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No quiet please
as libraries lend
instruments
By Paul English
news@sundaypost.com

Take down the
“quiet please” signs
– Scotland’s libraries
want visitors to make
some noise.
An initiative
designed to get
musical instruments
into the hands of
as many people
as possible is
encouraging library
users to pick up a
banjo, bagpipe or a
bodhran with their
books.
The project,
We Make Music
Instrument Libraries,
is run by the
Music Education
Partnership charity
and community music
group Tinderbox
Collective. It is also
aiming to give old
instruments a second
life, asking the public
to donate disused
items which can be
reconditioned.
The event will
launch today as part

of Edinburgh’s Hidden
Doors Festival, with a
street band takeover.
Mae Murray of
Music Education
Partnership said:
“Music enriches the
lives of everyone who
has the opportunity to
participate.”
The initiative will be
rolled out at Jenny Lee
Library at Lochgelly
Centre in Fife,
Kilwinning Library and
Harbour Arts Centre in
North Ayrshire, and in
Edinburgh where six
libraries (Craigmillar,
Drumbrae, Muirhouse,
Wester Hailes,
Moredun and Central)
will take part.
Each will stock a
variety of instruments
from guitars to
keyboards and
ukuleles to violins.
A special Make
Music Day event will
see bands play in
selected libraries on
June 21.
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Bookshops,
the sequel:
High Street
stores defy
predictions
of doom to
survive and
then thrive

Coffee giants scrap
long-running prize
The Costa book
awards are being axed
after 50 years, the firm
has confirmed.
The awards were
established in 1971
and known as the
Whitbread book
awards until 2005,
when Costa took
over the running and
financing. Whitbread
sold Costa to CocaCola in 2019. This year,
the total prize fund
for the awards was
£60,000.
Costa’s CEO Jill

McDonald said: “After
50 years of celebrating
some of the most
enjoyable books
written by hugely
talented authors from
across the UK and
Ireland, Costa Coffee
has taken the difficult
decision to end the
book awards.”
The book of the
year for 2021 was
The Kids by Hannah
Lowe, which drew on
her experiences of
teaching in an innerLondon sixth form.
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Bookselling had to wake
up and be much more
dynamic. Happily, it has

Independent stores grow
for fifth consecutive year
By Alice Hinds
ahinds@sundaypost.com

A gateway from our high streets
to new worlds, beloved local
bookshops have transported the
imaginations of generations of
readers and, despite the crushing
competition from online giants,
the number of real shops with
real books on real shelves
continues to climb.
After more than two decades of
decline, the number of independent
bookshops in the UK and Ireland
has grown for the fifth year in a row,
with more than 160 new businesses
opened since 2016. There are now
more than 1,000 independent and
non-traditional booksellers registered

Crime fest: We are diverse
The Bloody Scotland crime
writing festival has said it is
committed to inclusion and
accessibility after a writer
criticised the all-white shortlist
for the McIlvanney Prize.
Writer Helen Sedgwick had
tweeted: “Another day, another
all-white shortlist. I’m utterly
ashamed at this point.”

NEWS

Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan as a book
shop owner in You’Ve Got Mail

Bookshop owner Rosamund de la Hey at The Mainstreet Trading

with the Booksellers Association
trade body, as of the start of the year,
including more than 100 in Scotland
alone. While a renewed focus on
spending money locally has developed
with consumers since the pandemic,
Emma Bradshaw, head of campaigns
at the Booksellers Association, believes
living through lockdowns has also
encouraged more aspiring bookshop
owners to fulfil their dream of opening
their very own space.
“Although Covid has been
damaging to so many things and for
so many reasons, one of the positives
to be taken from it is that people
have got that renewed value for
community and local business,” she
told The Sunday Post as Independent
Bookshop Week prepares to get under
way on Saturday.
“Being able to go into a shop
and recognise a face and or even
know the bookseller’s name is so
important for that local connection,
and the value that customers place
on independent bookshops has

