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Foreword



Hay-on-Wye is the brand leader among literary festivals. It has been going for over thirty-five years. It attracts over two hundred thousand people every year to a town of fifteen hundred inhabitants on the border between England and Wales. With more than twenty bookshops, if any town in Britain is synonymous with the world of books, this is it.


But why Hay? Other festivals are older. It is a difficult place to reach by public transport from Manchester, Birmingham, London or Cardiff, and not particularly easy by car. It is notably lacking in large hotels and the conventional manifestations of a media hub. Nor does its longstanding agricultural heritage make it the likeliest fulcrum of the written word. It is true that the possibilities for a festival in Hay were developed with exceptional entrepreneurial verve in the late 1980s and subsequently, but the answer to the ‘Why Hay?’ question is the extraordinary Richard Booth. It was his force of personality that transformed an obscure border town making an uncertain living into an international phenomenon.


Booth set up his first shop in 1962. By the early 1970s, in a development that would have been as laughable as it was unpredictable, other bookshops were beginning to appear. Some were direct competitors, some were offshoots of Booth’s original and some simply sensed an opening. Booth himself was selling around two thousand books a week at that point. By the end of the decade, he was selling ten times that number. The 1978 Guinness Book of Records acknowledged Booth’s as the world’s largest second-hand bookseller, with shelves running to 8.12 miles and a stock of about a million books. There were around twenty other bookshops in the town and the growth seemed unstoppable. By 1986, no fewer than forty bookshops were represented in Hay, employing some 150 people – a tenth of the town’s population. The bookshop explosion was outlandish, but genuine.


If setting up a shop that also sold books and antiques was a whim, it is clear that Booth was soon seized with a wish to make bookselling the town’s unique selling point. He had an extraordinary singlemindedness, drive and determination to bring to Hay – in the 1960s more than ever a backwater in the international marketplace – sustainable prosperity. And the thousands who came to buy books testify to his success, and to what an extraordinary place it became within a few years of the first shop opening. That success later spawned imitations across the globe as ‘book towns’ became a new ‘ideal type’ for those with an interest in rural revival.


The launching and subsequent success of the Hay literary festival in 1988 took place despite and because of Richard Booth. He opposed the organisers’ plans for the festival, yet he had created the terrain in which it could flourish. The literary cred was there, and it was cleverly enhanced and nurtured by first Norman Florence and then his son Peter, in concert with countless people in Hay. But it was Booth who put the town on the map, and the aim of this book is to offer an account of how he did so.


It is not exactly a biography and doesn’t seek to detail every dusty book deal that Booth ever did. It lacks a specialist’s knowledge of the book trade. It also offers no judgement on where Booth’s theories on rural economic prosperity stand in the academic literature. It does aspire to present a readable account of how an eccentric, maddening, shambolic, hard-living businessman of innumerable contradictions managed, with a largely loyal staff, a ramshackle approach to recruitment, a flair for publicity and an extraordinary degree of determination, to create a world-famous phenomenon.


Richard Booth was a divisive figure. Beyond the briefest of encounters in the street, I never really met him. What follows is based on written material and the recollections of others. And among those, often there is little consensus. To some he was a benign, paternal, swashbuckling advocate for what his father’s generation would have called ‘the common man’. To others he was a shambolic, egotistical, capricious, unreliable spendthrift. That divisive quality – the fact that there is little agreement among those who knew him – makes the accurate depiction of the facts all the more important, and makes this book as much one of reporting as of analysis. If the reader is able to draw more settled conclusions than I am about a highly idiosyncratic figure, I am delighted.


Booth’s contribution to Hay, though, is not in doubt. He was not everyone’s favourite person, but if I had a pound for every time I heard the words ‘but he did a lot for the town’, I would be able to buy nearly as many drinks as he did in the Mason’s Arms and Blue Boar pubs. Hay and its countryside is nearly unrecognisable from the town I, then at school, first visited in 1966 when my parents bought a cottage a mile from its centre. I spent most of my school holidays there, escaping from London, and for most of my life, as now, it has felt more like home than anywhere else.


Not that that makes me any more than a blow-in, of which Hay has many. How long a person has been spending time in Hay can become competitive, such is Hay’s pride in itself, its attractiveness to outsiders and the regrettable waning of much of ‘old Hay’. (It is inadvisable for those who think, after a few years, that they are beginning to settle in to ask one distinguished lady in Hay how long her family has been in the area: the answer, which she is generally too well-mannered to utter, is ‘since the crusades’.)


I have had connections there long enough and have sufficient childhood memories, though, for it, and neighbouring Llanthony, to remain a very special, almost magical place. I remember walking to the farm down the road to collect the milk, which was still cow-warm when poured on my cereal. In summer the car’s windscreen could do with being hosed down halfway to Hereford, so spattered was it with insects. Watch the River Wye for a few minutes in summer and I’d see copious fat salmon – about the length of a car bumper, I used to think – crash back into the water after some prodigious feat of fly-catching. The sheep and cattle used to stop what little traffic there was as they were walked through the streets to Russell, Baldwin & Bright’s market. There were blacksmiths, basket weavers, dry-stone wallers and fence layers aplenty, and those who lived in the countryside were able to remain unambiguously its yeoman defenders.


