

[image: image]




The Bookshop Book



 

 

Also by Jen Campbell

non-fiction

Weird Things Customers Say in Bookshops 
More Weird Things Customers Say in Bookshops

poetry

The Hungry Ghost Festival




THE
BOOKSHOP
BOOK


Jen Campbell


Constable • London




 


 


 


 


 


CONSTABLE


First published in Great Britain in 2014 by Constable


Copyright © Jen Campbell, 2014


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


UK ISBN: 978-1-47211-666-6 (hardback)
UK ISBN: 978-1-47211-670-3 (ebook)


Constable
is an imprint of
Constable & Robinson Ltd
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.constablerobinson.com





OPEN FOR THE STRANGEST ADVENTURES



This is a room of transpositions and tricks,


of tiny time machines lined up, a spectrum of spines.


In this room, two people kept apart


for three hundred pages can begin to love each other


at an altitude of fifteen hundred feet in the Sunday air.


And the air is turning, is it not? It is filling


with flesh smells and fruit smells,


it is thick with swarms of flitting black letters.


Life appears where there was no life.


Where the world was flat and angular, suddenly


it is round, like an orange.


In one corner the Macondo sun shines


brilliantly on a woman with shoes the colour


of old silver and a hat made of tiny flowers.


She browses near a man who moves among the shelves


systematically, serenely, running his hands


over covers and titles in the same parsimonious way


he papered his house with banknotes.


Elsewhere, a cast of characters become complete,


three-dimensional and disgraceful in a faded front room,


answering their own distressing questions.


Though outside it is raining and unspectacular,


inside (somewhere in the stopover between


being and oblivion) there is lightness and weight,


soul and body, words misunderstood –


for nothing more than the turn of a page.


Rebecca Perry




 


 


 


bookshops are
time machines
spaceships
story-makers
secret-keepers
dragon-tamers
dream-catchers
fact-finders
& safe places.


 


(this book is for those
who know this to be true)





A BRIEF HISTORY:
THE WORLD OF BOOKS


Bookshops are full of stories. Not just stories on shelves, but those hidden away. There are the stories of bookshop owners, and all the books they read that made them fall in love with reading. There are the stories of authors, and why they wrote their first book. There are the stories of second-hand books, and all the people who owned them. And there’s the story of every single customer who walks through the door. We all love stories, with their sense of mystery and adventure.


At the antiquarian bookshop where I work part-time, a little girl once told me she loves bookshops because they are houses for stories. Another asked if she could get to Narnia through one of the bookcases. A young boy suggested I get a dragon to guard all the books in the shop when I wasn’t there. When I asked him if that mightn’t be a fire hazard, he rolled his eyes and told me that obviously I’d have to get a trained one.


Sadly I’m yet to find a bookshop dragon, let alone a trained one, but it’s true that stories have always been associated with magic. Some of the earliest writing ever found, in southern Iraq from 4,000 BC, was used to record horoscopes. Archaeologists have also found Chinese writing on 50,000 tortoise shells, called Oracle Bones, on which shamans would carve questions before examining them by firelight as an early form of divination.


I’ve never written on shells myself and, despite a strong desire to work at Flourish and Blotts, I don’t think I’m a witch, but when I was much younger I loved writing short stories about witches, sometimes on tree leaves using gel pens. I also remember writing secret notes using lemon juice as invisible ink – something I’d learnt from Enid Blyton. To make the writing visible you’d have to iron the paper and, as no parent’s going to let their child use an iron, it wasn’t so much invisible ink as impossible ink, but it was still fun. When I was twelve I moved on to machinery, writing a biography of my dead hamster on a ridiculously loud typewriter that would drive my parents mad as I powered on late into the night, the sound of typing punctured by gasps whenever my fingers got jammed between the keys. I thought the story was a masterpiece and secretly posted the manuscript off to Penguin in the hope they might publish it. (Wisely, they didn’t).


We’ve written tales on many things over the past few thousand years: stone tablets, ivory, tree bark, palm leaves... Historians have even discovered copies of The Iliad and The Odyssey written out on the dried skins of serpents. The Ancient Romans used the inner bark of trees to write on, a peel called liber, which in turn became the Latin word libri, meaning book, and subsequently livre, libro and library. The Ancient Greeks wrote on parchment, the Egyptians on papyrus; the Chinese invention of paper didn’t reach Europe for nearly a thousand years.


