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do if they lose their job to one of these countries. Then they are unhappy. But, for 

the most part, 99% of them, they only want price. 

Q. So what keeps you in business then? How are you adjusting so you can 

compete? 

A. Well, we buy from out of the country. Buy from importers, more and more. 

Most all of your flatware is made in China or the Philippines. High percentage of 

the china, glassware, is still made in this country. Now why the others haven't 

brought it in cheaper, I don't know. But maybe the cost of labor is not that big of 

percentage in the cost of the product. We buy refrigerators now, made in China. 

About five or six of them sitting on the floor there. 

Q. And they are cheaper, even with the freight, to buy them from there, than here? 

A. And considerably cheaper. And better. 

Q. They are better? 

A. When I say better, they have more features, which make them a better product. 

And it's getting worse every day. Absolutely, every day it gets worse. 

Q. So in the older days, before this chain thing started happening, who would your 

customers be? 

A. Oh, everybody. Every restaurant. 

Q. Now in Asheville, almost all the restaurants were owned by Greek people, 

right? 
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A. Well the high percentage were, yeah. And they were all good customers~ But 

today, with the new gene~ation, the Greeks-not saying it because they are 

Greeks-but they buy from the catalogs and from the food houses and from Iler 

City, where they get a price, be~er price. 

Q. There's not as many Greek restaurant owners either. 

A. Steve who runs Asiana Buffet, they are opening a new place out on-

And I was talking to his brother-Steve said I needed to talk to him. And I said "I 

want to talk to you about some of your equipment." And he said "I don't know. 

The Cisco, they are going to give us a dishwasher, units. And the Pepsi Cola 

people are going to give us all our ice machines. The -some other groceries are 

giving us fryers. 

Q. Literally giving them? 

A. Giving them. Well they want the business. So they are willing to give 

them four or five thousand dollars worth of equipment to secure that business, 

because it more or less assures that they have got an outlet there. I said well, we'll 

be out to see you-he's going out of town this week-I said there's bound to be 

some other things you will need.' He said 'O.K., come on out.' But, they don't 

care. All they want is a price, everything is a price. It's unmerciful. 

Q. So did you have expectations that either of your children would come 

into the business? 
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A. No, not only that. I wouldn't have wanted 'em. 

Q. Wouldn't have wanted them to work with you, or­

A. I wouldn't want them in this business. 

Q. But you went into your parents' business. 

A. Well, I did it because-not because they wanted me to-but, see again, 

conditions were different then. But like my Larry, when he was 13 years old, he 

came down here and worked with me one summer. At the end of the summer, he 

said "Dad, I don't know how you put up with this, with your customers in this 

business." He said "I couldn't put up with that." Thirteen years old, he said "I 

don't want no part of your business." 

Q. What were they doing that he thought was wrong? 
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A. I don't know what all turned him off. But he said I wouldn't put up with­

picky. If something is not exactly right or got a little scratch on it, and want it 

replaced, or fuss about something else. Always super-critical, and that has gotten 

worse through the years, 'cause the people who are doing the buying don't know. 

Last year the guy who was doing the buying was the dishwasher. Today he is 

running the restaurant. Hell, he doesn't know what to expect. Is there a book that 

tells them what to do? They are so happy to have somebody to run the place, that 

they use the dishwasher, or anybody they can get their hands on. And then works 

also farther, the manufacturers are experiencing the same problem. They will have 
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a sales manager that doesn't know his one end from the other. And they will fire 

him, and he'll go right across the street and get a job doing the same thing with 

another manufacturer, 'cause they are ·so happy to get somebody who supposedly 

knows what they are doing. And they will screw it up for them. I told an 

executive director many years ago, I wouldn't want a young man to go into this 

industry. 

Q. The executive director of-
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A. Of our trade association. I told him, there is no future in it. One of my better 

salesmen went to work for Cisco, been with me 20 years, possibly more. Left once 

before and came back. Working for a month and he came back Friday. He said 

that's not for him. We knew he wouldn't like it, but he didn't know. They offered 

him all these inducements to get him to come with them. He called up Thursday, 

and said 'I want to talk to you." He said 'I 'Yant to come back.' I said 'O.K. 

