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ohn "Sm key" Koelsch of Smo
J.ly's Rec.ord refers to his customers 
s "clientele. He does this uncon
ciously. But t ·s view of customers 
~ the personal r ationship the word 
"clientele" implie - accounts for a 
good chunk of hiss all record store's 
success. 

Smokey's Records, 1515 S. 1500 
East, is the antithesis of a chain store 
found in a mall. The atmosphere is 
personal. The inventory stocked with 
records seldom found in chain stores. 
The strategy - if it be a strategy -

has worked. Smokey's has survived in 
the most treacherous of business bat
tlefields - that fought by small busi
nesses against large chains. 

But, then, Smokey's has found a 
niche. The store does not place its 
faith in the high-volume sales of the 
latest and hottest album. Instead, it 
.carries a respectable selection of 
good music. Not everything. But a re
spectable selection. 

Smokey's is the kind of record store 
in which a customer can find a classic 
album that might sell one copy every 
two years - but ·an album stocked 
because it is a classic album. And, in 
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good music, emphasizing customer service. 

Choice Selection for Clientele 

this sense, Smokey's is a community 
resource of sorts. 

"A lot of the things I carry are not 
necessarily ~motivated by profit," Mr 
Kroelsch safd'. ·•rm try1hg tb b'u1llf up 
th1e quality of the store. A lot of the 
m1erchandise in the store is important 
tm its image to make it unique." 

Inventory control consists of writ
iny: down each sale on a yellow legal 
pmd at the counter, not a computer 
prrintout on what is the latest album 
tm appear on Billboard. You can find 
tlne latest albums at Smokey's. But 
Unis is lifeblood of the chain stores. 

Smokey's must look elsewhere for its key's has done with jazz, blues and 
profits. folk music. Both have found a niche 

"I don't have a computer. I'm old- neglected by chain stores and both 
fashioned. I have a hand-cranked emphasize personal service. 
cash register," he said. "The personal - A customer at Smokey's, for exam
touch I'm doing with my inventory pie, can ask what album to buy of an 
brings out a different result. unfamiliar artist - and, more often 

"There's a feeling to what we car- than not, get knowledgable advice. 
ry, and not a marketing strategy. It "That takes up all my time," he said. 
may not mean our sales are as good "I don't get any work done until I lock 
as they could be," he said. "But sales the doors." 
are good enough to keep us here. And A small storefront shop with natu-
there's a personal touch to it." ral wood siding, located among a 

Smokey's is not unique. Discrimi- cluster of small shops in the midst of 
nator Music, 1788 S. llOO East, has a Sugarhouse neighborhood, Smo
done with classical music what Smo- key's is removed from the traffic and 

crowds of downtown. Set between th 
The King's English Bookstore and 
framing and poster shop soon to ope1 
the location may be ideal. 

"I prefer this location. Perhaps ml 
traffic flow isn't cts much as dow 

·town, but the neighborhood is great, 
Mr. Koelsch said. "The businesse 
around me are compatible. And m: 
clientele seems to like it." 

With sales last year of $250,00I 
Smokey's is a small business. Th 
store is unlikely, at least in the nea 
future, of rendering Mr. Koelsch 
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rich man. But it provides a living and 
part-time jobs for his six employees. 

"A lot of people who work here 
:have two jobs. This is their fun job," 
he said. "And this has been a real as
set for me." 

Mr. Koelsch, 38, grew up in the 
Minneapolis/ St. Paul area. He be
came interested in music through the 
early folk blues revival that grew out 
of the coffee houses of the 60s. " I al-

ways like to say it ruined my life." 
He came to utah in 1966 to study 

history at the University of Utah and 
later managed the record department 
of the Cosmic Aeroplane, 258 E. 100 
South, from 1977 to 1981. In May 
1982 he opened his own store. 

" I hadn't foreseen opening my own 
store when I got to the Cosmic," Mr. 
Koelsch said. " It was just a dream 
that grew out of what I was doing for 
Cosmic. 

file weathered the early, lean years 
and , like most small-business men, 
putt much of the store's profits back 
intco the business. 

'T d say the inventory has probably 
tripled," he said. 

But he said , "The bigger I get- the 
mor e complete I get - the more 
people expect me to have. No matter 
how well stocked we are, someone is 
going to come in looking for some
thing we don 't have. 

"Our clientele has helped us im
measurably in what to carry," he add
ed. 

One of the store's strengths is its 
jazz section. But despite the store's 
thousand jazz albums, Mr. Koelsch 
said, "I think a lot of jazz musicians 
are frustrated even by my selection. 
The amount of material out there 
compared to what I can afford to 
stock is humiliating." 
• He said his acoustic music and blue-

grass selection may be the store 's best 
section. " I feel I have a better handle 
on what is coming down the pipeline 
in that area." 

One frustration of running a small 
business is he is at the mercy of dis
tributors, and there are many labels 
he can not get. "They are often preoc
cupied with releasing and pushing 
'new product' as they call it." 

The entire philosophy behind the 
store, however, goes against ·solely 

·-· pushing " new product. " ~-· 
" It's a great record store. Th~t;s 

what I want," Mr. Koelsch said. " It' a 
hobby that's a business. It's a busiI\ess 
that's a hobby. 

"When you see someone walk !ilit 
the door happy they found an album 
in your bin - that 's it. You 've accok· 
plished your goal. We 've made some
one happy. That's the rewarding par 
for the people who shop here as well 
as for the people who work hiu-J~. 
That's the philosophy behind it. " •::-: 