increased. That renewed interest has
contributed to numbers going up, but
I have a suspicion that a lot of us were
reassessing life choices during Covid,
too. There’s a lot of people who have
always wanted to have a bookshop
and the pandemic has been the thing
to nudge them in that direction.
“Whether it was a case of just
deciding that now is the time to take
that risk – if not now, when – some
people have also lost their jobs or
been furloughed, and it’s been about
seizing that moment and deciding to
have a bit of a career change. In some
cases, people who’ve been booksellers
for other businesses have decided to
go out on their own, too.”
Although the high street is still
facing difficult trading conditions
– not to mention the cost of living
crisis, which Bradshaw admits
is a growing concern not just for
consumers, but business owners,

too – the pandemic has forced
many small shop owners to be
more creative with their offerings,
including holding more online events
and diversifying with things like book
subscriptions. The local bookshop –
like the paper and print book – has
defied the persistent warnings of
extinction as the big chains boomed
and we increasingly lives our lives
online but 24 years, after Meg Ryan’s
pucky bookshop owner took on Tom
Hanks’ big-footing chain, the small
operators are still refusing to buckle.
The launch of bookshop.org, an
alternative to Amazon that allows
readers to buy books online while
supporting local independent
sellers, has proven successful for
many offline stores. Just four months
after opening in November 2020,
the “socially conscious way to buy
books” generated £1 million in
profit for independent bookshops

Company in St Boswells near Melrose in the Borders Picture Stewart Attwood

in the UK. Brawshaw continued:
“The pandemic has made a lot
of independent bookshops, who
maybe didn’t have any sort of online
or social presence at all, consider
branching into that space. During
Covid, a lot of events went online,
and many stores are keeping that
offering going for people who
perhaps have access issues. Doing
both things well – in store events, as
well as online – has been great.
“Plus, we’re also seeing our
members look at things like
subscription services and gift boxes,
bringing in that personal curation
and selecting titles that booksellers
themselves are really passionate
about. That is so much part of
the bookshop experience, isn’t it?
Being able to talk to people who are
equally enthusiastic and even more
knowledgeable about books, and
getting a personal recommendation.

That’s something you don’t
necessarily get with an online
shopping experience, for example.”
Author Neil Gaiman famously
said “a town isn’t a town without
a bookstore” and a recent
report found bookshops are the
businesses leading the way in
creating successful high streets.
The Booksellers as Placemakers
study, commissioned by the
Booksellers Association, found
more than 90% of bookshop owners
are working actively to support
their local economy, contributing
to non-retail offerings, such as
events and festivals, as well as local
beautification projects.
For Bradshaw, the findings are
proof of the fact that bookshops
work not just as retail spaces,
but vital community hubs for
bookworms of all ages. She said:
“Bookshops are at the heart of

When Rosamund de la Hey set
out to open a bookshop in the
small town of St Boswells, near
Melrose, she admits not everyone
thought it was a good idea.
“A bookshop in the middle of
nowhere – everyone was like,
‘Are you nuts?’”, she explained
with a laugh. “But if you build it,
they will come.”
And they have. In the 14 years
since The Mainstreet Trading
Company opened its doors,
customers have come from far
and wide to browse the new
hardbacks and classic paperbacks
lining the shop’s shelves, and
although it has been tough at
times, de la Hey says there’s
nothing more rewarding than
helping a customer find their next
good read.
She said: “I used to work in
publishing, selling to the likes of
Watersones and WH Smiths, and
one of the reasons why I left was
because it had become much
more about ‘marking spend’ than
the actual content of the books.
When I first started doing the job,
I knew I could make a material
difference to a book’s success,
and that was becoming less and
less the case. I really missed that.
“The ultimate satisfaction of
selling a book is showing it to the
reader, an individual, who will read
it then come back to the shop
and say, ‘Oh, I liked that one, what
should I read next?’
“It’s the most fun and so
fascinating to see how people
respond to different books.”
She added: “The thing I take
as the biggest compliment from
any customer is when they say,
‘I see things here that I don’t see
in another shop or I can’t find
online’. That’s what you want in
a bookshop. It’s serendipity. It’s
sharing ideas.”
As well as a wide selection of
books, The Mainstreet Trading
Company also boasts a café, deli
and homewares section, and de la
Hey says offering events, both in
person and online, has helped turn
their shop into a community space

