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BOOKSHOP MEMORI ES (1936)

When | worked in a second-hand bookshop--so easily pictured, if you

don't work in one, as a kind of paradi se where charm ng old gentlenen
browse eternally anobng cal f-bound folios--the thing that chiefly struck
me was the rarity of really bookish people. Qur shop had an exceptionally
interesting stock, yet | doubt whether ten per cent of our custonmers knew
a good book froma bad one. First edition snobs were nuch comoner than
lovers of literature, but oriental students haggling over cheap textbooks
were commoner still, and vague-m nded wonen | ooking for birthday presents
for their nephews were commonest of all

Many of the people who canme to us were of the kind who would be a

nui sance anywhere but have special opportunities in a bookshop. For
exanpl e, the dear old |lady who 'wants a book for an invalid (a very
conmon demand, that), and the other dear old |l ady who read such a nice
book in 1897 and wonders whether you can find her a copy. Unfortunately
she doesn't renenber the title or the author's name or what the book was
about, but she does renenber that it had a red cover. But apart from
these there are two well -known types of pest by whom every second- hand
bookshop is haunted. One is the decayed person snelling of old
breadcrusts who cones every day, sonetines several times a day, and tries
to sell you worthless books. The other is the person who orders |arge
quantities of books for which he has not the snallest intention of

payi ng. In our shop we sold nothing on credit, but we would put books
aside, or order themif necessary, for people who arranged to fetch them
away | ater. Scarcely half the people who ordered books fromus ever cane
back. It used to puzzle me at first. What nade themdo it? They woul d
cone in and demand some rare and expensive book, would make us promi se
over and over again to keep it for them and then would vani sh never to
return. But many of them of course, were unm stakabl e paranoi acs. They
used to talk in a grandi ose manner about thenselves and tell the nost

i ngeni ous stories to explain how they had happened to conme out of doors
wi t hout any noney--stories which, in nany cases, | amsure they

t hemsel ves believed. In a town like London there are always plenty of not
quite certifiable lunatics wal king the streets, and they tend to
gravitate towards bookshops, because a bookshop is one of the few places
where you can hang about for a long time wthout spending any noney. In
the end one gets to know t hese people alnpbst at a glance. For all their
big talk there is sonething noth-eaten and aim ess about them Very
often, when we were dealing with an obvi ous paranoi ac, we woul d put aside
t he books he asked for and then put them back on the shelves the nonent

he had gone. None of them | noticed, ever attenpted to take books away
wi t hout paying for them merely to order them was enough--it gave them
| suppose, the illusion that they were spending real npney.

Li ke npst second-hand bookshops we had various sidelines. W sold
second- hand typewiters, for instance, and al so stanps--used stanps, |
mean. Stanp-collectors are a strange, silent, fish-like breed, of al
ages, but only of the male sex; women, apparently, fail to see the
pecul i ar charm of gumming bits of coloured paper into al bums. W al so
sol d si xpenny horoscopes conpiled by sonebody who claimed to have
foretold the Japanese earthquake. They were in seal ed envel opes and
never opened one of them nyself, but the people who bought them often
cane back and told us how "true' their horoscopes had been. (Doubtless
any horoscope seens 'true' if it tells you that you are highly attractive
to the opposite sex and your worst fault is generosity.) W did a good
deal of business in children's books, chiefly 'remainders'. Mdern books
for children are rather horrible things, especially when you see themin
the mass. Personally | would sooner give a child a copy of Petrenius
Arbiter than PETER PAN, but even Barrie seenms manly and whol esone
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conpared with some of his later inmtators. At Christmas time we spent a
feverish ten days struggling with Christnmas cards and cal endars, which
are tiresone things to sell but good business while the season lasts. It
used to interest me to see the brutal cynicismw th which Christian
sentinment is exploited. The touts fromthe Christmas card firns used to
cone round with their catal ogues as early as June. A phrase from one of
their invoices sticks in ny menory. It was: '2 doz. Infant Jesus with
rabbits'.

But our principal sideline was a lending library--the usual 'twopenny
no-deposit' library of five or six hundred volunes, all fiction. How the
book thieves nust |ove those libraries! It is the easiest crine in the
world to borrow a book at one shop for twopence, renove the |abel and
sell it at another shop for a shilling. Neverthel ess booksellers
generally find that it pays thembetter to have a certai n nunber of books
stolen (we used to | ose about a dozen a nonth) than to frighten custoners
away by demandi ng a deposit.

