I am writing this piece as a unique step in the evolution of Bookery II, the last independently owned, comprehensive bookstore, not only in Ithaca, but in the entire region. I hope to lay out the reality of the small, privately owned bookstore for my customers and friends to see before, like so many bookstores before me, being forced to finally announce its closing. I am not yet making that announcement but would like to explain why, if nothing changes, it will be inevitable and imminent.

I have seen that within the last couple of years some, if not most, of the best-known, best-run, oldest independent bookstores throughout the country have scaled down, reorganized, redefined themselves, and then, finally, closed, usually accompanied by the lamentations of their loyal customers. Locally that included The Corner Bookstore, Triangle, Blue Fox, Ithaca Books New Alexandrian, Smedley’s, Borealis on Aurora St., McBooks, Quest’s End, Larry Tucker’s in Collegetown, and before my naïve plunge, Bookery II (http://www.ithaca.edu/ithacan/articles/0601/19/news/0ithaca_bo.htm). 
Nationally these included:

· Cody’s in Berkeley (http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2006/07/10/BAGT1JSHH41.DTL) 
· Shakespeare & Co., Coliseum Books (http://www.nysun.com/article/40684)
· The Gotham Book Mart and Books and Co.(http://www.thecityreview.com/jnette.htm) in NYC

· Micawbers in Princeton (http://www.nytimes.com/2007/01/03/books/03mica.html?_r=1&oref=slogin)
· Tudor Bookshop in Kingston, PA. (http://www.publishersweekly.com/article/CA6532741.html?nid=2286&source=title&rid=)
· The Book Broker and The Chinook in Colorado Springs (http://www.csbj.com/story.cfm?ID=9357)
· Dutton’s in L.A. (http://www.latimes.com/news/local/la-me-duttons26feb26,1,4971604.story)
· Jay’s Book Stall in Pittsburgh (http://www.pittsburghlive.com/x/pittsburghtrib/living/books/s_552438.html)
· and even the 169-year-old Book Room in Halifax (http://www.nationalpost.com/todays_paper/story.html?id=315938).

This is not a list of poorly run startups but the oldest, most respected, best of the best, whose closings were a sad reflection of the times. For whatever reason, be it the big boxes, internet shopping, video games, or more significantly, the decline of pedestrian-centered downtowns and neighborhoods, unique, non-cookie-cutter bookstores are a dying breed. 
As an example of a venerable, well-loved neighborhood bookstore that bit the dust, was resurrected, and whose future remains tenuous, look at the 50-year-old Kepler’s in Palo Alto, CA. (http://www.inc.com/magazine/20060401/kepler.html) and (http://www.inc.com/magazine/20070301/features-the-plot-thickens.html )

A different demographic from Ithaca but with many similarities. When the owner, without warning, announced Kepler’s closing, the community was galvanized into action. Committees were formed, meetings were held, fund drives created ($200K raised) leading to a restructuring, the creation of an experienced board, and a grand reopening. Now, a year later, and they’re no closer to solvency. And this is in a wealthy, well-educated, Silicon Valley, dot.com community.


Everyday, and many times a day, customers tell me how thankful they are that a wonderful store like Bookery II is still here. What a wonderful respite from the homogenous, impersonal boxes. What a nurturing literary environment for discovering exactly the book they didn’t know they wanted. To come to readings and literary events, to actually discuss books with the staff and other customers, to see what’s on some local notable’s favorites shelf, to relax with a cup of coffee while perusing a few titles, etc., etc., etc. Then they ask me how the store is doing and when I honestly tell them, they ask me what they can do. I say, look around. The staff outnumbers the clientele. Obviously, people have made their choice and it’s the big boxes and the internet. The market place has spoken.

More events, deeper discounts, no discounts, fundraisers, big sale events? How about a rich angel with deep pockets to keep the business afloat? None of these futile, short-term “fixes” make sense to me. A privately run business cannot, and should not, exist thanks to charity, municipal support, pity, or nostalgia. It must answer to the popular need or die. It must truly be of value! 

The bottom line is that a business like Bookery II can only exist and should only exist if it is of real value to the community at large, not just to me, my staff and a handful of die-hard, iconoclastic book lovers. The store should not exist if people shop here because they feel sorry for me or my staff. (That’s for our family and friends.) They should only shop here if they get their best value here, however that is defined. That should include finding the desired merchandise in a wonderful and unique environment, under the friendliest conditions, in a timely fashion, at a reasonable price. Hopefully, part of that equation includes the many very real reasons why shopping locally actually economically benefits the community rather than shopping in a national chain. (http://www.civiceconomics.com/Andersonville/AndersonvilleStudy.pdf)

But, again, this recognition must be felt in the wallet, not just the gut. I truly believe that each of the above towns lost something of incalculable value when they lost their last independent bookstore. But, then again, I felt the same when the first professional baseball stadium built a roof (and created the designated-hitter), the corner soda fountain closed and there were no more drive-in movies.

I suspect that twenty years from now the only place one will see unique, small bookstores will be on Main Street in nostalgic faux communities like Disneyland, right next to the quaint penny-candy emporium and nickelodeon. The corner delis, bakeries, candy stores and fish markets have been replaced by Wegman’s and Top’s. Wal-Mart has wiped out most of the small, unique family-owned businesses across the country. And to most people, these changes are signs, not only of the inevitable future, but of actual improvement. 

At this moment, I am simply laying out the reality of the situation. I am already PPPB (past the point of pay-back) to my creditors. Ongoing plans for Bookery II included increased weekly drop-offs to Kendal, Cayuga Medical Center, other retirement homes, various business parks, Cornell, IC, and pick-up locales in outlying towns, more in-store events including live-music, writing workshops and more but I can’t afford to keep the store open long enough to put them into practice. I am willing to consider any useful, creative, long-term but rational ideas, including personally managing and running it for a new owner or group of owners, to help sustain the last, of what I, and I hope many other people, consider an important part of our community; an independent bookstore that is more than just a large warehouse to pick up books but a literary locale and destination that is a reflection of the individual personalities that run the store and of our community in general.

Otherwise, let it be known now, that I will shortly be forced to announce a final liquidation sale and closure.


My office and ears are open.

