Books v. Cigarettes

A couple of years ago a friend of mine, a newspaper
editor, was fire-watching with some factory workers.
They fell to talking about his newspaper, which most of
them read and approved of, but when he asked them
what they thought of the literary section, the answer he
got was: ‘You don’t suppose we read that stuff, do you?
Why, half the time you’re talking about books that cost
twelve and sixpence! Chaps like us couldn’t spend twelve
and sixpence on a book.” These, he said, were men who
thought nothing of spending several pounds on a day
trip to Blackpool.

This idea that the buying, or even the reading, of
books is an expensive hobby and beyond the reach of
the average person is so widespread that it deserves
some detailed examination. Exactly what reading costs,
reckoned in terms of pence per hour, is difficult to esti-
mate, but [ have made a start by inventorying my own
books and adding up their total price. After allowing for
various other expenses, I can make a fairly good guess -
at my expenditure over the last fifteen years.

The books that I have counted and priced are the
ones I have here, in my flat. I have about an equal num-
ber stored in another place, so that I shall double the
final figure in order to arrive at the complete amount. I
have not counted oddments such as proof copies, defaced



