











“Always hire a driver,” he cautions. “You
need that thinking time between talking to
people and theres nothing more [rustrating
than trving to lind vour wav in a loreign
place. You cant have the diversion of driv-
ing.” A driver can also become a contact. “"On
my last trip to Thailand, a friends driver said
there was a guy in his village with some
stones 1o sell. He was rebuilding his house
and we went there and in this pig trough
there were all these wonderful old stone

bowls, They were 100 years old.”

The most important lesson Bardwick applies to
his work, however, is one that he learned not
from his mentor, but from life. “You have to ride
the wave in the direction its going,” Bardwick
says., “Il vou cant live with having yvour plans
constantly changed and not getting what you
want, then this business is impossible. You have
to be ayes, ..say yes 10 opportunities.”

A week before the end ol that last trip 10
Thailand, “out of no where,” three separate,
unrelated people told him o go 0 Luang
Prabang in Laos, Revealing his mystical side,
Bardwick recalls thinking, “OK, I'm being told
by life to go there.” Enforcing that opinion was
the fact that, unusually, evervthing on the trip
had gone smoothly and he'd been able to wrap
up business in Chiang Mai ahead of schedule.
“Luang Prabang is nothing flashy, but one ol
the coolest places I've been on earth. Its an old
city between two rivers, filled with monaster-
ies and there are monks running around
because [Buddhism] is so part of life—Its how
kids are educated.” Eating lunch at a restau-
rant, he fell into conversation with a waiter
who olfered 1o take him on his motoreycle the
next day to see “the Buddha caves.”

“There was nothing to say but yes," Bardwick
says. “And here were these beautiful caves,
filled with Buddha statues. Magical.”

It was a rare and cherished moment away
from the demanding labor of the treasure
trade. “Generally we work 14-hour days,”
Chen says. “We don't stop even for lunch.”
And Bardwick adds that the mental input is
exhausting. “For every piece I buy. I look at
1.000. and with every picce I'm doing a cal-
culation to determine if its a good deal or
the right deal.”

They both want to convince me that its not
glamorous work, traveling the world in
search of fine art and rare antiquities. 1 try
hard to believe them. But then, they both
finish with the same thought: “1 wouldn't be
doing anything else.” O
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PLYING
THE
EXPORT
MARKET

Twenty-odd years ago, when Rob Horby—owner of and buyer for Circa A.D.—was a
naval officer in Japan, he could go to a Tokyo flea market and find an antique cabinet
for $40. But when the dollar was devalued against the yen, prices went through the
roof. The same thing has happened in South Korea and the Philippines, where a
domestic market has emerged with the younger generation. Freed from the supersti-
tions and prejudices of elders and with more purchasing power, this generation is
investing in its cultural heritage.

In order to maintain Circa A.D.s collection of authentic artifacts, armoires, altar
tables, stone elements and other pieces, today Horby does most of his buying from the
Chinese and Indonesian warehouses of large export companies. In the case of China,
all of the transactions occur over the Internet. Only a portion of his purchases are
antiques. The rest are reproductions and contemporary pieces that he and his whole-
sale partner, Robert Wylie, design and manufacture for their company, R&R Design
Imports. A business trip to Indonesia is spent in factories and warehouses, reviewing
prototypes and tweaking them for final production.

Devoid of romance, perhaps, but a way to meet San Diego’s demand for Asian-inspired
décor at a competitive price. O
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