
INTRODUCTION 

Booksellers are often rather odd. This is not sur

prising since we have all managed to escape 

or avoid more regular forms of work. 

It is also a trade for which there are no rules. 

It can be conducted from a shop in Bond Street, 

from a barrow or from a car-boot. Some booksell

ers get most of their books from sales, some by 

clearing houses; others, like myself, simply by 

buying books from other booksellers' shops. 

Before I sold books I sold wallpaper and before 

that I worked for a firm that imported spray-guns. 

I became a bookseller by chance. 

I met Richard Booth at a party and he offered 

me a job. He later became celebrated as the inventor 

of the concept of the Book Town and more specific

ally for the publicity stunt of declaring himself 'The 

King of Hay'. Hay-on-Wye on the Welsh borders 

became the first book town as Richard's flair for 

publicity attracted more and more booksellers until 

there was hardly room there for any other busi

nesses. 

At the time I joined Richard in 1965 he spent 

much of the time travelling the country in 

his maroon Rolls, visiting the people who had 

responded to the circulars with which we blanketed 

the country, offering to buy books. 

I stayed at the Castle in Hay where I was in charge 

of selling. Richard gave me a few tips about how 

this should be done and left me to it. 

The few booksellers who made the long journey 



to Hay must have done very well since I had no ex

perience at all. Most of my time was spent making 

catalogues which we sent to libraries and other 

booksellers. I typed these onto waxed 'skins' and 

the lists were produced on a duplicating machine. 

After a few months Richard gave me the sack 

for selling the books too cheap, but by then I could 

see how I could make a living without returning to 

paid employment. 

I continued to make duplicated lists. At first I 

bought books mainly by placing an advertisement 

in the Small Ads section of The Times (in those 

days on the front page). I was also offered some 

interesting private collections through friends and 

family connections. But from 1972 I found my books 

by making frequent visits to Paris (and other parts 

of France) and Brussels; later adding Spain and 

Portugal to my catchment area and also making 

several trips to America and to Denmark, Holland 

and Finland. 

As I didn't have a shop, I worked on the principle 

that, if I only bought things that I liked, I could 

eventually collect enough customers with similar 

tastes to make my catalogue system effective. If 

asked, I say that I specialise in 'books one can enjoy 

without having to read': trade catalogues, fashion 

magazines and other illustrated journals, typo

graphy, political caricatures, architectural pattern 

books. The Applied Arts; no poetry, history 

or literature. 

I occasionally travelled with a girlfriend, and 

later sometimes with my wife Val, but mostly I was 
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on my own, which is why I got into the habit of 

writing these letters to Howard. It was not a 

'correspondence' since I neither expected nor 

received any replies. But I did have him in mind 

as I wrote, an absent listener or companion, which 

influenced the kind of things I wrote about and 

particularly the way in which I wrote, the tone and 

point of view. 

I wrote mostly in the evenings as I ate my supper, 

or in cafes and bars, using up the lonely hours when 

shops were shut; which is why I should not have 

been so surprised to find so many references to 

drink when I came to make this selection. And I 

now recall that once when I apologised for the wine 

stains on the page Howard suggested, 'Don't worry; 

that page can be the frontispiece when you publish 

them in a book.' So perhaps a wider readership 

was in the back of my mind, or Howard's-it is 

thanks to his having kept the letters that I can 

make this little book. 

Recently I have noticed that I am a bit like an 

alcoholic about letter-writing. I sneak off with my 

pad and binge off a few pages, blanking out the 

real world and its problems. 

I first met Howard through Kasmin, the influ

ential and innovative art dealer of the 1960s. His 

gallery in New Bond Street showed Howard's 

work and that of David Hockney, Anthony Caro, 

and others. He and Howard also travelled to 

India together and arranged a number of ex

hib-itions of Indian miniatures. Paul Kasmin, 

Sam Hodgkin and my son Aaron were born on 
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consecutive days in 1960 and our families were 

friends. 

In 1967 the Hodgkins and the Kasmins rented 

the Chateau de Carennac in the Dordogne for a 

month and invited various friends to join them. 

There was plenty of room as the place had been a 

hotel and was fully equipped with cupboards full 

of linen, a huge kitchen, dining room, breakfast 

room, etc. It was here that I first got to know 

Howard well. The atmosphere was fairly fraught 

with so many people trying to get on with each 

other. I too remember that meeting with Howard 

by the tap in the basement where we were trying 

to get a shave. 

His remark and point of view perhaps finds an 

echo in these letters written in later years. 

David Batterham 

Alexander Street, W.2 
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