Designers Chris Parker, left, and Andrew Longfield
are the duo behind Bigblue and Rangecookers.co.uk

Designing range cookers has been exactly the experience
Chris Parker and Andrew Longfield of Bigblue needed

to make them successful retailers. They applied their design flair
to e-commerce with Rangecookers.co.uk and the Chester duo
has moved beyond the virtual world to bricks and mortar too

Words David Bridle
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f you ever haveto call Dyson about anew vacuum

cleaner,it@a pretty fair bet that it won®be

company founder Sir ames Dyson who answers
thephone. But call Chester-based Rangecookers and
the salesperson you speak toislikely to have come
up with some of the most successful cooker designs
onthemarket.

Product designerswho sell?Unusual, certainly.
But perhapsnot assurprisingasit may seem, given
that thisshowroom and e-commercebusinessis
owned by two men who®e lived and breathed
cookersfor most of their workinglivesbwho better
toadvise on the best cooker to buy?

Chris Parker,44,and Andrew Longbeld, 45,are a
softly-spoken designer duo.They started Bigblue
Product Design,the award-winning consultancy
that put the spark intothe Stovesbrand and quickly
followed thisby lightingthe breunder Premium
Appliance Brands, designingall of itsappliances

in the early days. Brands such as Credaand Aga
alsofeaturein their CV.

Parker,md and Longpeld, director and com pany
secretary, are both former Stoves employees, soit@
perhapsnosurprisethat StovesGormer salesand
marketing director Guy Weaver was an early
customer for their Bedgling consultancy businessin
themid 1990s. Havingwon aV&A Classic Design
Award for their work for Stoves, Parker and
Longbeld®drawing boards quickly started working
overtimewhen Weaver later set up PABin 2002,
looking once again to Bigblueto come up with the
goods. Bigblue@credentials areim peccable. Hailed
by Weaver as combining keen commercial
awarenesswith uniqgueand innovative design, their
recognisably British design haswowed customers
across Europe and the Far East lookingto make
productswith debnitive Brit appeal.

In 1994, when Bigblue launched, they initially
only sold productsthey@had ahand in designing
themselves. They have since built up their online
repertoire,tothe point wherethe website now
features cookersfrom 22 manufacturers,aswell as
refrigerators, hoods, built-in ovensand hobs,
splashbacks,wine coolers and accessories.And given
theonlineinterest,it made senseto show off som e of

We never set out to be
s ; the cheapest. We see

ourselves as the John
‘ﬁ- Lewis of range cookers

This italian-made
Bertazzoni X36 6
MFE dual-fuel
rangecooker takes
eye-catching pride
of place in the

Rangecookers
showroom window. ..

Yet despite havingplenty of successto shout about,
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With over 20 range cookers on display, the open plan showroom
offers a wide choice for the buyer

the best-sellers@n the Resh®2007 saw the launch of
a200sq m canalside showroom,which Bigblue calls
National Display Centre. It showcasesrange cookers
from Stoves, Britannia, Rangemaster, Cannon,
Mercury, Lacanche and Bertazzoni amongothers.

Not only doesthe Chester showroom contribute
to Bigblue®£6m annual turnover, but it@become
aliveproduct test centre. By Pndingout brst-hand
what turnsbuyerson to aparticular product, they
gain valuableinformation to be salted away for future
use.ealingdirectly with the publicin thisway is
the best feedback you® ever get on your products,0
says Parker.

Thewebsiteisamodel of navigational ease,
leading customers quickly and easily to the cooker
they®e lookingfor. But thereis also some clever stuff
goingon behind the scenesto enhancethe shopping

experience. Customers can see how the cookerslook
in different colourways, get close-upsof the controls
and thehob and see how it looksin-situ.

Thesitealsofeaturesthe 3D Rangeviewer B
aBigblue-designed visual tool which makesit possible
toview a cooker from any angle, open doors, zoom
in on detail and view special features, creatinga
Qirtual showroom @hat®proved to be amarketable
commodity in itsown right.

Longpbeld explains: @hen we started we didn®
seemuch evidence of e-commercebeingdone
properly. We®e specialistsand we worked to show
that through the website.We believe we do that
better than anyone else. Many manufacturersuse
our site,and sales departmentsuseit asaresourceO
Thesitemay list fully inclusive prices, with special
offersand package prices, but it isemphatically not

apile-it-high, sell-it-cheap outlet. Parker says:

QWe never set out to bethe cheapest. We see ourselves

asthe bhn Lewis of range cookersO

The Rangecooker showroom isin an attractive
development of wharf-style buildings closeto
Chester city centreand hasmorethan 20 cookers
on display, but what makesthe open-plan showroom
unusual isthat the ofPce and design department is
also on display; tucked in the corner,customerscan
seetheteam of youngdesigners-cum-sales advisors
at work.Qf you call up, the designersare goingto be
the onespickingup the phone,Gsays Parker, Go it
meansyou®eimmediately talkingto avery high
calibre person O

LongPeld agrees.Gustomers can tell that,Che says.