Hay still has a lot of bookshops, but the town’s success, and the internet, have made it a different place, for better or worse. It is at risk of being famous for being famous, a tourist destination in the middle of still beautiful if denuded countryside, rather than the place of Booth’s vision that book buyers felt they needed to visit. Recently, I am told, someone complained about a tractor being driven through the middle of Hay, which delivery vans now treat as their own. It isn’t quite what Richard Booth was aspiring to create. The law of unintended consequences has taken a major hand. Many local people have benefited from tourism, but many haven’t. What he did want, though, was economic sustainability for the town, and Hay has had that. Without Booth, Hay would be just another border town. His influence remains immense, and his story worth telling.










Main Characters



Anne, Mary and Joanna Booth − Booth’s sisters


Philip Booth − Richard’s soldier father


Elizabeth Booth – Richard’s Yardley heiress mother


Lennox Money − antiques dealer, friend and travelling partner of Booth from Oxford days


Hugh Vickers − opera-organising friend of Booth from Oxford


Lance Hughes − Hay-on-Wye vet and father figure to Booth


Elizabeth Westoll − daughter of Cumbrian farming family who married Booth in 1968


Frank English − carpenter, drinking partner and consigliere to Booth


Cotters (Michael Cottrill) − literature expert and long-serving Booth employee


Greg Coombes − Newport-born Booth employee who still works at the Cinema


Pat Wiggington/Thornton − ultra-loyal Booth PA and employee


Paul and Val Haynes − couple who met and married while working for Booth in the 1970s


April Ashley − one of Britain’s best-known transgender women who moved to Hay in 1975


Leon Morelli − London-based businessman whose move to Hay in the 1980s brought a fierce rivalry


Norman and Peter Florence − organisers of the Hay Festival


Victoria del Rio (aka Vicky, aka Tola) − high-born Spaniard who Booth met in Oxford in the late 1950s


Hope Stuart − Booth’s widow


Lucia Stuart − daughter of Hope from her first marriage and co-author of Booth’s autobiography










Places



Hay-on-Wye − small border town on the edge of the Brecon Beacons


Brynmelyn − the Booth family home in Cusop, on the edge of Hay


Hay Castle − purchased by Booth in the mid-1960s, used as an office and later a bookshop


Hay Cinema − an ex-cinema which became the largest bookshop, purchased by Booth in the late 1960s


The Limited − large shop in the middle of Hay, the centre of Booth bookselling from the early 1980s


Cockcroft, aka Frank Lewis house − former workhouse, later store and bookshop, on the edge of Hay


Cusop Dingle − small valley on the edge of Hay, above which Brynmelyn was situated


Black Mountains − range of hills to the south of Hay, home of Capel-y-ffin and Llanthony Abbey – a nine-hundred-year-old former Augustinian monastery eleven miles south of Hay


Hay Bluff − mountain on the northern edge of the Black Mountains overlooking Hay











‘What you have to understand is that Richard Booth was completely mad.’


Marianne Faithfull










Introduction



In the early 1960s, a visitor driving west from Hereford towards Wales would have been conscious of a heavily agricultural landscape, at that time devoted largely to the rufous Hereford cattle, and of the Black Mountains, dozing splendidly to the left, along the top of which runs Offa’s Dyke, the ancient border between England and Wales. Though barely two thousand feet high, they appear larger. As the mid-twentieth-century writer L. T. C. Rolt explains, there are two reasons for this.


First, their most prominent escarpments face north and east and are therefore nearly always in shadow. Hence they appear to loom over the rich red fields, the pastures and orchards of Herefordshire as darkly menacing as a thunder cloud. Secondly, they have a perfection of outline and symmetry that is incomparably grand. So majestic are the curves by which their projecting bluffs stoop towards the plain below that one is reminded of a succession of great waves, petrified upon the instant of breaking.


The Black Mountains mark the start of the Brecon Beacons, a thinly inhabited, spectacular range which runs east−west an hour’s drive north of Newport and Cardiff. The countryside, through which runs the beautiful but currently troubled River Wye, has long attracted those in search of pastoral tranquillity. But the numbers to sustain a railway were no longer there. The line, which ran alongside the westbound road and the Wye, was closed in 1962, further sealing the motor car’s late-twentieth-century primacy.


If tourists came, as outsiders they had the old-world agricultural charm of the place to themselves and the locals. They could fish for prosperous salmon, canoe, ride recently broken-in mountain ponies, stride across the hills and enjoy an existence that saw little reason to change. The Welsh−English border runs through Hay, on occasions aping Offa’s Dyke, designed to keep the Welsh at bay. The small market town (pop. 1,500) most memorable for its name, Hay, was largely undistinguished from the many other border towns so reliant on agriculture.


If Hay has a distinctive flavour, apart from its Nonconformist heritage, it stems in part from its time as a lawless borderland ruled, after a fashion, by ‘Marcher lords’ from Anglo-Saxon times into the late Middle Ages. Nearly twenty miles from Hereford, administratively it doesn’t feel like an essential part of Herefordshire, but it also lies on the very Anglo-leaning fringe of the Brecon Beacons and doesn’t really claim much overlap with Brecon. Both larger towns see it as what it is: on the edge.


Notwithstanding the crippling hard work of its agricultural community, the word ‘sleepy’, even, would suggest a degree of animation unclaimed by most of Hay’s residents of the two decades after the war. It was a timeless place untroubled by 1960s faddishness. Implicitly conservative, people worked diligently and with humility and looked after their neighbours. London, Birmingham and Cardiff were happily remote, and providing the nation’s food retained an almost wartime assumption of centrality and moral purpose unsullied by the arrival of cheap processed food.


The town supported fifteen pubs, notably well patronised on Thursdays, market day. Customers, once settled, would take some shifting, taking full advantage of the 10 a.m. until 5 p.m., then 6 p.m. till 10.30, opening hours. ‘You couldn’t close at five o’clock,’ remembers locally born Brian Wilding. ‘You could shut the front door or draw the curtains, but closing was out of the question.’ Meanwhile, the wives were at home cooking, feeding animals or doing the shopping.


