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Buyers need to look at themselves as sellers do
By Curtis Seltzer
Land buyers should think about the first impression they make on sellers. It can determine whether
a deal is reached and at what price. Here are two examples that illustrate the point.
Some years ago, I was ready to buy 200 acres of mostly pasture for $125,000. Everything about
this farm was a wreck. It hadn’t been maintained for 50 years, though the house had been
occupied. Most of the buildings could not be economically repaired, and they weren’t good enough
to begin with to give them new life. Every piece of fence had to be replaced. The ground, however,
was good, and its views and setting were wonderful.
The sellers -- heirs who were unloading the farm -- were asking $200,000, but would settle for
$150,000. A brother of the deceased owner was talking with potential buyers. He was in his 70s, a
fellow who had spent his life as a small farmer. I knew him, but not very well. I figured the $25,000
difference between what he wanted and what I was willing to pay would be quickly spent in fixing
fence, roadwork and demolition.
I wrote up a contract and arrived at the appointed hour at his house. His wife had made coffee. We
sat at the kitchen table. I came in with an old hand-made leather briefcase that had once been
classy and was still beaten-up classy. I put the briefcase on the table. Their eyes grew wide, as I
drew out the contract. I don’t think they had ever seen a briefcase in their house before, and if they
had, they did not have fond memories of it.
I realized that my briefcase had sent the wrong message. I should have taken the contract out of
my back pocket. I was dressed right, nothing fancy, just jeans. But the briefcase didn’t “smell” right
to these sellers. I considered taking it off their table and putting it on the floor, but that would have
appeared like I was hiding it. So it sat there for 30 minutes like a 1,000-pound gorilla.
What looked like a deal, evaporated before my eyes…because the seller saw my briefcase as
representing a “me” he didn’t know…and did not trust.
Here’s the second example.
A year or so later, I bought a new, fire-engine-red Toyota T-100 pickup truck. A consulting forester
and I drove to a 2,200-acre property the day after I had driven it home. The truck was very new,
very shiny, very clean and very red.
The acreage was a beautiful farm that had been state-of-the-art for beef cattle in the 1940s. It had
dozens of white-painted, wooden buildings—all high-maintenance. The main house was new, built
by a fellow who had made a lot of money in the coal business. It had an indoor pool, a projection
room and all the other features you might imagine.
I was interested in about 100 to 300 acres of woods. I had about $2,000 in cash in the bank at the
time. But I did have a friend in Boston who could buy the whole thing at the right price and work
me into the deal for what I wanted. The seller had not exactly put a price on it, but had introduced
it at about $4.5 million.
My forester and I were dressed for woods walking. I wore a ballcap. I left my briefcase in the truck.
As we rolled slowly to a stop in the courtyard, all eyes turned toward the big, shiny, as new-ascould-be, red truck. The farm manager who was representing the widow and his assistants followed
my braking to a stop like it was the President rolling up in Air Force One. I watched them watching
me.
As I got out, I heard the farm manager mumble to one of his boys, “Big Money From Virginia.”
My new truck had killed all negotiations. Once the seller’s representatives had categorized me as Big
Money From Virginia, I could not get a firm asking price out of them for weeks and when I did it was

higher than what I had been told initially.
Sometimes a briefcase is just a briefcase. But at other times, it is a symbol in the sellers’ eyes. And
sometimes it’s best to look at land in a new truck only if it is adequately mucked up with fresh mud.
My friend and I still laugh over BMFV. We both knew how mistaken that first impression was.
Curtis Seltzer is a land consultant who works with buyers and helps sellers with marketing plans. He
is author of How To Be a DIRT-SMART Buyer of Country Property at www.curtis-seltzer.com where
his weekly columns are posted.
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