the same. The books would cost more but they would
take longer to read. In either case you would still possess
the books after you had read them, and they would be
saleable at about a third of their purchase price. If you
bought only second-hand books, your reading expenses
would, of course, be much less: perhaps sixpence an
hour would be a fair estimate. And on the other hand if
you don’t buy books, but merely borrow them from
the lending library, reading costs you round about a
halfpenny an hour: if you borrow them from the public
library, it costs you next door to nothing.

I have said enough to show that reading is one of the
cheaper recreations: after listening to the radio probably
the cheapest. Meanwhile, what is the actual amount that
the British public spends on books? I cannot discover any
figures, though no doubt they exist. But I do know that
before the war this country was publishing annually
about 15,000 books, which included reprints and school
books. If as many as 10,000 copies of each book were
sold — and even allowing for the school books, this is
probably a high estimate — the average person was only
buying, directly or indirectly, about three books a year.
These three books taken together might cost £1, or
probably less.

These figures are guesswork, and I should be inter-
ested if someone would correct them for me. But if my
estimate is anywhere near right, it is not a proud record
for a country which is nearly 100 per cent literate and
where the ordinary man spends more on cigarettes than
an Indian peasant has for his whole livelihood. And if
our book consumption remains as low as it has been, at
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