In the Ancient world, most books were read out in public by would-be writers – the notion of silent reading came much later – and if an audience approved, it was likely that a patron would pay to have the author’s work copied out by slaves. Such patrons were the first publishers, and the book stalls they would set up near temples and in the food markets of central town squares were the first bookshops.


By the 1400s books were being created by carving a print block out of a huge chunk of wood, dipping it into ink and pressing it onto paper – a very inefficient method, because the block would often break. But in 1450, when Johann Gutenberg developed a moving printing press in Germany that enabled books to be produced faster and more cheaply, literacy was able to spread to the masses. Vespasiano da Bisticci, a famous bookseller in Florence, was so outraged that books would no longer be written out by hand that he closed his bookshop in a fit of rage, and became the first person in history to prophesy the death of the book industry.


So what about the booksellers and bookshops who didn’t throw their toys out of their prams? Bookshops as physical places only became prevalent from the 1500s onwards. For thousands of years before, travelling booksellers went from town to town selling books. (See the booksellers of Montereggio on page 151, and the Bouquinistes in Paris on page 111). The first mention of a bookseller setting up a bookshop permanently in London is recorded as late as 1311. The early booksellers often sold other wares too, such as fabrics and plain parchment, and with the invention of the moving printing press they took on the role of bookbinders, often designing bespoke book covers for customers with their initials embossed on the cloth which, for a premium, could be dyed a particular colour.


We’ve now reached the twenty-first century through a period of intense change for the book industry in recent years, with the rise of chain bookshops soon followed by their swift decline, the exponential growth of online shopping and the invention of the e-reader. So much has changed, indeed, that a lot of people have again been asking: are physical books and bookshops still relevant? But when so much of our lives is spent on computers, dealing with concepts and files that we can’t actually hold in our hands, the idea of a shopping experience, and of a physical book, is perhaps more important than ever before.


Running a bookshop is no easy task: some are closing due to increased rents, business rates, and retail giants undercutting prices – but I think we forget that it’s always been a challenge. Think of the travelling booksellers who walked, carrying books, for hundreds of miles; think of monks who, a thousand years ago, had to handwrite every single book; think of the fight for freedom of speech and freedom of information – still a very real battle in many parts of the world today.


In response to all these challenges, bookshops across the globe are certainly showing what they’re made of. In April 2014 Sanlian Taofen Bookstore in Beijing opened its first twenty-four-hour bookstore, generating a massive boost in sales. Book Towns are sprouting up all over the world, to save local economies and form stronger communities. At the Winter Conference of the American Booksellers Association in early 2014, its CEO Oren Teicher reported that sales of e-books were starting to plateau and that many independent bookshops in the States had their best ever Christmas. Philip Jones, the editor of the Bookseller magazine in the UK, is confident that proactive independent bookshops have the room and potential to continue to grow. It’s an exciting time for bookshops: they’re fighting harder than perhaps they’ve ever had to; consequently they’ve become more inventive than they’ve ever had to be.


As for me, I’ve moved on from writing books about my dead hamster. I’ve worked in bookshops for seven years now, with new and old books, in England and in Scotland, and find them to be magical places, instilling a sense of wonder and adventure in children, and offering a haven in a busy world for all of us to stop and think. They are portals to infinite possibility and they are, as that little girl once said to me, houses for stories.


Stories connect people: I want to share the stories of three hundred wonderful bookshops across six continents, and thoughts from famous authors about their favourite bookshops, too. These days, we’ve got booksellers in cities, in deserts, and in the middle of a rain forest; we’ve got travelling bookshops, and bookshops underground. We’ve got bookshops in barns, in caravans and in converted Victorian railway stations. We’ve even got booksellers selling books in the middle of a war.


Are bookshops still relevant? They certainly are.


All bookshops are full of stories, and stories want to be heard.





BOOKSHOPS AROUND
THE WORLD &
THOUGHTS
FROM THOSE
WHO LOVE THEM





Europe




 

 

 



Set aglow by the setting sun, the magic of The Bookshop was on display. Dark wooden shelves stuffed with books surrounded me as the room opened into a large gallery. My nostrils were filled with the musky aroma of old pages and dust. There were original fireplaces set into the walls, hardwood floors that seemed to stretch on and on, chandeliers overhead, and, in the shadows of the evening, I could see that there were little trinkets and treasures everywhere... Oil paintings rested against the walls while random antiques – a bowler hat here or a stuffed pheasant there – were artfully and often humorously set on display. Through another doorway, past the Children’s section and into a long hall, Euan pointed above me and I looked up to see a skeleton hanging from the ceiling, playing the violin...

