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Record Rebound—How vinyl’s resurgence has helped halt the extinction of the local record store  
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A century ago, the recorded music industry was in its infancy.  Yet Thomas Edison’s 1877 invention of the phonograph had already made such inroads into American popular culture, approximately 25,000 retailers nationwide were in the business of selling records, or the wax cylinders that had preceded them.
But by the dawn of the 21st Century, downloads of music files –both pirated and purchased—had eviscerated the pre-recorded music trade.  Between 2000 and 2008, 4,000 stores shuttered.  Where once the Main Street of every U.S. city had multiple music vendors, the Yellow Page directory for many towns no longer listed a single record store.  At the industry’s lowest ebb, only 1,400 music retailers remained.
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But what once bode certain extinction for these surviving shops has seemingly turned around, all thanks to a format of recorded music that virtually vanished with the invention of the compact disc—the vinyl record.  Sam Lock, owner and proprietor of The Record Exchange in Silver Spring and Frederick, Maryland (http://recordexchangeofmd.com), attributes his robust trade to the Millennial Generation’s discovered fondness for the round, black plastic. 



The Record Exchange  Frederick, Maryland

“Kids who grew up in a house with their parents’ records have developed a fascination with the medium and are drawn to the aesthetics and feel of discs and their artwork, and they find the pops and clicks in a used record to be hallmarks of authenticity.  Vinyl used to be in the back of the store, now it’s front-and-center.”  Lock indicates that vinyl discs now account for 80% of his business, and that number is evenly split between new and used product.

3,000 miles away in Los Angeles, Gary Johnson of the city’s legendary Rockaway Records (www.rockaway.com), has always benefited from operating in the recording industry capital of the world.  The store, which he co-owns with his brother Wayne, sports everything from 99-cent CDs to high-end collectibles, including the surfboard that graced the cover of the Beach Boys’ debut album.  But while he awaits a buyer who’ll meet the $75k asking price, vinyl’s resurgence has shored up his store’s fortunes, and other local retailers as well.
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“It has definitely helped,” says Johnson, “although sometimes it is difficult to get the younger vinyl buyers into "Dad's" record store.  Many more stores (catering to the Millennials) have opened in the last seven years or so.  Los Angeles has always been the best place in the country to buy vinyl.”

Gary Johnson’s reference to an increasing number of storefronts is borne out by statistics compiled by The Almighty Institute of Music Retail (a legitimate trade organization despite its tongue-in-cheek name).  Those aforementioned 1,400 remaining stores in 2008 have seen their ranks swell back up to around a 2,000-count nationwide.

Some of this resurgence is credited to Record Store Day (RSD), a concept conceived in 2007 by a group of independent store owners and vinyl enthusiasts.  Initially imagined to call the buying public’s attention back to the rapidly vanishing music retail store, for many participating shops, it has become the busiest day of trade since the annual, in-store event was launched in April 2008.
Shoppers line up outside record stores at dawn hoping to land limited-edition copies of 45s and LPs manufactured by major labels and independents alike.

And while the ongoing RSD initiative is clearly well-intended, many retailers feel that it needs to be scaled back.  A store owner who asked to remain anonymous sheds light on the growing disgruntlement, “In the beginning, Record Store Day was a great idea for stores and labels.  Since then, the major labels have squeezed out the independents by tying up the pressing plants with their own overpriced releases.  Now there are simply too many releases, too many copies pressed and many are too expensive.  Also, many of the in-demand items are showing up on eBay before RSD.”




Sam Lock of Maryland’s Record Exchange shares these sentiments.  “I think Record Store Day has simply gotten too big.  To get copies of the most coveted releases, we are forced to take too many other titles that just don’t sell and we are stuck with them in our inventory.  Our profits on RSD titles have been in steady decline and this year, all we did was break even on them.”
Nevertheless, most retailers concur that the new demand for vinyl –particularly in the 18-to-25 demographic—got a big and, hopefully, enduring boost from Record Store Day.  Gary Johnson of L.A.’s Rockaway Records weighs in on this recent bubble of interest.  “I don't think it will ever burst, since the classic rock artists of the sixties (Beatles, Stones, Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, etc.) remain relevant today.  Also, more importantly, an original pressing of an LP by any of these artists is the original first format in which this music was released.  It is a significant artifact.”



