FOOD UP FOR BID
Auctions attract bargain hunters

By CRAIG FOX

cfox@fltimes.com
Oaks Corners – Betsy Burkhard needed to stock up on food for a camping trip later this summer, so last week she snatched up some prime rib, three nine-pound ham spirals, stuffed shrimp, steak and ribs. And the Junius Ponds resident got quite a bargain, buying all that and more for an economical $100.
She didn’t stop at one of those discount grocery chains that carry surplus food items. Burkhard and her husband Gary, instead showed up at a food auction at the Oaks Corners Fire Station. They knew they’d find a bunch of bargains. And they did. They won so many items that they filled up several cardboard boxes. “We saved bunches of money,” Burkhard said, pointing to all the stuff she got that night.
North Rose auctioneer Jim Bush holds three or four food auctions a week at area fire stations, VFW’s and American Legion Posts, and they can attract 100 to 150 people. His biggest auctions are in Addison, Steuben County, where as many as 300 people regularly attend. His auctions are also held in Newark, Ovid, Palmyra, and Conquest. He brings a wide assortment of meats, snack items, frozen foods and candy – and even gourmet desserts usually served in restaurants. He’s also recently gotten calls to hold auctions in Port Gibson, Alton, and Caledonia.

“I’m the busiest auction house around “, he said. “I’m not saying that I make the most money, but I’m the busiest.” It depends on the night, but Bush, a veteran auctioneer who specializes in food, may offer a side of prime rib, steaks, turkeys, cold cuts, TV dinners and such snacks as Cheetos or Bugles.

He just about guarantees that successful bidders will save roughly 50 percent or more. “I’ll never let you pay too much,” Bush said.

Food auctions are making a big comeback as a way for people to make ends meet during the nation’s worst recession in decades, 20-year-high inflation rates and increasing unemployment. They are now being held in at least nine states, including Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, Oklahoma, Massachusetts, California, and Maryland. 
Besides Bush Auctions, the Fingerlakes Produce-Auction holds produce auctions every Monday, Wednesday, & Friday during the growing season at its Rt. 14A auction house in Dundee.

Bush has been doing food auctions for years. Some bidders attend his auctions weekly or travel as far as 100 miles because they get such bargains, he said. Ginger and Phil Edward drove two hours from Belfast to go to the Oaks Corners auction, and they took home $117 worth of items including steak dinners, prime rib, and cheese crackers. “It’s worth the cost of gas to get here,” Ginger Edward said.

Bush purchases surplus food from such suppliers as Cisco, Maines, Davis Brothers and G&C Foods. If a supplier has a side of prime rib with a sale date that’s coming up and restaurants wouldn’t be able to use much before it expires, for example, Bush can pick it up for one-third of its cost. He hopes to get that much money back from the auction. Usually he does, he said. “I know what’ll go and what won’t,” he said.
On auction nights, Bush and his wife Nancy, sister Linda and a niece and nephew show up an hour or two before bidding begins, so they can unload hundreds of boxes of food from his refrigerated truck.

Typically, the most popular items are snacks or fancy desserts, such as cheese cakes or three-layer cakes, Bush said. What’s in demand changes with the season. Summer for instance, is big for grilling, so he gets sausage, burgers, ribs and steaks.

Last week was the first night he held an auction at the Oaks Corners Fire Station, and about 35 people showed up. “Hey, we got some Enchilada TV dinners, Hungry Man dinners,” Bush explained, emphasizing that they usually cost $3 a piece and that he was auctioning a case of 12. There were no takers. But auction regular Jeff Arnold got 15 pounds of boneless chicken for $20. “His reputation is very good,” Arnold said.

After two hours of bidding, only about 10 people were left, and Bush called it a night. He still had about 100 boxes left to load back into the freezer to save for another auction.

That night, like so many others, he ended up with a raspy voice from calling so many items during the night. “That’s what happens when you do so many auctions,” he said.

