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Peak of new shopping

Downtown Apex enjoys retail renaissance on Salem Street
BY VICKIE JEAN DEHAMER, STAFF WRITER

APEX - Brad Hipps was a son out of work. Larry
Hipps was a father tired of being retired.

One day last fall, Larry Hipps called his 26-
year-old son with a proposition that also called
both of their bluffs.

Larry Hipps found the perfect spot for the
outdoor store they had been talking about
opening for months.

"I said, 'Dad, are you serious about this?'"
Brad Hipps said. "We've always talked about
it. But we never did it."

Dad was serious.

Anxious about the economy, but counting on
his research that they could survive far away
from big box retailers like Dick's Sporting
Goods and REI, Larry Hipps signed a lease in
downtown Apex.

And in November they opened Tobacco Road
Outdoors.

The father-and-son duo is the latest to start a
business in downtown Apex in recent months.

They're banking on a quaint Salem Street
location and proximity to growth to save them
from a bad economy.

The Chamber of Commerce flaunts its homey
awnings and little ice cream shop for
newcomers and the town's planning board
guards its old brick buildings and subtle
signage with appearance codes.

And for a town that has grown 74 percent
since 2000 - currently home to about 35,000
people - the downtown area seems more and
more attractive to merchants who want foot
traffic without the pricier leases of bigger
shopping centers.

When a major portion of Salem was renovated
a few years ago, it became all the more
attractive.

"That whole block was a mess," said Mike
Andreas, president of the Downtown
Merchant's Association, which brainstorms
ways for Salem Street retailers to bring
shoppers downtown.

And they have some competition.

Beaver Creek Commons, a mega-shopping
center with a movie theater, several
restaurants and big chains, opened up the
road in 2007.

That forced Salem Street to differentiate.

"Now we're focused on mom and pops," Andreas said.
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Tobacco Road Outdoors opened in November in
downtown Apex, adding another new store to
historic Salem Street. It's one of several small
businesses to have populated the street's
storefronts in recent months.

Tobacco Road Outdoors employee Kyle Denis,
left, helps the Mulqueens: Peggy, Catherine, 14
and Owen, 7.
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He points out there's several eateries, gift
shops, art galleries, clothing shops -
everything but a grocery store.

Even though he says it has been a "lean
year," several new faces have set up shop on
the historic street:

Woodside Bike Shop, specializing in mountain
and BMX bikes, opened in November.

The space formerly housed an electric scooter
shop.

OP Lauren, a women's clothing boutique,
opened in September.

Harmony Pilates Studio moved from another
location in Apex, opening in the Salem Street
Promenade building in June.

All Booked Up, a used book store, opened in May.

Ocean Grill, a fine-dining seafood restaurant, opened in April.
The restaurant relocated from a Cary location.

Peak City Pharmacy opened in August.

Green Pea Nursery, an eco-friendly baby and toddler shop, moved from its original location down the
street in July.

Anna's Pizzeria, which opened in 2008, added room for 60 more diners and a second bar in
December.

Meanwhile, Brad Hipps is optimistic he and his father made the right decision.
Optimistic outlook

They've sold about $50,000 worth of merchandise since opening.
Larry Hipps said they've had a tremendous amount of foot traffic.
They predict things will get even better.

"I really feel like three, four years down the road downtown Apex will be a really hopping place,"
said Larry Hipps, a 55-year-old former chief executive officer of an aluminum company. "They always
have something going on, either a live concert outside, the farmer's market, the Christmas parade,
the film festival. People really enjoy walking up and down along the street."

Larry Hipps said there's a real camaraderie among the shopkeepers on Salem.

"Once we got into the downtown area, we really just fell in love with how the shops pull together,”
he said. "We've just had numerous people come in and say we really love to support the small
businessman."

To foster that feeling, he decided to put out a bowl of apples on their counter, free of charge.
The sign on their front door reads, "Come on in, y'all."
"A lot of our business decisions are made in my dad's garage at night after dinner,"” Brad Hipps said.

They promise to give an apple to every customer who wants one, whether they buy something or
not.

"Luckily, I've got a buddy in the produce business," Brad Hipps said.
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