When?' He said 'I'll be here tomorrow morning.' Friday morning he came back 

to work. 

Q. So who are his customers? Just anybody he can get any more? 

A. He has a pretty good following. 

Q. So, prior to this, would a salesman have one territory or they would share 

territories and have particular customers in it? 

A. Both. Mostly, they would have a territory. 
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Q. And what did service mean? I assume they serviced their customers, in 

addition to selling them things ... 

A. · You've brought up a point I was going to allude to. When I said 
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McDonalds came into the picture, and they said to the manufacturer "If you want 

us to buy your merchandise, you have to have service for your equipment-repair 

service-in whatever city we put some of your equipment in." So the 

manufacturers said "O.K." Prior to that time, the warranty on everything that we 

sold, manufacturer would supply any defective material. It was up to Asheville 

Showcase, Leon Rocamora to install it, to repair it, to keep it going. And we had a 

service department. And we did the work. But we had additional margins to cover 

this cost, but when the change came into the picture, and cut us out of the picture 

entirely from the standpoint of service. Now, a restaurant can buy something from 

California, ship it in here, and if it needs service, within the warranty period, the 

manufacturer is going to furnish it to them. Before, I could say, look, if you buy 

from California or Atlanta, who is going to service it? We are here and we have a 

service department. We are going to service it. If it goes bad and needs a 

compressor, we'll put a new compressor in there for you. 

Q. But who does service it for them if it goes bad from California? 

A. The service agents, practically in every town. We have a couple of them here 

in Asheville. 
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Q. So if your equipment goes bad, you will just call one of the service agents? 

A. Right. The ones doing the service. 

Q. That's interesting. I did sort of mean service from the salesman's point of 

v1ew. 
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A. Well, from their standpoint, they have a tough time. Because the margin is 

getting pushed down, down, because of all this competitiveness. The grocer, if he 

sells him a hundred dollars worth of my merchandise, he sells them a thousand 

dollars worth of food. Well, he has got eleven hundred dollars there to work with, 

with that customer, from the standpoint of commission. My man is only going to 

sell him a hundred dollars. And he can't make enough on commissions from a 

hundred-dollar sale to warrant him driving over there, to even calling a customer. 

Plus, my man is at a disadvantage with that food restaurant. Why?-because 

anything that we sell him is going to take money out of his pocket. If it's china, it 

doesn't bring any money in it. Glass, range, pots, whatever. The grocery man 

goes in there, he is going to sell him beans, potatoes, steaks or whatever; and that is 

going to put money in his pocket. 

Q. Well, but he can amortize. Amortize your expenses. 

A. No, no. He wants to see, he has to see that grocery man. He has to see him, 

because if he doesn't buy his beans, potatoes and steaks etcetera, he is not going to 

have anything to sell. So when he is in there, and he says I mean my beans and 
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potatoes and mayonnaise and this, O.K. , send a case of glasses, send me over this, 

that. .. 

Q. He's always there, where your guy can't afford to always be there? 

A. That's right, he's going to be there based on the volume he gets out of there, 

regular. Whereas my man can afford to call him only once a month maybe; or 

maybe not call him at all, because he can't buy enough from him. 

Q. They must make phone calls to him. 

A. Well, there is a certain amount of that. But that's still now, certain accounts, 

but not every customer is that interested. The high percentage of them aren't, I 

would say. 

Q. Were you ever a salesman out on the road for here? 

A. Not really. 

Q. Bill is. 

A. Yeah. 

Q. So you have given me sort of a good picture of what it is like now. When your 

Uncle Lou was out, what would his day be like? Who would he be talking to? 

A. He would be calling on all the restaurants, and they would all buy something 

from him, if they needed it. If they didn't need it, they would say 'get lost'. But if 

they needed it, he would get the business. 