Local history has it that there has been a market in Hay for seven hundred years, and until only recently farmers would bring their sheep and cattle to Russell, Baldwin & Bright’s market, often driving them on foot along the road. Buses – ‘standing room only and running all day on Thursdays’ – came in from the surrounding villages.


Neighbours would sometimes offer horse and cart lifts, until the combustion engine came to the fore. When Tom Morgan, a local farmer, bought a new ‘Fergy’ (Massey Ferguson) one-seater tractor, he enjoyed showing it off and would be keen to offer anyone a lift. ‘It was quite comical,’ remembers Wilding. Passengers had to sit awkwardly on the rounded metal mudguard above the giant rear wheel as they negotiated the untarmacked back roads. ‘As Tom bounced along, he used to turn round every forty or fifty yards to see if they’d fallen off.’


Mary Tyler, well into her seventies and living alone, used to go to town on an old bike to buy a big bag of seed for the chickens and make the wobbly three-mile journey home. And the market would allow her a chance to pick up on local news and chat to friends. Rather less dutifully, so the story goes, one farmer from a couple of miles west of Hay used to ride into town for a day in the pub. At the end of the day, he would be strapped across his donkey’s back and the dutiful beast would then transport him back up into the hills. The story endures because it is untypical in an area where, for all the pubs (now greatly reduced in number), moderation and the need to earn a crust have long had primacy.


If fashionable London had heard of anybody from Hay, it was probably either of its murderous solicitor Herbert Armstrong, eventually hanged in 1922 for doing away with his belittling wife (or so the court concluded), a tale depicted in Dandelion Dead, a 1994 ITV drama. Or it might have heard of Francis Kilvert, a Victorian-age priest who wrote an awestruck, beguiling diary about his walks around the area’s parishes. Of one afternoon, when the setting sun illuminated the glistening snow on the mountains, Kilvert wrote: ‘One’s first involuntary thought in the presence of these magnificent sights is to lift up the heart to God and humbly thank him for having made the earth so beautiful … I could have cried with the excitement of the overwhelming spectacle … it seemed to me as if one might never see such a sight again.’ Modern audiences familiar with his writings – dramatised in the 1970s by the BBC – can be put off by his idealised yet still questionable longings for chaste local girls, but he offers a vivid historical document.


Few people in those fifteen pubs would have known (rather than known of) Colonel Philip Booth who in 1960 moved into Brynmelyn, a six-bedroom Victorian house in Cusop, Hay’s closest neighbour, which had previously been owned by his uncle. The house had been in the Booth family on and off since 1903, and it sat on high ground above Cusop Dingle, the home of some of Hay’s better-heeled families. In his early sixties Philip Booth moved there from the Home Counties with his wife Elizabeth (the latter somewhat reluctantly), daughters and an adored son, Richard George William Pitt Booth. Philip Booth, a former soldier, was a keen book buyer, and was forever ferreting around Surrey’s second-hand shops.


For a long time Philip Booth pursued his enthusiasm as much for the excuse it provided for getting him out of the house as for its own merits. In the early 1950s, though, it sowed a seed in the teenage Richard – the sisters were rarely invited – who developed a youthful taste for Arthur Ransome, Meredith, Gibbon and Macaulay.


While boarding at Bilton Grange preparatory school in Warwickshire, a feeder school for Rugby, the son had shown few leanings towards the arts or literature. He made it into the First XV rugby team – football was regarded as thoroughly déclassé – and otherwise distinguished himself only by throwing a brick at the headmistress’s dog. When he did show an interest in music, asking his father if he might learn to play the violin, he was told it was something only girls did.


He was to flout the good fortune of his private secondary education – at Rugby – by cheating in an exam, and was expelled. He recalled later: ‘My father looked to education to make his son and was desperate for me to make the right steps on the right ladders at the right time. I am not certain whether I felt more unhappy about my own failure or the misery I was to inflict on him by not achieving the set goals.’


The expulsion capped an undistinguished spell at the school, where he was seen as curiously bookish, though he enjoyed the occasional game of tennis, which he played well. Any thoughts he might have had of excelling at sport were dashed by having only one functioning lung, an affliction that was to spare him military service, a further disappointment to his father. He attended a crammer in Guildford, which he put to good use, paying frequent visits to the town’s best-known book dealers. In one such shop he learned a key secret as to how to make a bookshop more likely to entice browsers. If the shop is large enough, they ‘don’t have to talk to the owner’.


The crammer and a personal plea from Booth’s father enabled him to enter Merton College, Oxford, where he read Modern History and an awful lot else, much of it purchased from a charismatic dealer of books and furniture, and later author, called Kyril Bonfiglioli, whom Booth later described as ‘the James Bond of bookselling’. Bonfiglioli was a genius at separating rich undergraduates from their parents’ money. Booth used to tell of how ‘Bon’, on spotting a potential victim sauntering towards his shop, would hurriedly put a red ‘sold’ dot on the ugliest of pictures and rush out to greet the young man. ‘I kept this for you! I knew you’d want it!’ And, of course, the sale went through.