As we continued further in, rooms opened on to each other, each with its own character. The Transportation Room was a small stone room off the main hall filled with books on transportation of all kinds. Under the room’s wooden floor Euan opened a trap door to reveal a working model train, which rode through a replica of Wigtown’s square – it was so secret and hidden that no one would have known it was there... The hall then led to a door into a garden, where there was a small stone building aptly named the Garden Room, stuffed with more books and antiques...

It was, indeed, the ideal bookshop.

from Three Things You Need to Know
About Rockets by Jessica A. Fox






Scotland

♦

Wigtown

On the west coast of Scotland, surrounded by salt marsh and forest, you’ll find Wigtown. Known as the National Book Town of Scotland, it’s also a place where everyone (quite charmingly) knows everyone else’s business. It has a population of just one thousand and, when I arrived in 2012, ten people approached me within half an hour asking if I’d met Shaun Bythell yet. Shaun is a bit of a local legend. He runs the largest bookshop in Wigtown – in fact, The Bookshop is the largest second-hand bookshop in Scotland – and for some time he had, as these people kept telling me, been wanting to write a book like my own (Weird Things Customers Say in Bookshops). Their advice was to keep my head down and avoid him, because he was apparently quite annoyed that I’d got there first. Not wanting to become the most hated woman in Wigtown or be chased down the street by an angry Scottish bookseller, I spent my first day rummaging through Wigtown’s other bookshops instead, because there are quite a few of those.

Back in the day, Wigtown used to be on the railway, but the line closed in the 1960s and led to the decline of the town’s main employer, the Bladnoch Creamery. A decade later John Carter, a jeweller based in nearby Newton Stewart, was burgled. He wasn’t insured, and couldn’t afford to re-stock his shop, so he decided to sell cheaper products instead: he decided to sell books. Over the next thirty years the bookshop grew, and relocated to Wigtown’s town square, where it became The Bookshop. With work in the town still short, and the success of the now very large bookshop, the folk of Wigtown got together and put in a bid to become Scotland’s ‘National Book Town’. Five other towns were also bidding for the chance to become the Hay-on-Wye of Scotland (see page 102) – to hopefully share the success of the little town near the Welsh border, whose fortunes had been transformed by its remarkable number of bookshops. Wigtown won, and a call was put out to booksellers and book-lovers across the country: Come on an adventure with us – move here and open a bookshop!

And people came. Moira McCarty moved her bookshop down from the Orkneys; Richard and Marion van de Voort transported their science fiction bookshop from London to Scotland; Angela Everitt came from the north-east of England to set up a feminist bookshop and café. Scotland’s National Book Town became a big success. Bookshops opened up and down the main square, in warehouses, and in people’s living rooms. Wigtown went a step further: it launched an annual book festival. Every autumn for a week and a half, the literati of the UK and beyond descend, and festival organisers, booksellers, bed-and-breakfast owners, authors, readers and volunteers work around the clock to put on 200 book events in just ten days. It’s brilliant – and utterly mad.

So that’s how I came to know Wigtown – doing a book talk during festival season. It has two dozen book businesses, from bookshops to book binders and publishers – the Box of Frogs, the Old Bank, Book Corner, Byre Books in a barn filled with wonderfully obscure books on myths and fairy tales – and after a cheerful festival volunteer had driven me the fifty-four miles from the nearest railway station at Dumfries, telling me proudly all about his family heritage, about all the famous authors he’d chauffeured around, and how Wigtown is perfect for stargazing because it has the darkest skies in Europe, I set out to explore as many of these bookshops as I could.

My first port of call was ReadingLasses Bookshop & Café. There aren’t many things in life better than books, tea and cake (if you disagree, I’m afraid we can never be friends), and at ReadingLasses, where you can get all three at the same time, you soon lose any desire to leave. Not to mention the fact that they have an excellent bookshop dog: a spaniel, who goes by the name of Rupert Earl O’ the Machars.

‘Susan and I bought the shop with the aim of making it a place where people can come and just be,’ said Rupert’s owner, Gerrie Douglas-Scott. ‘There’s space to work; there’s space to read; there’s space to eat, and we even have “Rooms Above the Books” for people to stay.’