their community. It’s often the
independent booksellers who are
galvanising the rest of the businesses
in their area to work together to
ensure their high street is thriving,
and a lot of them are doing so much
to give back to their communities.
Whether it’s charity, investment in
local economy and generating jobs,
they are giving back to the people.”
Running from June 18 to 25, the
annual IBW celebrations will see
bookshops around the country hold
events including signings, author
readings, podcast recordings,
bookshop crawls, and engagement
sessions for children, something
which book publishers say is vital
for both the reader and the author.
Jan Rutherford from independent
Scottish publisher, Birlinn, said:
“Bricks-and-mortar bookshops are
incredibly important to us as an
independent publisher. We build

for readers of all ages. “We’re in
the middle of nowhere, so there’s
a hardcore of people who come
locally, but a lot travel a distance,
too,” explained the bookseller, who
won Independent Bookshop of the
Year in 2012.
“The local ones really appreciate
that we can bring authors to
somewhere unexpected, and they
feel almost touchingly proud of
that. That’s incredibly rewarding
from our point of view.
“We have been doing the online
events for the last year or so, and
although it was better than not
having an opportunity to engage
with authors at all, it was nothing
like the same as live events.
We’ve been doing live events
again recently, and the audience
engagement has been so striking
– if anything it’s stronger because
people appreciate that it’s back.
“We only do events where
we’ve got time to really build the
audience for that particular book
and author, and it does make it
rewarding for both sides.”
Scotland, de la Hey believes, has
a thriving independent industry,
spearheaded by innovative
booksellers, like herself, who are
passionate about sharing their
love of everything from sci-fi
to poetry. She said: “The new
generation of booksellers is
taking a whole different approach
– bookselling had to wake up and
become more dynamic, and it
definitely has. In the last few years,
it feels like it’s come into its own,
with a hugely diverse range of
new indies.
“There’s an amazing number
of new bookshops in Edinburgh,
for example, and what’s so
wonderful is that they’ve all
carved out a different niche,
whether it’s geographic or cultural.
The same is true of a couple of
indies in Glasgow. Scotland’s a
good example of innovation in
bookselling. It’s just incredibly
exciting that bookshops,
statistically, are on the rise now.”

mainstreetbooks.co.uk

relationships with booksellers over
many years and work together on
events and local and/or national
promotions for authors.
“We have been delighted to see
the growth of strong independents
in Scotland and beyond in recent
years and will do all we can to
support them – and the relationship
works both ways. They provide their
communities with a book hub like
no other and suggest to publishers
gaps in the market. Their online
expansion through Covid, and the
very personal nature of looking after
local readers, has been impressive.
Bookshops of all shapes and sizes,
but in particular the indies, are very
much a key part of the team.”
Bradshaw added: “Everything
that goes on during independent
bookshop week is happening in
independent book shops up and
down the country throughout the

year. So, this week’s event are very
much about shining a spotlight
on what these bookshops do year
round, and taking the time to
celebrate that.
“After so many years of decline,
it’s just amazing, very encouraging
and very pleasing to see more
bookshops opening – and, fingers
crossed, we hope the numbers keep
going up. We’re regularly getting
queries about new members joining
us and, actually, a lot of existing
members are also expanding or
moving to larger premises. We
shouldn’t be complacent and think
it’s all good news, but for the bigger
picture, it’s very encouraging.”
booksaremybag.com
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