At Oxford, Booth made a good friend in Lennox Money, later a distinguished antiques dealer, and cemented his friendship with Rugbeian Hugh Vickers. The trio enjoyed Oxford to the full, allowing a flourishing interest in the arts. Richard Ingrams, a fellow member of the Oxford University Dramatic Society and later editor of Private Eye, recalls an obviously wealthy, though unshowy young man. Booth, Ingrams remembers, paid for OUDS to perform at the Edinburgh Festival, putting up the entire cast – led by the young Ken Loach – in hotels. Vickers was also a budding arts entrepreneur, becoming a producer of opera, particularly opera buffa, an enthusiasm which long outlasted his undergraduate days.


Booth, though, was not good with money. To the horror of his strait-laced parents, he gambled a good deal, generally with his friend Bonfiglioli, with whom he had a card school.


Friends assume that Booth inherited money from an aunt, and that he was a product of the Booth’s gin family. Neither is true. His money came from a generous allowance from his parents, to whom he applied a kind of moral pressure whenever his coffers ran low. ‘My mother had this rather false impression that a young man needed money to give him confidence,’ recalls his sister Joanna. ‘And if he ever misbehaved or did something awful he’d say, “Oh, I’ll be good if you give me money.” And they did help him out a lot when he overspent.’ The sisters also received an allowance, but a much less generous one. ‘He was the one they favoured, moneywise, anyway.’


Oxford’s most famous bookshop, Blackwell’s, was well patronised by Booth and Vickers. They ran up substantial debts, to which Blackwell’s understandably took exception. Booth, Vickers et al. found this most unsporting and took revenge by stealing the rubber stamp from the Bodleian Library, which was used to assert ownership of its books. They secretly branded a mass of items on Blackwell’s shelves, rendering them unsellable in a shop purporting to sell new books. The row it caused was immense. Booth managed to pay off his Oxford debts, though.


Perhaps in a spell of youthful rebellion – and who can say if that spell ever really ended? – at Rugby Booth had been tempted by the world of public school homosexuality, though he said later that no sexual contact took place. Hugh Vickers had shown comparable leanings and took things further, being said by one longstanding acquaintance to have been the only man he knew who had slept with a man and woman on the same day, but by the time he settled in Oxford, Booth’s enthusiasm for female company was well set.


Lennox Money was of similar mind, and the pair took full advantage of the possibilities offered by visiting foreign females at St Clare’s, a recently founded college, independent of the university, that, in the words of its prospectus, ‘grew out of a willingness to rebuild links between British and European students after the Second World War’.


Just twelve years after the war, St Clare’s played host to a number of daughters of former wartime opponents. Booth, though, was delighted to let bygones be bygones. With alacrity he and Money set about making the offspring of the UK’s former adversaries feel welcome. Lennox Money recalls the daughters of both German and Danish Nazis being beguiled by Booth. The numerous Spanish girls, who had only been allowed to attend the college because their families had influence in the fascist government of General Franco, were similarly forgiven the sins of their fathers. To Booth and Money, these foreign girls, often a year or two older than they, were hugely sophisticated, and the friendships they made with many of them lasted for decades. Booth was large, bespectacled and shambling, even as a young man, and was some distance from a conventionally silver-tonged smoothie. He was eccentric, inclined to schoolboyish over-excitement and largely gentle natured. He was a genial, humorous, unthreatening, kindly soul, not over-confident of his own appeal, in whose company women naturally felt comfortable.


At Oxford, Booth had two cars, a Jowett Javelin and an Alpine sports car. One day he and Lennox were driving along and their eye was caught by two girls. One in particular was stunningly attractive, they agreed, and they followed her to the gates of St Clare’s. The girl in question was a youthful Victoria del Rio, then studying at the college. Her father was a businessman based in Las Palmas in the Canary Islands, and her mother a landed marquesa from a traditional Catholic family. Booth later admitted he was ‘obsessed’ and ‘besotted’ with young Victoria, but, for all his ardour, he remained uncertain as to whether, or perhaps for how long, she might reciprocate.


Though studious when his mind was engaged, Booth was spirited, without direction and keen to have a good time. He said later he was ‘an awkward, immature and outspoken undergraduate’, a trait which did not go down well at Merton, regarded as a comparatively serious college. His tutor was Dr J. M. Roberts, described in one obituary as the leading historical mind of his generation, who went on to write The History of the World and to TV celebrity. Certainly at the time Booth failed to impress the Warden of Merton, Geoffrey Mure, an awe-inspiring Hegelian philosopher, whose time was spent more profitably with his higher-achieving students. Three years after leaving Oxford, Booth returned one day for a trip down memory lane. In the college bar, he said regretfully to Ron Buckingham, the barman, that he feared he must have caused him a lot of trouble in his day. According to Richard Emeny, another former Merton student who was in the bar at the time, the impeccably mannered barman had to confess that, yes, in fact he had been a bit of a handful. Whereupon Booth said: ‘Well, in that case I had better do something to make amends.’ By way of apologising, he brought out £100 (the equivalent of approximately £1,800 now) and gave it to the incredulous Buckingham.


The ill-disciplined young Booth left Oxford in the summer of 1961. He spent the few months after he left in London, knocking around with Lennox Money and a wealthy Indian friend, Farouk Bharoucha. Hard to picture though it may be for those who knew Booth in Hay in later life, his days were spent playing the sophisticated man about town, drifting from smart restaurant to gallery to auction house to nightclub. In later years he was famously unconcerned by how he dressed, his trousers sometimes held up with baling string, but in 1961 he confided to his diary: ‘I discover to my annoyance that I am wearing green socks with a blue suit.’ The diary is full of lines about haircuts in Harrods, tea at the Savoy, lunch at Chez Luba, lunch at Chez Kristoff – ‘melon and scampi’, ‘trout and mushroom at La Speranza and then … to the Wallace Collection again’, ‘talked after dinner at Simpsons – too much boiled cabbage and a garrulous waiter – with Farouk … [I] may share a flat with him in Chelsea Cloisters.’