Q. And how often would he see an area like Silva or something like that? 

LEON DAVE ROCAMORA Page 59 of64 



60 

A. He would be there at least once every other week, maybe more often, 

depending on how much they would buy from him. Now, we did have some 

competitors: we had Atlanta, we had some in Greenville, we had Knoxville. But 

locally, there was nobody else here. Today, Sam's is probably one of worst 

competitors as such. Manufacturers sell to Sam's cheaper than they have sold me 

the same merchandise. He can sell it for what I have to pay for it. Luckily, he 

doesn't have that much. 

Q. I was going to say for professional, restaurant quality. 

A. Well, then all the rest of the same identical merchandise I buy, they will sell 

some of. Same brand, same models, and everything else. I have people come in 

here, and want to buy a griddle. And they will go 'what make is it?' 

SouthBend. 'What model?' 'What's your price?' And then they say, well, I am 

going to go check on the Internet and see if I can get it cheaper. I'll let you know. 

You see, these Internet people, they don't have any showroom; they don't have 

sales people. All they got is clerks to write up the order and ship the merchandise 

to them. And the manufacturers, in a lot of cases, are selling to them cheaper than 

they are selling to me. Because of the volume they give them. Everything is 

volume today. 

Q. So it sounds like there is not going to be much room for distributors anymore. 

A. I don't think so. I really don't. My letter-"With all these new types of 
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dealers, it is getting much more difficult for the traditional dealer to satisfy the 

manufacturing in any given market. So what do we do? Frankly, I don't know the 

answer, but I do know if something isn't done soon, there won't be too many 

traditional dealers left to serve the in-users. There is enough brain-power around, 

until the dealers and manufacturers sit down and talk about what is going on, 

nothing can or will be done. It is time to get started before it is too late, if it isn't 

already too late." That's my letter. 

Q. So did you send that-is that going to be for the trade journal or­

A. That was to the president to our trade association. 

Q. So you expect a letter back from him, or a phone call or something? 

A. He didn't answer me directly, but indirectly, he is on that type of tangent, so to 

speak, talking to manufacturers about what is going on. He is very sympathetic to 

the problem, not only for us, but for himself. In fact, in one of the last articles, he 

was talking about how a valued customer for 20 years, and somebody carne in 

there and the manufacturer sold him direct, and he was saying, 'how do you expect 

me to represent you when you go out here and take my customers away from me?' 

That goes on. If they are big enough, manufacturers drop their pants to get the 

business. 

Q. So, what do you think is going to happen to this business? It is not going to 

actually any of your children or any of Bill's children. Someday it will just stop. 
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A. Well I've got a general manager, he wants to take it over. Dan Baker. I don't 

know why, but that's his ·problem. 

Q. But I did want to ask you if you remembered like when you all-when the 

business was first on Lexington, and then it moved up to Broadway, who were 

some of the other Jewish business men around there that you remember? 

A. Well, right across the street was Tippie Gallenbeck. 

Q. And what was his business? 

A. It was -it wasn't clothing, but it was underwear, socks, things like that. 

Notions. And then his brother had a kindred business to us-not kitchen 

equipment, but kitchen machines. For commercial. Norman Salton's dad had tire 

recap place around on College Street. Fred Bowman had an upholstery business 

up on College Street. Jack Linbergh had his place on College Street. ??? 

Q. Were you particularly friendly with the Jewish businessmen as opposed to the 

other businessmen, or did y'all have any kind of a club or lunch or hung out or 

anything? 

A. No. We'd see each other. Sy Fleigle had a furniture street up the business 

there, and he and I use to go to lunch every day. 

Q. Where was your place to go to lunch? 

A. We went to Three Brothers mostly. That was, now Bill, he goes out with 

different people all the time. But he is on the outside most of the time. 
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Q. Anything else you want to add about Asheville or the Jewish community or the 

old days or-

A. No, I didn't think I could talk 2 ~hours about it. (laughter) 

Q. You were a good talker. We will let you listen sometime, if you want to recap. 

So you have a .minute to focus on some of these pictures. 

A. _ and I said you are supposed to have a spinning rod. Said nobody told me 

bring down the river all day long. She caught twice as many fish as I did. 

Q. So you got a little jealous about that, huh? 
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