Gerrie doesn’t just run the bookshop: she’s also a Humanist Celebrant – so when she’s not organising author events or buying in books she’s whizzing around the south-west of Scotland performing weddings, often on windswept beaches. Indeed, she adds, ‘We’ve done three weddings actually inside the bookshop. At the end of the ceremony I get the town buildings to ring their bells, and then a local piper comes in and we all have a party. There’s something very moving about it.’ As she said this, I resolved immediately to get married inside a bookshop one day, and berated myself for never having thought of it before. As Gerrie says: ‘Who wouldn’t want to get married in a room full of love stories?’

Several books heavier and contemplating leaving London for the west coast of Scotland, I went on to the Wigtown Book Festival opening party. We were huddled in a tent, rain was falling, there were questions over whether the fireworks would work, and despite advice from the local population, I managed to run straight into Shaun. Shaun-who-apparently-didn’t-like-me-Shaun. Red-faced and embarrassed, I found myself stammering a lot and offering profuse apologies for having written a book called Weird Things Customers Say in Bookshops before he had. Shaun raised an eyebrow and grinned. ‘I don’t know if you’ve heard, Jen, but I’m too bloody grumpy to pull off a book like that.’ Then he handed me a gin and tonic.

And just like that, he became one of my favourite booksellers.

Shaun bought The Bookshop from John Carter nearly fifteen years ago. The place is huge: it has over a mile of shelving, with some 100,000 books. When he took the bookshop on, none of the shelves had been made to fit, and ‘everything was a little wonky.’ Doors between the different rooms meant that customers thought they weren’t allowed to go through into the other sections, so Shaun got rid of these as soon as possible: ‘Unfortunately, opening the place up means the bookshop is now bloody freezing,’ he says. ‘...but then this is Scotland.’ There’s an old fireplace next to the poetry shelves, a transport section with a model railway running under the floorboards, and a bookshop cat that quite often runs away from home. Those who have read the (rather suspicious-looking) rave online reviews of The Bookshop’s delicious lobster bisque and seafood platter might be a little disappointed to find out that it serves neither of these things (in fact it doesn’t have a café at all) – but it does have an owner with a slightly wicked sense of humour who enjoys spending time on TripAdvisor. One of Shaun’s latest projects is the Random Book Club, where customers anywhere in the world can pay an annual fee to have a random second-hand book delivered to their door every month. After fourteen years of selling books, the main thing Shaun says he has learned is that anyone who comes in asking for books in a foreign language is just showing off: ‘They never buy anything. And we have a pretty good stock of foreign nonsense.’

Shaun’s house is actually attached to the bookshop. A staircase is roped off with a sign saying ‘Private’, but during the festival he opens his doors and the rooms overflow with writers and artists in various stages of inebriation. He has also, as a nod to Shakespeare and Company (see page 112), built a mezzanine floor in the middle of the shop with a double bed so people can stay during the festival. ‘One day a woman came in and wanted to book the place for the Tuesday,’ Shaun tells me.

‘I told her we’d all be out that night at the Literary Pub Quiz, but to let herself in at the side door. Well, I completely forgot she was coming. We all came back from the quiz and at about 2 a.m. when I was sorting out where everyone could sleep, I said to an author, “Oh, you can go and sleep in the bed in the bookshop!” and off he went. The poor bloke climbed into the bed, and the poor lady sat up straight and hit him, crying: “I beg your pardon! I’ve paid twenty quid to sleep here!”’

The other question I was asked when I visited Wigtown, alongside ‘Have you met Shaun yet?’ was ‘Have you met Jessica Fox?’ At first, I had no idea who this was. ‘She’s away at the moment,’ they said. ‘You must come back when she’s here!’ ‘She’s American, you know. She’s so full of energy.’ One lady even beckoned me close, so she could whisper in my ear: ‘Jessica used to work at NASA... and she does something called yoga!’ Each time someone mentioned her, I grew more intrigued.

Jessica, I discovered, had indeed worked for NASA. She’s also a filmmaker, and had always dreamed of visiting a second-hand bookshop in Scotland. One day, dissatisfied with life in LA, she opened her laptop and Googled ‘used bookshop, Scotland’. Shaun’s bookshop was the first link to appear. Nervous, but imagining walls lined with books right next to the sea, Jessica sent him an email asking if she could travel 5,000 miles to try her hand at being a bookseller, in his shop, for a month, for free.

The response from Shaun came back half an hour later: ‘Tell me a bit about yourself.’