With Farouk and Lennox, Booth travelled to India, staying at some of the country’s most agreeable hotels and visiting its most prized sights. It was a voyage of splendid indulgence, and offers no sense that any of the trio had any direction to their future lives. Booth did spend an unfortunate and lengthy spell in hospital, having treatment for a boil on his backside. The ailment, which in other circumstances Booth would surely have found very amusing, turned very nasty. At one point his friend Lennox was seriously concerned that he might not pull through.


Having done little work, he had left Oxford without a degree (thereby emulating Walter Savage Landor by leaving both Rugby and Oxford prematurely). He almost never alluded to the fact – even sometimes claiming to have ‘an indifferent Oxford degree’ – and almost nobody knew. His father was at a loss as to how best to speak to his son, knowing how the wisdom of fathers can go unrecognised for many years and that guidance from a buttoned-up veteran of two world wars to a feckless young drifter would fall on particularly fallow ground.


He toyed with taking up the law before being offered the sort of traineeship then more easily accessible to the comfortable middle classes – a job with an uncle’s accountancy firm. His later difficulties in managing money would have come as no surprise to his colleagues of the time: he lasted three weeks in accountancy. His mind was elsewhere, not least in fast cars. Lennox shared his enthusiasm, and proudly told Booth that he believed his small car, an Austin 25, could go faster than Booth’s Sunbeam Alpine. Booth doubted this, despite the Austin having been in the care of Graham Hill, then on the verge of becoming Formula One World Champion, whose motor repair company had carried out an extensive upgrade. It was agreed there should be a race to London, with Graham Hill, no less, in the Austin and Booth in his Alpine. Booth defeated Hill, and, to his amazement, Lennox actually paid the £500 bet. Thus was born a notion of Booth as a talented driver of fast cars.


The young Booth was at a loose end, his father concerned about what he might do with his life. A family friend was Lance Hughes, the Hay vet, a cultured and benign figure who lived a few hundred yards from Brynmelyn. Philip Booth was unable to exert much influence on his wilful son (or, for a while, even locate him geographically), but Lance Hughes, regarded locally as ‘long-headed’ (shrewd), was a different matter. Much of Hughes’s veterinary work involved listening silently to farmers air their concerns. Hughes performed much the same function with the young Booth, allowing him to offload his hang-ups. Hughes reassured him that nothing that had happened at Oxford need impair his future.


But the booksellers of Woking, Guildford and Oxford had left their mark. As it happened, the Hughes family owned a number of well-positioned shops in Castle Street in the middle of Hay. One of them, the former fire station, might make a very handy berth for Richard to set up in business. In early November, Booth received a telegram from his white knight, Lance Hughes, confirming that he accepted an offer of £750. Five days later, he wrote in his diary: ‘Drove from Hay-on-Wye having definately [sic] contracted with Lance Hughes to buy the “firestation” – £800. He pulled a fast one about his offer, but I will remember.’


Booth would not admit this at the time, but he later confided to someone close to him that £500 of the purchase price had come from the bet he won from Lennox. Seemingly it strengthened their already close relationship, and was to encourage an attempt at reciprocation by Booth later in life.


A fortnight later, he wrote of ‘the opening of Fire Station Antiques, to which I am definately [sic] committed … In books, we will specialise in local history. I will try to get influential local directions. Hughes will be a great help.’


At the age of twenty-three, Booth opened his first shop. The opinion locally was ‘Booth won’t last three months … nobody reads books in Hay’. His parents, certainly, thought it pointless and would merely postpone the day of Richard finding a proper career. ‘Richard is ruining us,’ his mother used to tell people, and he later admitted it was a crazy gamble: ‘If cities like Birmingham and Cardiff couldn’t support this kind of thing, what chance was there for a remote little Welsh town like this?’ But property in Hay was not expensive, and the former fire station provided a platform for his boundless energies.


At that point, Booth wasn’t fully committed. He claimed he intended to use the Hay shop as a base for buying antiques and books for his mentor Bonfiglioli to sell in Oxford, but he was still talking to friends about other sorts of job. At one point he and Bonfiglioli also talked of setting up in business in Nottingham. His parents had little faith in his prospects, and continued to suggest he sign up to get a qualification. If Bonfiglioli came up with something, he wrote in his diary, he would be ‘in a stronger position to resist the blandishments of my parents – the security of a career. At Brynmelyn three days ago I nearly succumbed.’ He wrote gravely of ‘grim situations’ with his father and mother.


The Hay shop offered him something to do, a form of escape, rather than a determined first step towards anything. One of his very first customers was nine-year-old Haydn Pugh, who now runs one of Hay’s record shops, and who remembers buying an old copy of the Boy’s Own annual for 3d. (three old pennies) early one Saturday morning in 1962. The selling of a second-hand book should not mislead, though. The project, such as it was, was unfocused. ‘He had some chain-mail armour and all sorts of artefacts when he first started,’ said Pugh.


Some have claimed that he realised a certain clumsiness was an obstacle to him selling antiques – he would be bound to drop them, so he decided to concentrate on books. In fact, he was an accomplished horseman and, as we have seen, a more than adequate tennis player. If there was an apparent lack of coordination, it was probably the result of a short attention span. Rather more likely is that he was again indebted to Lance Hughes, who told him how many of the old libraries in the mining valleys of South Wales were closing down and needed to offload their collections. Maybe there was a business opportunity there, he suggested.