Ohey know they®e not talkingto acall centre. They

realise they®@efound the expertsand then they can

DEALINGDIRECTLY WITH THE PUBLIC IN THIS WAY IS THE BEST FEEDBACK
YOULL EVERGET ON YOUR PRODUCTS

E 'ﬂ___

ey T —

e PRROR PP

e

".'fw

wwuw.ekbbusiness.co.uk



WEBE SPEQALISTSAND WE WORKED
TO SHOW THAT THROUGH THE WEBSITE
LUE BELIEVE WE DO THAT BETTER THAN

ANYONE BLSE

Bigblue developed the 3D Rangeviewer for the Rangecookers
website: it allows customers to see the cooker from every angle

Customers know they're

not talking to a call centre. FJ . .;_'1,1
They realise they've a
found the experts and

then they choose their cooker

choose their cookerParker admitsthat not every
designer found it easy to doubleup asa sales adviser.
@ lot of designers bnd thisa strange environment,
but combining design and retail really worksfor us.
Most of all Bit works for the customerO

Theteam know the product well enough to even
advise on cookingtechniquesand are often asked
for their opinion on colour.@t@alwaysatricky one,O
admits Longpbeld, who saysthere®a bit of aherd
instinct when it comesto choosingahue. Green has
been abandoned for black with primary coloursand
cranberry bndingfavour.

All staff have been on therelevant manufacturer
trainingcourses and Parker and LongPeld are
passionate about trainingand keen to give up-and-
comingdesignersachance. They®e worked closely
with the design department at Nottingham Trent
University to offer a sought-after third year
placement Bthree of the current team joined the
company after graduatingfrom the course.

Ve don®have resourcestoburn, but your people
are key,Gsays Parker. Ve treat students as employees
and most of them don®want to go back and dotheir
Pnal yearO

Thefresh ideasgenerated by the studentsare
welcomed, but thisisn®the place for Rashy, form-
over-function design. LongPeld and Parker are men
who like heavy metal Bthe cast-iron sort Pand it®
itemssuch assolid cast griddles, knobs or handles
that turn them on.

Says Parker: We dislike anything fake Bone
material masqueradingasanother,or anything
visually surplustorequirements. If it@made of
plastic, people know it. Materials come way above
featuresfor usQt®a belief shared with PABD
another reason they havestruck up such a
productiverelationship.They®e keen not to
compromise on materials,Cadds Parker. Ve have
astrongrapport and common aimsO

Despite designingother products such askettles,
medical equipment and mobile CCTV systemsfor
nightclubs,it@cookersthey love.(Theideafor us
was always about focusand doingonethingwell,O
says Parker. Certainly there@no shortage of suitors
knockingon thedoor looking for their product design
skillsBthough some are morewelcomethan others.
QVe havealot of peoplewho approach usto make
their product but most of them seem totally Bawed
tous,Gsays Longbeld. Ot was temptingto do
everything, but we®@efound our niche O
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Functional yet stylish detailing mark out this
Bigblue-designed Quisina by James Martin
cooker range for PAB, inspired by the chef®
love of sports cars

:
Heavy metal Btough, no-nonsense castings
and solid knobs on the Cuisina by James
Martin range

Parker and Longfield®love of solid metal is
shown to perfection on this White-
Westinghouse oven handle, another
collaboration with PAB
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Bigblue Product Design Ltd

Who are we?Chris Parker, md, Andrew Longfield, director and company secretary
Where are we?1 Colchester House, The Square, Seller Street, Chester CH1 3AP.

Tel:01244 400 224. www.rangecookers.co.uk

What we do Specialist supplier of range cookers; designers of cooking appliances

and other products to industry

Business history Bigblue was established as a design partnershipin 1994,
leading to projects for Creda, Stoves and AGA. Central St Martins graduates

Chris and Andrew applied their design acumen to e-commerce in 2001 launching
Rangecookers.co.uk, and opened their new design studio and showroomin 2007

Sales stats 2007-2008 sales turnover in excess of £6m

Stafbng levels Bigblue currently has 10 people on the payroll, including

professional designers and customer service staff

Favourite customer “An enthusiastic cook who cares as much about the detail
as we do, and whoa'is looking for genuine advice on the best cooker for their needs.
They're not always the ones with the largest disposable incomes,’ says Parker,

“but they've decided that they're going to have the best range cooker they

can afford”

Least favourite customer "Somebody just looking to price-match a discount

operator”

Strange but true "A man once came to us to design his idea for a disposable
loo brush. Disposable anything doesn't really fit in with our ethic”
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A lot of designers find this a strange
environment, but combining design
and retail really works for us.

Most of all - it works for the customer

Not many retailers have the design department working in one corner of the showroom
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