So she did. They talked and, a few months later, Jessica packed up her bags and flew from LA all the way to Scotland. Thus began their bookshop love story, filled with windswept castles, woolly jumpers and grumpy bookshop-keeping. (Think 84, Charing Cross Road but with email and fewer powdered eggs). It certainly proves Gerrie’s theory about bookshops being romantic places. If you want to know the full story, you can check out Jessica’s book Three Things You Need to Know About Rockets.


♦

The Edinburgh Bookshop

My first job as a bookseller was at the Edinburgh Bookshop in Scotland. I grew up near Newcastle in the north-east of England, where there was, and still is, a sad lack of independent bookshops. So when I went to university in Edinburgh, I was amazed by how many bookshops the city had, and proceeded to explore them all. There’s the wonderfully named Elvis Shakespeare, a book and record shop down Leith Walk; the Gently Mad, a bookshop and bookbinder on Summer Place; Le Troubadour, an antiquarian bookshop owned by a man called Aeneas who previously ran an organic farm and weaving mill on the Isle of Mull; and McNaughtan’s Bookshop, which doubles as an art gallery, and was set up in 1957 by a major who had retired from the army. A local favourite of mine was Till’s, just around the corner from the university campus, a fantastic secondhand bookshop run by a friendly guy from Canada – more than anything I remember the smell of the place: a mixture of dust, vanilla and the kind of paper that’s been hiding stories for hundreds of years.

However, it was the Edinburgh Bookshop that pulled me in most. Set in the heart of Bruntsfield, it was opened eight years ago by Vanessa and Malcolm Robertson, and is now run by Marie Moser. Vanessa also runs Fidra, a small publishing company that specialises in rescuing neglected children’s books – I was an intern there before moving into the shop itself. It was the final year of my English Literature degree, and considering I spent most of my free time haunting bookshops it seemed prudent to try and be paid to spend time in one.

The Edinburgh Bookshop is a small but beautifully formed space, and I loved spending my Saturdays recommending books to local families. At the time we had a bookshop dog called Teaga, a huge, friendly Leon-berger who was adored by everyone, especially the postman (yes, really). Somehow we managed to convince most of the children that Teaga was actually Nana from Peter Pan. They’d look at her furry form in amazement and ask if they could ride her.

 





	[image: image]

	
❖

BOOKISH FACT


Lignin, an organic polymer found in trees, is chemically similar to vanillin, the primary extract of the vanilla bean. So when trees are made into books and kept for long periods of time, the lignin in the paper breaks down and starts to smell like vanilla.

This is why antiquarian books, and second-hand bookshops, smell so damn good.








I soon learned that parents would leave their children in the shop and disappear across the road to Tesco; that toddlers thought themselves ninjas and would try to climb the shelves; that middle-aged women would break down in tears if we didn’t have the latest Twilight book in stock. This is all part of the job.

We also had enthusiastic local authors, who would pop in to say hello, and J.K. Rowling spent her days writing in the café next door. (She complimented my skirt once; it made my year.) When Independent Booksellers’ Week introduced an event called Strictly Come Bookselling, to get authors into bookshops and make them booksellers for the day, it led to several local authors visiting the Edinburgh Bookshop to do just that. One of those authors is Ian Rankin. Another is Vivian French. I had a chat with them about why they love books, and why they think bookshops are important places.

• A CHAT WITH IAN RANKIN •

Ian Rankin is the Edinburgh-based author of the Inspector Rebus series, which has sold in the tens of millions around the world. His website is ianrankin.net and you can follow him on Twitter where he is @beathhigh


[image: Image] The first things I remember reading were comics. All the great comics that D.C. Thomson produced: the Beano, and the Dandy, and then the ones that were targeted at boys, the Victor and the Hotspur. I read them and I just got obsessed with storytelling.

There weren’t many books in our house. My parents weren’t great readers but we did have a local library. I would haunt that place. I’d take out the maximum number of books I could, and the biggest thrill for me was when they said: ‘OK, Ian, you’re now allowed to go into the adult section.’ I must have been about eleven or twelve at the time. The thing was, we had a cinema in our town, but because of the film classifications I wasn’t allowed to go and see the films I had an interest in seeing. But nobody stopped me reading the books. So books were exciting. They were taboo. They represented things the adult world didn’t really want me to see. When I was twelve, my Christmas present list included things like The Godfather and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, because I knew they were films I wasn’t old enough to go and see. Anything that was a 15 or 18 certificate, I would go and get the books, thinking ‘A-ha! Here’s something the grown-ups don’t want me to know about!’ Books were my way in.