That tip set Booth on a course that guided him for most of his life thereafter, and he accumulated supportive arguments as he went along. By what logic was the book trade solely urban, he demanded. Book buyers as much as anybody would enjoy the beauty of the Brecon Beacons, surely? The events precipitated by the opening of that shop was to transform Hay from a ramshackle, charming and unpretentious market town into, first, Britain’s foremost home of second-hand books, then a world-leading ‘book town’, copied abroad, and finally the home of the world’s best-known book festival.


Brian Wilding worked at the Old Fire Station from August 1964. He remembers being paid 25s. a week, much of which went on cider (a shilling a pint) in the Blue Boar pub. Booth’s management style was in evidence from the start. ‘Sometimes you were lucky if you got your money every week, sometimes you got it two months late, but you’d get it eventually.’ Booth was inclined to turn up at the pub and announce that he had a van full of books arriving imminently. ‘And we’d be unloading them sometimes till eleven at night. He had no idea of time. Very weird.’ That indifference to day or night was to last for decades. He was forever up before the sun on buying trips, initially travelling all over Wales and the West Midlands and latterly all over the UK.


Booth’s drive spurred him to expand quickly, buying two sites for storing books and then another shop. If Booth had a gift, it was a commitment to seek out dusty gems on out-of-the-way shelves that somebody might want to buy, ideally at a profit, and a compulsion to acquire them. (Some gems were so dusty that picking them up was like ‘touching the fur of a young rabbit’, he said.) The world of second-hand books was full of enthusiasts but rather fewer experts, he concluded. The caricature of the venerable, tweedy, even crusty, antiquarian bookseller in half-moon glasses with a generations-old customer list was not far wide of the mark, and in the big cities they seemed to have been there for ever, but Booth brought an extraordinary, almost (in modern parlance) punk zeal and dynamism in pursuing his prey.


Not that he was always an enthusiast for what was contained in the books, unlike some of those employed by him. According to the author Margaret Drabble, who knew Booth in the 1960s and 1970s: ‘I don’t think we ever talked about literature. Did he ever read books? The books themselves were just the product. I don’t think Richard was interested in literature. Richard and I had nothing in common at all.’


It was the deal-making, the buying, that set Booth’s pulse racing, and he quickly built on the thrilling expertise of Bonfiglioli and others, finding there was indeed a living to be made.


But surely not in so agricultural a setting? The mayor of Hay, for one, told Booth his shop was destined to fail, but he began attracting book-buying students from Bristol, Birmingham and Oxford. Shops were inexpensive to buy and he was picking up cheap, unwanted books and making a profit from them. So much so that, with the help of family money and that of friends, he acquired a second, third and fourth shop, and before long a house of his own, enabling him to move away from his parents and Brynmelyn. Travelling far and wide to visit old rectories, closing libraries and grieving spouses, he soon found himself buying books by the thousand.


Bookshops continued to spring up in Hay, bringing cash to the town. He had little time for formal education, and was keen to employ those who had suffered at its misguided hands. He said the economy was skewed towards driving the capable away from their countryside homes, leaving the ‘stupid people’ in charge.


As if to counteract that logic, he also brought in his own intelligentsia, employing a handful of gifted Oxbridge graduates to sort the books into some sort of order. They brought a bacchanalian liberal lifestyle that frightened not only the horses but also the sheep, cattle and their conservative, chapel-going owners.


The late-sixties vibe, the lure of magic mushrooms on the hillsides and cheap living created a buzz in a bifurcated town, where farm life carried on, side by side, the wilder crowd congregating around the expanding Booth empire. He made it his business to employ a good number of local people, a hallmark of his company, but conservative locals didn’t entirely take to Booth and his racy friends (he admitted having ‘a disastrous reputation’).


Among travel writers, one of the great no-no clichés are the words such-and-such a place ‘is a land of contrasts’. With biographers, a comparably tempting truth is that the subject was ‘full of contradictions’, but with Booth the term is unavoidable. The impression, at least, that he created was of countless paradoxes and differing views, many of those who knew him best disagreeing sharply among themselves, whether it related to his capacity for kindness, his abilities as a driver or his empathy with children.


Some former girlfriends call the thrice-married Booth a deeply sensitive, thwarted romantic; others saw him more as a promiscuous man in a promiscuous age. Was he an out-of-control boozer reliant on pub banter for a sense of validation or a rooted, outgoing and generous charmer (and only moderate drinker, despite the time he spent in pubs) with a flair for gregariousness and putting people at their ease? Was he a thwarted family man who longed for fatherhood, or someone who knew from an early age that children would only restrict him? Was he an inspired businessman with a brilliant, prophetic insight into the potential and pitfalls of the rural economy or an undisciplined, chaotic and childlike spendthrift?


Was he a selfish, out-of-control boor or an ultra-kind and sensitive paternalist with a deeply sincere admiration for artisanal and agricultural labour? Was he an old-school gentleman or an indifferent welsher on debts? Was he an enabler who was pleased to launch countless careers or a controlling autocrat who demanded his own way? Was he unselfconscious to the point of autism, or did a drive for the good opinion of others lie behind much of what he did?


The reader will draw conclusions from what follows, and some less contentious threads can be identified. The word from which few would dissent is ‘eccentric’, and his idiosyncrasy, at least, was of the most unstudied, spontaneous, unbridled sort.