Qur shop stood exactly on the frontier between Hanpstead and Canmden Town,
and we were frequented by all types from baronets to bus-conductors.
Probably our library subscribers were a fair cross-section of London's
reading public. It is therefore worth noting that of all the authors in
our library the one who 'went out' the best was--Priestley? Heni ngway?
Wal pol e? Wodehouse? No, Ethel M Dell, with Warwi ck Deeping a good second
and Jeffrey Farnol, | should say, third. Dell's novels, of course, are
read solely by wonen, but by wonen of all kinds and ages and not, as one
m ght expect, nmerely by wistful spinsters and the fat wi ves of

t obacconists. It is not true that nen don't read novels, but it is true
that there are whole branches of fiction that they avoid. Roughly
speaki ng, what one mght call the AVERAGE novel --the ordinary, good-bad
Gal swort hy-and-water stuff which is the normof the English novel--seens
to exist only for women. Men read either the novels it is possible to
respect, or detective stories. But their consunption of detective stories
is terrific. One of our subscribers to ny know edge read four or five
detective stories every week for over a year, besides others which he got
from another library. Wat chiefly surprised ne was that he never read
the sane book twi ce. Apparently the whole of that frightful torrent of
trash (the pages read every year would, | calcul ated, cover nearly three
quarters of an acre) was stored for ever in his menory. He took no notice
of titles or author's nanmes, but he could tell by nmerely glancing into a
book whet her be had 'had it al ready'.

In a lending library you see people's real tastes, not their pretended
ones, and one thing that strikes you is how conpletely the 'classical
Engl i sh novelists have dropped out of favour. It is sinply useless to put
Di ckens, Thackeray, Jane Austen, Trollope, etc. into the ordinary |ending
library; nobody takes themout. At the nere sight of a nineteenth-century
novel people say, 'Ch, but that's O.D!'' and shy away i mediately. Yet it
is always fairly easy to SELL Dickens, just as it is always easy to sel
Shakespeare. Dickens is one of those authors whom people are 'al ways
nmeaning to' read, and, like the Bible, he is widely known at second hand.
Peopl e know by hearsay that Bill Sikes was a burglar and that M M cawber
had a bald head, just as they know by hearsay that Mses was found in a
basket of bulrushes and saw the 'back parts' of the Lord. Another thing
that is very noticeable is the growi ng unpopularity of Anerican books.
And anot her--the publishers get into a stew about this every two or

three years--is the unpopularity of short stories. The kind of person
who asks the librarian to choose a book for himnearly always starts by
saying 'l don't want short stories', or 'l do not desire little stories',
as a German custoner of ours used to put it. If you ask them why, they
sonmetines explain that it is too much fag to get used to a new set of
characters with every story; they like to 'get into' a novel which
demands no further thought after the first chapter. | believe, though,
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that the witers are nore to blane here than the readers. Mst nodern
short stories, English and American, are utterly lifeless and worthl ess,
far nore so than nost novels. The short stories which are stories are
popul ar enough, VIDE D. H Law ence, whose short stories are as popul ar
as his novel s.

Wuld | like to be a bookseller DE METIER? On the whole--in spite of ny
enpl oyer's kindness to ne, and sone happy days | spent in the shop--no.

G ven a good pitch and the right amount of capital, any educated person
ought to be able to nake a small secure living out of a bookshop. Unless
one goes in for '"rare' books it is not a difficult trade to |l earn, and
you start at a great advantage if you know anythi ng about the insides of
books. (Mdst booksellers don't. You can get their nmeasure by having a

| ook at the trade papers where they advertise their wants. |f you don't
see an ad. for Boswell's DECLI NE AND FALL you are pretty sure to see one
for THE MLL ON THE FLOCSS by T. S. Eliot.) Also it is a humane trade
which is not capable of being vulgarized beyond a certain point. The

conbi nes can never squeeze the small independent bookseller out of
exi stence as they have squeezed the grocer and the m | kman. But the hours
of work are very long--1 was only a part-tinme enpl oyee, but my enployer

put in a seventy-hour week, apart from constant expeditions out of hours
to buy books--and it is an unhealthy life. As a rule a bookshop is
horribly cold in winter, because if it is too warmthe w ndows get m sted
over, and a bookseller lives on his wi ndows. And books give off nore and
nastier dust than any other class of objects yet invented, and the top of
a book is the place where every bluebottle prefers to die.

But the real reason why | should not Iike to be in the book trade for
life is that while | was in it |I lost nmy |love of books. A bookseller has
to tell lies about books, and that gives hima distaste for them stil
worse is the fact that he is constantly dusting them and hauling themto
and fro. There was a tine when | really did | ove books--1oved the sight

and snmell and feel of them | nean, at least if they were fifty or nore
years old. Nothing pleased ne quite so much as to buy a job lot of them
for a shilling at a country auction. There is a peculiar flavour about

the battered unexpected books you pick up in that kind of collection:

m nor ei ghteenth-century poets, out-of-date gazeteers, odd vol unes of
forgotten novels, bound nunbers of | adies' nagazines of the sixties. For
casual reading--in your bath, for instance, or |late at night when you

are too tired to go to bed, or in the odd quarter of an hour before lunch
--there is nothing to touch a back nunber of the Grl's Owmn Paper. But as
soon as | went to work in the bookshop | stopped buying books. Seen in
the mass, five or ten thousand at a tinme, books were boring and even
slightly sickening. Nowadays | do buy one occasionally, but only if it is
a book that | want to read and can't borrow, and | never buy junk. The
sweet snell of decaying paper appeals to nme no longer. It is too closely
associated in my mnd with paranoi ac custonmers and dead bl uebottles.
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