say or do should be, in any way, construed as the official opinion of ComicsPRO, its officers, its membership, nor, for that matter, as anyone whose initials aren’t “B.H.” that wasn’t born in June, lives in San Francisco and is married to an Israeli, with a six year old son. That should disclude anyone but me, in the entire world.
I say that because I will be frank on at least one or two topics, and I expect that at least one person will take this personally, and, while that is, of course, any individual’s right, direct your blowback to me because that is where it is coming from. (Yeah, I know, “Good luck with that, Hibbs!”)

And so we begin:

***

What an amazing meeting!

I mean, holy cow, this was exactly what I hoped the organization would be able to do and produce from the moment it was formed. No, let me go even farther, this was maybe what I hoped the comics industry could be and do from the very first one of these “Tilting at Windmills” columns first appeared two decades ago.
Dismiss that as hyperbole, or the ravings of a sleep-deprived mind, and, naturally, things will invariably creep back to the entropy of business-as-usual, because that’s what things do, but as I flew into Memphis for the annual ComicsPRO meeting, I was a depressed about the state of my industry as I have ever been in 21 years of owning a store. I had finally succumbed to the “maybe there won’t be a comics industry five years from now” dread that has burbled in the background of the DM for at least as long as I’ve been in it (and probably much longer) – particularly with the looming threat of digital.
Coming home from Memphis I was thinking “We’re Ground Zero of Pop Culture, we’re the idea tank of the mass media, and none of these things will mean a thing without the Direct Market right at it’s core”

I think that this was the kind of meeting of the minds where, two, three, five years from now we’re going to look back and say “that had its roots in Memphis”

Maybe the best thing is to circle back around to this by talking about other retailer gatherings. These are generally “trade show” style best currently exemplified by the Diamond Comics Summits, though they have history that goes further back to the history of ComicCon and before. Basically, on the vendor-side, the trade show is to sell the retailer something. Sometimes that’s not even specific products, just more of a “pay attention to us, will you?” On the retailer side, the trade show is to fix their problems. Not the greater problems, I mean, but to fix their problems. To the point where you’ll often get attending retailers spending 10 minutes of every retailer’s time in the open Q&A sessions talking about how some specific individual title got damaged in transit to their specific individual store, and gosh why can’t you fix that for me right this very second?
Look: it isn’t that this retailer’s concern isn’t a valid one (it is!), but that’s not how you should spend the group’s time, you feel me?

Because the vendors at a trade show are trying to get us to buy things (and like I said, even the very notion that they’re valuable to an individual store), the easiest path for them to take is to give us free stuff, in order to try and bribe us. That, too, is not an indictment -- I understand the impulse and see why it evolved that way. But, because there isn’t a “minimum standard” of professionalism in a trade show environment, you then start attracting people who have Diamond accounts who maybe aren’t actually even retailers attending for the free stuff. Sometimes that’s buying clubs with a Diamond account, or sometimes it is store owners just letting their customers attend in their stead, or sometimes they are “legitimate” accounts who are solely concerned about profits (nothing wrong with that! It is business!) and being able to flip the trade-show freebies for Big Bux.

Whatever the reason, it lends a carnival atmosphere to the trade show, and there’s very little time or energy or thought that can be put into our greater problems and directions, as an industry. Sure, if you as an individual go into a trade show with an agenda, you can achieve some of it, between the barkers and the rubes, because it is really the only way to get reps from everywhere in a single room, but trade shows are truly inherently inefficient things. If I never go to another one in my entire life, I doubt I would be sad.
What we had in Memphis, at ComicsPRO, was a meeting, a dialogue. We worked on industry problems, not just our individual ones, we talked about high-level issues, about how to make our entire industry a better place for everyone, and we got direct affirmation from every single attending sponsor that they believe that our market has been, is, and will continue to be for the foreseeable future, their single most important one.

I wish I could be directly specific about What Got Done, but the tangible stuff (I think I suggested a deal that, when completed, will mean a million dollars for the DM) isn’t ours to broadcast – it is the vendor’s; and the intangible stuff, like “here are ways we can leverage digital to drive physical sales” are all going to be works in progress when we see what happens when the rubber meets the road. But people are on the same page(s), and I think many amazing long-term things are going to come out of this meeting.
**************************
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