Dawn Madigan, ostensibly Booth’s secretary though the role contained a multitude of duties, remembers: ‘When you met him in town, he’d have gravy down his front and look really scruffy but he’d always talk to you. There was a naivety about him. He’d be put on the spectrum now, I think. He was probably autistic, Asperger’s but high achieving. He was very strange. He could upset someone and walk away … and it wouldn’t mean anything to him.’


From his shambling, chaotic physical appearance to his feral acquisitiveness in accumulating books to follow his dreams, immediate or longer term, he did his own thing. Where most would hesitate, he would dive in, spluttering inarticulately, barely able to convey his excitement at some new wheeze. Caution and restraint were strangers to him.


His leaps into the dark made for an often thrilling, often exasperating ride for his staff. They would be the ones who had to make his schemes work and deal with the consequences of his financial profligacy.


One of Booth’s longest-serving employees says he never grew up, and retained the tastes of a testosterone-fuelled adolescent for most of his life. The childishness and single-mindedness of the pursuit of his goals, as if nothing else mattered, was a wonder to behold, something on occasions to be envied even by ‘the sensible’. The childishness had its unattractive side and could result in thoughtlessness and insensitivity. He would cause offence, sack people on a whim, fly into rages and appear indifferent. When people asked, ‘How could he be so cruel?’, the answer was generally because he didn’t realise he was being cruel. Or if he did, in his mind it was done for the greater glory of the people of Hay, for whom he had enormous affection. His public-spiritedness, which his critics would say was a disguised form of egotism, was directed primarily towards helping the town.


But perhaps the most striking characteristic of the life of this businessman was his indifference to money. Among entrepreneurs this is almost unheard of, and it was an attitude that was to cost him dear. Money was never a goal in itself and was deployed only reluctantly to achieve other goals. An empty bank account counted for little if he set his heart on a collection of books. The details would sort themselves out.
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Booth Finds His Base Camp


‘Richard wanted prestige and to be the centre of things.’


Rob Hughes


‘There were a few odd ones in my father’s family,’ says Joanna Booth, seeking to place her brother as a black sheep of sorts. ‘I think there was an inherited eccentricity occasionally. It was something in his blood, the way he turned out … in my father’s family there were people who were not just eccentric but slightly cavalier towards others.’


The overwhelming sense is of a family inclining towards the conventional, so those who went their own way stuck out all the more. The Booths were a Yorkshire family, living for generations in Brush House, a Queen Anne mansion in Ecclesfield near Sheffield. Most of the men in the family went into the army and stuck assiduously to society’s rules and conventions.


Richard Booth’s father, Philip, had a prosperous but then unhappy and impecunious upbringing. Philip’s own father had been educated at Eton and his parents and three siblings spent time initially in Canada before moving to Argentina. The father, good-looking, amusing and sociable, was part of an expat clique – he established the local polo club – and had a good job as treasurer for a railway line that crossed the Andes, connecting Argentina with Chile, but back at home money was tight and eventually the family had to return.


Even then things did not run smoothly. Not only was his family’s return clouded by a shortage of money and the father’s mutual loathing for his sister, but the children had to observe the break-up of their parents’ marriage. Philip Booth’s mother wanted a divorce, but proof of her husband’s infidelity was insufficient to secure it, and she was required to collect evidence of his physical aggression towards her.


Despite his philandering, she still loved her husband, and he would not mend his ways. Her efforts to compile sufficient evidence must have been extremely distressing and damaging to family life. She was on the verge of completing the task when her errant husband, by now realising her serious intent and desperate to avoid a scandal, agreed that if she handed over the evidence they would repair their relationship. She agreed, but within days he had disappeared with a girlfriend to Paris, seldom returning in the ensuing twenty-one years. After a while he had little money to live on, and apparently his wife, left with the four children, had even less. ‘Our existence was extremely precarious and depended almost entirely on my mother’s courage and ingenuity,’ wrote one of the children years later.


The Booth grandfather leaving his wife and four children to live in Paris with his girlfriend was not the only example of black sheepery in the family. A family trawl of letters from the Peninsular War (1807−14) reveals that, for all the toeing the line, they didn’t always get on. ‘I’m afraid it may be a bit of a family trait,’ says Joanna.


Philip was born in 1897, the year which marked Queen Victoria’s sixtieth on the throne. He served in the First World War, developing a hatred of Germany compounded by seventeen of his twenty-one fellow officers being killed or injured on the Somme. This hostility was enhanced in the Second World War when as a member of the Royal Pioneer Corps he helped liberate inmates from Belsen. Between the wars he served rather more agreeably in India. There, at the comparatively late age of forty, he met his wife Elizabeth Joanna Pitt, purportedly a descendant of the eighteenth-century politician Pitts, who had gone to the subcontinent as part of what was uncharitably known as ‘the fishing fleet’ of women in search of husbands. Her father was president of the Institute of Accountants and a director of Yardley cosmetics, which allowed him to leave a respectable private income to each of his twenty-two grandchildren, Richard included. As successive generations of Booths had done, Philip served in the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry (which became part of the Green Jackets Brigade), eventually writing a history of it while living a quieter life in the Home Counties.


During leave from the army, Philip would occasionally spend time at the home of his father’s cousin. Major W. H. Booth, DSO, OBE, a Boer War veteran with hunting trophies to match, had bought a house called Brynmelyn, in Cusop, a few hundred yards from the River Wye. There he spent much of his time fishing, with notable success. The family retains a stuffed five-foot salmon that he caught on the Wye at Clyro, and the largest pike ever caught on the river, a thirty-seven-pounder, which can now be admired in a museum in Hereford. Though Philip was no fisherman, he enjoyed his time spent with Willie – in truth, something of a substitute parent – and, while living in Surrey, always hankered to return to the border country. Willie died in 1950 at the age of eighty-seven.


