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     What else can you do for weekend entertainment?  Consider going to estate sales.  Most are held on weekends, some beginning on Friday.  Most are free attendance.  Your outlay is time and travel cost.  Many people pick sales within a certain driving distance.  Others select sales according to the photos of items posted for the sale.  The true collector may drive long distances to purchase an exceptional item.

     A quick way to learn about estate sales in your area is to do an on-line search, especially through the company “estatesales.net”.  They furnish you maps, addresses, sale times.  The Washington, DC area is one of several areas covered.

     “Estate” does not necessarily mean that the owners have died.  I heard someone say “I don’t want to buy things that belonged to a dead person.”  It depends on how you wish to look at it.  Items have their own lifespan and will pass, by inheritance or sale, from one person to another.  In fact, many estate sales are downs-sizing sales.  

     What should you expect when you attend an estate sale?  Some estate sale firms have sign-in sheets so that you can sign up for order of entry, also so that you do not need to stand in line for hours for a really good sale.  Some companies allow simple walk-in.  You do not usually need to sign in.  Note that, depending on the number of people already inside, the company may ask you to wait, thereby limiting the number of people on site at any one time.  This was common during the Covid virus time.  

     You will find quite a variety of atmospheres at estate sales.  Some companies leave items where they found them, often on the floor, often in piles.  They do not bother to clean items.  You are allowed to go through the items, select what you want, then ask for and sometimes negotiate a price.  Other companies will clean items then put on tables or shelves with price tags on all or most of the items.  Depending on how much time the company devotes to preparing a sale, you will find the premises clean and well lit or you may need to bring a flash light of head light.   Some companies bring in locked showcases to display smaller and pilferable items.  
     Some estate sale followers will bring name stickers with them to put on items they wish to purchase.  Some will bring a bed sheet with their name on it to put items under so that other people do not take them before they are sold.  While some people are in the habit of walking around holding onto small items they wish to purchase, this armload may become too much.  Many estate sale firms will give you sold stickers to put on the items.  They may suggest a “hold area” under a table or 
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beside the checkout table to stash your smaller items.  They often do not encourage removing the price stickers on larger items but instead to put a sold sticker, perhaps with their initials on it, next to the price sticker.
     In most instances, you should bring a large canvas bag with you to put smaller items into.  You should also put empty boxes in your vehicle if you plan on buying many items.  Too often, people say “I want to buy that item, but I have no way of getting it home.”  If you decide to purchase a large item and do not have vehicle space to get it home, consider using Bungii.  Put this application on your cellular phone.  To use this pickup/delivery service, you will take a photo of the item, note the address where it is, the address where it is going, then select a scheduled pickup date/time.  The application will inform you the charge and you can pay by charge card.  Bungii drivers are essentially Uber drivers who have a van or truck.  They have a good reputation for care in handling items, fair cost, and on-time pickup.

     Estate sale firms conduct sales to sell items remaining after their client has moved and downsized.  Other sales are held to sell off an estate.  Often you will find a lot of furniture, cookware, eating ware, clothes, odds-and-ends, DVDs, yard and hand tools for sale.  Occasionally you will find good wristwatches and good costume jewelry.  Because of the population mix in the DC area, many items from foreign countries turn up at sales.  This may be because the owners traveled and bought souvenirs, sometime fine art objects, or they are military on the move who need to dispense with items, or they are foreigners themselves, departing the US after several years here.  Many situations involve an estate whose heirs are already in their sixties, live long distance, and have their homes already full of items. So, family items are put up for sale.
    Usually, the inspiration for going to estate sales is twofold, first to find items offered at major discounts off retail prices, second for the joy of discovery.  Estate sale firms vary in their thinking about how to price items.  Some will begin at 70% of a current retail, others at 50% or 40% of retail.  Usually, too, they offer an increasing discount over the days of the sale.  First day may be no discount, second day 20% to 30%, third day 30% to 50%.  If you find an item you would like but do not want to pay the asking price, asking what discounting procedure the company uses.  Know, however, that if you hesitate, chances are against you that any particular item will be there when you return.
     Estate sales are not limited to what you would consider “used items”.  Sometimes they offer high-end items including fine art , fine jewelry, or a veritable collection of one particular type of items like autographs, model trains, antique Asian ceramics.  There are many stories of high quality paintings, statues, and jewelry being found at estate sales.  Many people can tell the story of “making a find” at an estate sale.  Remember that the asking price depends on the seller’s knowledge of what the item is and what that person thinks the item will sell for.  In the end, it is the seller’s 
-2-

knowledge pitted against the buyer’s knowledge that determines who gets the deal.  Many customers are using their cellular phones to check on asking/selling prices of similar items.  Often, there is room for negotiating price if the potential buyer can show actual selling records of items on-line.  Some sales may be by appointment only.
     Consider the following items and guess where they were purchased, how/when they were accumulated, how old the owners were when they purchased them or inherited them:  Japanese silk kimono, bronze bodhisattva, lusterware, Wedgwood jasperware (often has date mark on the bottom), Lalique, Belleek, World War II ration booklet, Tiffany gold ring, Ferragamo shoes, autographs, ancient coins, 1640s map of Russia, enameled European street sign, carved African mask, textiles, Herend, sterling silver pill box, Baccarat, tintypes, comic books, baseball cards.  Many items now in the U.S. were brought back by US military from Asia and Europe after World War II.  Then they spent decades boxed up in attics or closets.  The heirs do not want them.  So they are put up for sale.
     Be prepared to pay for your items.  Although many estate sale firms accept credit cards, you should bring with you enough cash or a check to pay for your purchases.  If you cannot pay on the spot, make arrangements with the estate sale firm to hold your items with a cash deposit or for a limited agreed upon time, so that you can return with cash.  Do not expect the seller to hold onto items for very long without some form of partial payment.  Ask for signed/dated receipts that list the items you are purchasing.  Count your money change before you leave the checkout table.

     When you are back at work following a weekend that includes “estate saling”, you will have happy memories to hold you over until the next one.  You will often have stories to tell of the “great buys” you made or the items that got away.  Estate saling is an adventure.
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