As for bookshops, there wasn’t one in our village, but there was a newsagents with a rack of paperbacks. So I would go in there and flick through those. I’d read thrillers by Alistair MacLean, who I didn’t even realise was Scottish at the time: he wrote these big American-style thrillers and yet he was a native Gaelic speaker. Later I read Robert Ludlum, Frederick Forsyth... it was the usual Boys’ Own stories, really, but it was something that I could share with my dad. On the rare occasions when he did read a book, in the summer holidays, it would always be a thriller, so it was a way of cementing our relationship.

The first real bookshop I visited was in Kirkcaldy, which was about half an hour away on the bus. They had a John Menzies there, which was the Scottish equivalent of W.H. Smith, but when I was fifteen a proper bookshop opened: one that only sold books, and it was exciting because it sold literature, not just the bestsellers. You could go there and get the collected poems of Thomas Hardy, which I did. Though the first book I bought was actually Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago, Volume Two, which is slightly strange, I know. People had talked about him on TV, and I thought: ‘I have to buy this big fat book by this famous author, in this new bookshop,’ so I did. I never finished it. I probably still have it somewhere.

Now, living in Edinburgh, I can see the bookselling world has changed a bit. There used to be two big independent bookshops, family-owned: Thin’s and Bauermeister’s. When I was a student my girlfriend worked at Bauermeister’s, so I got a discount there, which was great. Both of those shops have gone now, though Thin’s has been taken over by Blackwell’s. I suppose the bookshop scene has contracted, but the good news is that a few bookshops have opened in Edinburgh in the past few years, including the Edinburgh Bookshop and Looking Glass Books. We’ve still got Waterstones, of course, and Blackwell’s, and we’ve got lots of second-hand bookshops, too.

The thing is, Edinburgh is still a city of literature. It’s a city that prides itself on the number of writers who have come from here, or who still work here. It’s got a big university, a big English Literature department; it’s got a captive audience of readers. The book festival is great, though it’s only two or three weeks of the year, and the UNESCO City of Literature put on as many events as they can, and get-togethers for writers as well. It’s certainly lively.

I took part in The Edinburgh Bookshop’s Strictly Come Bookselling one year, and I could hardly get near the till because the other authors enjoyed it so much. I think Maggie O’Farrell came in for a while, and Vivian French and Sara Sheridan gave it a go, too. It was fun, but it’s hard work, though I knew that from when my girlfriend worked at Bauermeister’s.

There are many books I’d love to recommend if I worked in bookselling. I always recommend The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie by Muriel Spark to people, especially those who aren’t great readers, as it’s only 125 pages, so it’s not going to put anyone off. It packs a lot in, though. It’s funny and it’s sad; it’s complex and it’s poetic. It’s very Edinburgh, too.

I’ve been to many different bookshops on tour. Powell’s in Portland, Oregon is always great fun (see page 186). It’s a whole city block, a huge bookshop, and they’ve got pretty much anything you could ever want. It’s a great place to browse as well as do events. It used to be the case, when I went to America, that every small town had an independent bookstore that specialised in crime. There used to be five or six in New York alone, and now I think there’s only one left. Where possible, I always try and visit crime bookshops that still exist. There’s one in Belfast called No Alibis, and of course we crime writers do have festivals and conferences where authors and readers can meet.

As a reader, I think bookshops are important because nothing beats the experience of browsing. You cannot replicate it online. In a well-run bookshop you are always going to find something that you want to read. If not, hopefully you can chat with the bookseller and they will tell you about something you didn’t know existed. You get that personal recommendation. You build up a relationship.

As for bookshops and children, I was just in the Edinburgh Bookshop last week when they were doing story-time for toddlers. The bookseller sits on the floor, with all the kids around, and they read together. It’s just brilliant. Although my kids are grown up now, I know all about taking your kids into bookshops and their excitement at finding some fantastic story with great illustrations, or something that’s got daft rhymes – it makes reading fun for them. They discover the stories, and you get to buy them for them and take them home. Then when you read them together you get just as much enjoyment out of it as they do.

Just a few days ago I was up in Perth visiting my sister. Her grand-daughter was there; she’s two years old and she’d received a lot of books for Christmas. All she wanted to do was sit up in an armchair and have me read the stories to her. It was a hoot. It just brought it all back, really. I remembered reading Green Eggs and Ham to my son when he was little, and before that reading the crime books with my dad over the summer holidays. It would be a very sad world without bookshops and literacy. Literacy is a ladder: just as comics took me to books, children’s stories take you to adult stories. Hopefully parents help their children build up a passion for reading, a passion for knowledge, and a passion for entertainment.

