
A TIME…
Once upon

This is the story of how a village bookshop in the 
Scottish Borders became a thriving honeypot for the 
locals and a celebrated hotspot for the A-list literati
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arkness fell hours ago in the village of  
St Boswells in the Scottish Borders, but 
the windows of The Mainstreet Trading 
Company glow golden, their colourful 
hand-drawn decorations singing out to all 
who pass by. As customers trickle in and 
out clutching books, truckles of Cheddar 

and bags of sugar mice, the scent of cinnamon wafts through 
the open door. This is so much more than a regular bookshop 
offering the latest bestsellers. A favourite among the likes of 
Michael Morpurgo and Maggie O’Farrell, it’s also an award-
winning café, deli and homeware store – a destination for 
buying, browsing and hobnobbing with friends.

SETTING THE SCENE
It’s Christmas shopping night early in the festive season. 
The store is open late for gift-buyers, and owners Rosamund 
and Bill de la Hey are restocking bookshelves, arranging 
bowls of glinting baubles and slicing thick wedges of  

Stilton. “We aim to stock everything a customer needs for 
Christmas, except their turkey,” says Bill, who ensures the 
deli, housed in the barn next door, is brimming with more 
than 40 cheeses, alongside wine, whisky and charcuterie, 
all from independent producers. Customers can also take 
their pick from 8,000 titles, as well as homeware, textiles 
and cards – all overseen by Rosamund.

The shop opened 12 years ago, and when Country Living 
first visited in 2013, it was already popular among bookish 
types. Fans include Kate Humble, who called it “an inspiration”, 
while Victoria Hislop described it as “a book-lover’s 
paradise”. But five years later, Mainstreet was projected into 
the national limelight, when it was crowned Britain’s Best  
Small Shop. “That award was a game-changer,” Rosamund 
says. “People from all over the country heard us mentioned 
on BBC News. It was extraordinary.” Even Prince Charles 
took a tour last year, assuring the team that his wife  
would enjoy shopping there.

THE FIRST CHAPTER
A bustling bookshop in St Boswells seemed implausible 
when the couple arrived here in 2003 from west London 
(Rosamund is a returning Scot) with their children, 
two-year-old Wilf and six-week-old Isobel (they have since 
had a third, Archie). While the village had a handful of 
shops, a pub, hotel and restaurant, there were only about 
800 residents. At the time, Bill was a photographer with a 
passion for food, while Rosamund was children’s marketing 
director at Bloomsbury, responsible for promoting the 
Harry Potter books. She continued commuting to London 
for work until 2007, when the old auction house came up for 
sale. The couple snapped it up, turning it into The Mainstreet 
Trading Company a year later. The timing was challenging: 
2008 was the start of the recession and the year that Amazon 
launched the Kindle. “People thought we were mad,” Rosamund 
recalls. Yet three years later, the de la Heys were in profit.

An events schedule packed with illustrious authors from 
Margaret Atwood to Sir Michael Palin helped establish the 
shop as a literary hotspot. Judith Kerr’s visit, in December 
2017, was particularly memorable. “It was a joyful evening. 
To have had her here, and now for the world to have lost 
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her,is very poignant,” Rosamund says. The team  
also host pop-up dining events to celebrate new 
cookbooks. When Gather was published in 2018,  
Gill Meller travelled all the way from Dorset to take 
part in one such event.

“Bringing bestselling authors to a village this size  
is extraordinary,” says Wendy Davidson, who lives next 
door. “The shop has become a social hub and other 
small businesses have benefited from its presence  
and example. Its existence has created an extra buzz 
around St Boswells.” Bill agrees. “There’s no question 
that it has got busier since we arrived,” he says.  
“More young families have moved into the area,  
and Mainstreet is referenced as a selling point.”

From calligraphy workshops to cookery 
demonstrations, Mainstreet always goes the extra  
mile. In 2015, they launched the Mainstreet Van – a 
restored fire-engine, now mobile bookshop, with 
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the ambition to ensure every child in the Borders meets an 
author during their school life. The van tours local schools, 
with writers and illustrators such as Michael Morpurgo, 
Adam Murphy or MG Leonard in the passenger seat. Back at 
base, the shop’s ‘Book Burrows’ – cupboards under the stairs 
illustrated to look like Mr McGregor’s garden and Fantastic 
Mr Fox’s lair – delight visiting children, who can plug into 
audiobooks undisturbed by grown-ups. “Parents love them, 
too,” Rosamund says. “Children go scurrying straight in and  
don’t come out for ages, leaving them to shop.”

Many customers are happy to travel a fair distance to get 
here. A regular since the shop’s early days, Nancy Norman 
makes the 60-minute journey from her home in Peebles 
most months. “Mainstreet Trading is a gift,” she says, 
crediting its “knowledgeable and attentive staff, buzz of 
vitality and creative atmosphere” for always leaving her 
“inspired and refreshed” by the time she leaves. The shop  
is an hour’s drive from Newcastle and Edinburgh, too,  
but Rosamund and Bill feel their location has given them  
the edge. “We’re so in the middle of nowhere that people 
tend to come here as an experience,” Rosamund says. 

PLOT TWIST
It was all books, bustle and business as usual until bricks-
and-mortar shops were forced to close during the spring 
lockdown this year, sending readers flocking to online 
retailers. The Mainstreet Trading Company didn’t even sell 
stock via their website. But, with the help of a skeleton team 
(the staff of 24, including illustrators, tech specialists and 
cooks, were on furlough), they were up and running within 
48 hours, offering a personal alternative to the bigger  
online brands.  Their ‘Care Packs’, comprising books  
and chocolate, wrapped in brown paper and tied up with 
string, flew off the shelves, with most being sent as gifts.  
“I won’t pretend it wasn’t extremely stressful,” Rosamund 
says, “but forcing us online has been a silver lining. We’ve  
seen good sales from customers who want to continue 
supporting us.” Mainstreet book subscriptions also make 
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popular presents. Customers specify which genres the 
recipient enjoys reading and the team selects titles to  
post out to them. During lockdown, the ‘Self-isolation 
Subscription’ was a particular hit. Books, posted weekly, 
proved a lifeline for customers who were unable to  
leave the house. Then, in the summer, to amplify ethnic 
minority authors, Mainstreet launched its ‘Diverse Voices’ 
subscription, featuring  books by Reni Eddo-Lodge and  
Yaa Gyasi. “We weren’t sure how it would go down, but  
more than 50 people signed up,” Rosamund says.

No virtual experience, however, can match a visit to  
the shop itself. And while, for a time, the e-book felt like  
a threat, some books, especially illustrated ones, will  
always prove more popular on paper than tablets. This  
year, Rosamund predicts that Robert Macfarlane and  
Jackie Morris’s The Lost Spells will be a Christmas 
bestseller, luring readers off laptops. There’s magic between 
bound book covers, and the team at Mainstreet certainly 
bring it to life within the walls of their wonder emporium.  

VISIT mainstreetbooks.co.uk for more information about opening 
hours and events.

THIS PAGE A fully stocked 
deli (top) offers everything 
you could need for a festive 
feast; the couple’s dog 
Sungura the Labrador; 

illustrated tote bags  
by Shaun Fagan; many 
members of the Mainstreet 
team have worked  
here for years
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