During the war Philip and Elizabeth lived initially at the family home in West Wittering, Sussex, though the beach was mined and defended with barbed wire, making the sea inaccessible. Booth’s father, ever vigilant, would ring home from the nearby Isle of Wight to warn that the Germans were coming, though they never materialised. It was decided to move to a respectable private housing estate called Pyle Hill, near Woking, which Richard thought boring and suburban. Elizabeth was quite happy there, but Philip and Richard found Surrey’s golfers and businesspeople irksome – Jews, for example, were banned from some of the local golf clubs – and the pair would leave their womenfolk in Surrey for weekends at Brynmelyn where, though different in character, they formed an at times uneasy bond. There they enjoyed the hospitality of Willie’s dutiful, churchgoing widow Kit, who encouraged birds to come to her garden and fed the native red squirrels in the hope of saving them from the grey invaders.


When she died in 1960, Kit left £500 in her will for the upkeep of Cusop church. Almost all the rest of the £55,765 estate was to go to the Distressed Gentlefolk’s Aid Association and to the Church of England Pensions Board, for the benefit of the clergy. If Philip was disappointed not to be a direct beneficiary of the will, he nonetheless saw an opportunity and agreed with the trustees of the two charities to purchase Brynmelyn, thereby keeping it in Booth hands. This delighted Richard who, having savoured life among Oxford’s sophisticates, was finding Surrey tediously comfortable and felt he fitted in with Hay’s less routine social life. ‘Richard was delighted and pushed them as hard as he could, though my father wanted it anyway,’ says Joanna.


Brynmelyn became the base camp for the rest of his life. For a while he continued to live with his parents, though there was plenty of friction. ‘As children we got on very well,’ remembers Jo, ‘but after Oxford, when he met a lot of interesting people, he didn’t want very much to do with his family. In a way you expect a young boy to have rows with his mother and say “I hate you” and so on, but you don’t expect that in their twenties. He still behaved like that with my parents at times. Richard was in many ways a sort of inverted or intellectual snob … He got on better with my eldest sister Mary [two years older than Booth], who didn’t criticise him at all. She was very sweet-natured, but he thought the rest of the family were just boring and conventional.’


His mother was not an uncritical admirer of her son – a very different character from herself – but he was favoured none the less, which gave him an anticipation of being able to wheedle whatever he wanted out of his parents. He was not far wrong. ‘Our mother adored him and worshipped him, but there were ghastly rows,’ says Jo. ‘My parents always forgave him.’ This was resented by Mary, Jo, two years younger, and Anne, four years younger again. The sense that to him they were staid grew into real resentment at their disapproval of his expansive ways.


Though Booth needed to keep in with his father, he appeared to many quite unrestrained. He would constantly ask his parents for money to help with some new aspect of the bookshops and would generally get it. Philip was a traditionalist and felt the male offspring should be favoured over the daughters in matters of succession, though he had few illusions about his son’s waywardness and, to put it generously, inexperience with money. Local people tell a story of how Booth had an argument with his father in Hay’s Market Street. ‘I want a thou, Pop,’ shouted Booth. ‘You’re not getting any thou out of me,’ exclaimed his father, for whom such a public breach of dignity would surely have grated.


A general difference of outlook did not help relations. Anne Booth had married a soldier, Philip Powell-Jones, and conformed to type. Richard regarded any spare family cash as his almost by right. After his father’s death, he assumed he would inherit a family car, but his sisters refused to let him have it. As a result, he refused to give his sister away at her wedding. Years later, when relationships had improved, he had no memory of the episode.


‘Booth behaved really badly towards his own family,’ says one old acquaintance, and certainly his sisters would get very upset by the heated arguments he provoked. ‘I remember Philip [Powell-Jones] marching him out of the house with a shotgun after he had tried to get some money off Anne … Philip just wasn’t having it.’


Philip Booth was of military bearing and above all a believer in hierarchy. One Hay local who knew him well said his son found him ‘boring and conventional’. (The son once said the only thing he had in common with his father was an enthusiasm for books.) The father and his family were respected locally (‘good people’), though his manner was occasionally taken by shopkeepers for aloofness. On one occasion one of Hay’s best established senior businessman, Mr Grant the newsagent, was moved to show protectiveness towards one of his staff after Colonel Booth had picked her up for her manners. The colonel meant well, and would always give the person who delivered his newspaper a generous tip at Christmas.


Richard Booth’s attitudes were essentially liberal, libertarian, mischievous and anti-Establishment, the very opposite of his father’s. This manifested itself in selfishness and caprice, but notably in him frequently defending what might loosely be called ‘working people’. One longstanding Hay-born Booth employee remembers how different Richard was from some of his family: ‘He had relations who used to come and stay and they wouldn’t even speak to you. If you said good morning to them, they’d look away. You were beneath them. They behaved as if they had it all, with servants and so on. You know, this is your place. He was rebelling against that. When he escaped that, it was like wahey!’ This democratic spirit found a particular outlet in Hay’s agricultural surroundings.


‘He had this enormous respect for country people,’ says Greg Coombes, who worked closely with Richard Booth for six years. Booth never had to do anything practical as he was growing up, he says, and had a sense of wonder for those who did. ‘If you’ve never had to mend a hole in the roof or mend your shoes, you have a great respect for people who could do that. He knew that they had to make do and mend because they had nothing, so there was a great toff sense of obligation. And that was compounded by successive agricultural slumps and increased use of technology which was doing people out of work.’
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