As a writer, bookshops are a huge connection between you and your readers. You bump into readers when you’re book shopping, and they say ‘Oh, I loved your last book: could you sign a book for me? Could you sign a book for my friend? Could you sign a book for my granny?’ Good bookshops put on events which connect writers with the public, but they’re also places I go to to buy books for research. While I’m there I also get to eye up the competition. I get to go into the shop and think, ‘How dare they have so many Norwegian crime novels?’ and then cheekily place my own books on top of them. You can always tell, when you’re travelling, which authors have been through the airport bookshops before you, because their books are the ones facing out on all the shelves.

If I could open any kind of bookshop, and sell anything I liked, I’d have to open a multi-media bookshop. I’d sell music books, but I’d also sell vinyl. There’d be live music from singer-songwriters, and a little café, too. I’d sit behind my desk with my feet up, and I wouldn’t give a damn if I didn’t sell anything. I would be playing my music. See, I’d be like Bernard Black. I’d read the books I wanted to read, sell the books I wanted to sell, play the music I wanted to play. And if nobody else liked my bookshop, they could go stuff themselves. [image: Image]
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❖

BOOKISH FACT


The word abibliophobia (noun) is the fear of running out of things to read.








• A CHAT WITH VIVIAN FRENCH •

Vivian French was best known in school for being extremely skinny and talking a lot. There she developed an attachment to words and later became an actor, then a storyteller, and finally a writer of children’s books. She is the author of more than two hundred books. She lives in Edinburgh, and has four grown-up daughters.


[image: Image] I’ve done three separate days of Strictly Come Bookselling with the Edinburgh Bookshop over the past few years, and I’ve loved all of them. I took part with various lovely authors, including Ian Rankin, Maggie O’Farrell, Lari Don and Sara Sheridan. It’s enough to make you realise just how hard booksellers work – it’s not about sitting around smiling, hoping people will buy things. Oh, no. And I love recommending books to people – although of course you do feel that responsibility to find them something they’re going to really treasure.

As for me, I love some of the more unknown, quirky books, and I’m a sucker for humour. It’s also fun to recommend books that have been around for quite a long time, and that people might have missed; that way it feels as though you’re playing a role in breathing life back into the story. Almost as though you’re part of it. Generally I’m a big fan of the Persephone classics (see page 95) and I actually managed to persuade three people to buy them whilst trying my hand at bookselling. My favourite is Miss Ranskill Comes Home. All of them are beautifully made.

As a parent, and as a children’s author, I particularly think it’s wonderful to let children loose in a bookshop; to let them look at the books, feel them and, most importantly, smell them. My oldest daughter, when she was four, used to carry around a very small edition of Julius Caesar’s The Gallic Wars, and she took it wherever she went. Of course, she couldn’t read it. She just knew that books were good, and she liked this particular one because of the way it felt in her hand. And because she could hug it.

If I opened up my own bookshop, I think I would mainly stock children’s books. There would be tea and cake, and lots of comfy chairs so customers could stay a while and make sure they’d found just the right book before buying it. I’d call my shop something like ‘The Powerhouse’ because I really do believe that words are the most powerful things in the world.

I noticed, working at the Edinburgh Bookshop, that sometimes people would come in and you could be quite sure they were there because it was pouring down with rain outside, and they had very little intention of buying anything. In those cases, I loved slowly starting to engage with them, in a non-pushy way, and just having a friendly chat. Normally this led to us talking about books, which of course we were surrounded by, and often I or another bookseller was then able to recommend a book so perfect that they were determined to buy it. I enjoyed chatting to people like this; it’s no use trying to push books on people. You can’t tell old ladies of ninety-two that they’re going to love The Hunger Games, can you?

I’m so local to the Edinburgh Bookshop that when I stop by these days I often find myself enthusiastically recommending things to people, and you can see the customers thinking ‘Who is this woman?’ I suppose I am guilty of getting a bit carried away – but that’s what one does, you see, when one loves books so very much! [image: Image]



 

♦

Loch Croispol Bookshop, Durness

In May 2013, the most remote bookshop in the UK went up for sale. Kevin and his partner Simon have run the bookshop and its restaurant, tucked up in the far north-western corner of Scotland, for the past fourteen years. It’s definitely remote (the nearest hospital is a hundred miles away), and sometimes it can be hard to get supplies, but its setting on the rugged Sutherland coast beside the sea is the perfect place to read a book. At the time of writing, it still hasn’t been bought. So, if anyone fancies it...

♦

Far From the Madding Crowd, Linlithgow

Jill Pattle’s bookshop confirms a suspicion I’ve had for a long time: that events in bookshops are more of a success when cake is involved. Far From the Madding Crowd has put on all kinds of events over the years, often involving baking. ‘We had our famous Harry Potter book launches,’ Jill tells me. ‘Midnight feasts on the pavements with Cauldron Cakes. We had a huge queue and lots of dressing-up was involved. We even had real owls to keep us company, including a gorgeous snowy owl, who fell asleep on his handler’s arm because it was past his bedtime! Where else would you have an event like that, in the middle of the night in a wee high street, but in an independent bookshop!’

♦

The Watermill, Aberfeldy

Ten years ago, Jayne and Kevin Ramage decided to leave London to set up a bookshop in Scotland. They found a run-down oatmeal mill in the middle of Perthshire, and have transformed it into three floors of books, an art gallery, a homeware section and a café. During the winter, the Watermill has had customers turn up to the bookshop on skis, and the biggest event they’ve ever done was in a local Scottish castle. Though Kevin admits that the e-reader has its place, he and Jayne go hiking in the Alps for three weeks every year, carrying the whole world on their backs, or 10 kg each, to be precise – 3 kg of which is books. (If you want more book-related exercise, check out John Green’s video ‘Fitness for Nerds’ on YouTube.)

The Watermill is so large that there’s a square foot of bookshop for every person in their town. ‘It’s a Grade I listed building,’ Kevin says. ‘But when we bought it, the insides had been taken over by the rain and the rats. We saw the potential, though, and the rest is history. I used to run the Owl Bookshop in Kentish Town, and whilst I enjoyed that, running a bookshop in London is very restricted when it comes to space, as rent is so high. Where we are now, we can allow books to breathe. We can put them face out; we can show them off to their best potential. We’ve been able to enter into the theatre of bookselling. Michael Palin opened the bookshop for us. It was a beautiful day, and he was stood on a Romeo and Juliet-style balcony, just off the children’s section, looking out over the car park, making a speech, and we were all below, listening. It was a very “Friends, Romans, countrymen!” type of affair.’

♦

The Mainstreet Trading Company, St Boswells

Just before we disappear over the Scottish border to look at bookshops in England, we need to talk about the Mainstreet Trading Company. I first met its owner Rosamund de la Hey five years ago; she was the children’s marketing director at Bloomsbury, and had decided to leave life in the Big Smoke to open a bookshop and café in an old auction house in Scotland, along with her husband Bill, a chef.

Since opening, they’ve expanded into a barn in the courtyard outside their bookshop and have a deli (opened by Tom Kitchin) and a home-ware section, and in 2012 were voted Independent Bookseller of the Year. Did I mention they also sell cheese? And the bookshop has two wonderful ‘Book Burrows’ tucked under the stairs, like Harry Potter bedrooms, where children can go to read and listen to audiobooks. Rosamund and the staff even created tiny homes, with Borrowers in them, hidden under the floorboards for customers to peer into.

‘It’s all about the intimacy of books,’ Rosamund tells me. ‘Bookshops are evolving. We’re now stronger, better and more focused than ever before – building on our community and our environment. We always keep in touch with our local bookshops – some of our favourites are Cogito Books in Hexham, and Forum Books in Corbridge.’ Teaming up with eight other bookshop owners, the Mainstreet Trading Company have set up the Borders Book Trail, producing a beautiful map and booklet to help tourists at the Borders Book Festival find local literary hotspots.
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❖

BOOKISH FACT


The Klencke Atlas is one of the world’s largest atlases, created in 1660 by the Dutch prince John Maurice of Nassau. Containing three dozen maps measuring nearly 6 foot by 6 foot, it requires six people to lift it. The book was a present for Charles II to mark the occasion of his restoration to the throne, and was said to contain all the geographical knowledge of the time. Today you can find it in the antiquarian mapping section of the British Library in London.

For 350 years this was the largest atlas in the world, until the creation of Earth Platinum in 2012 by the Australian publisher Millennium House. This book is bigger by a whole foot, and contains the world’s largest image in a book, a photograph of the Shanghai skyline. It is 272 gigapixels and made up of more than 12,000 images put together.
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