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The Hay formula 

‘Can someone bring in the heater?!’ the king shouted to no one in particular from his 
wobbly wooden ‘throne’ in the ‘state rooms’ of the grim and semi-ruined Hay castle. The 
king’s brass crown was lying on the table next to him. His moth-eaten cotton-wool mantle 
was hanging on the back of a chair. His desperate, almost Shakespearean, scream echoed in 
the vaults of the chilly and unkempt hall that felt like the insides of an antediluvian, yet 
somehow still perfectly functioning, giant fridge. 

I first met King Richard the Book-Hearted, the self-proclaimed monarch of Hay-on-
Wye, a once unremarkable little town on the border of England and Wales, in January 1990, 
when he was still better known under his real name of Richard Booth. Having abandoned his 
futile royal pleas for a heater, the shivering king unveiled to the shivering me his plans for a 
global book empire with a centre in Hay. He wanted to create book towns all over the 
planet, including Eastern Europe and Australia. ‘France alone will have at least two hundred 
of them to supplement their goat cheeses,’ he cackled. 

‘According to the will of the people of Hay, I shall reconstitute the House of Lords in 
Hay-on-Wye,’ he went on. I wanted to ask him where he was going to get the lords from, 
but couldn’t: my tongue was frozen stiff . . . The answer, however, was fairly obvious. I knew 
that Mr Booth had appointed his horse, Caligula, prime minister after proclaiming himself 
the king of independent Hay on 1 April 1977 and couldn’t see why the staid and 
appropriately ‘tailed’ Hay-on-Wye cats could not pass for a bunch of senile life-peers. 

The whole coronation and independence affair was obviously nothing but a jokey 
publicity gimmick consummating Booth’s almost twenty years of struggle to put his rapidly 
declining town back on the map. When he opened his first bookshop in 1961, there were no 
hotels and just a couple of B&Bs in Hay. Determined to turn the place into the capital of his 
would-be book empire, he started bringing in truckloads of discarded volumes from 
American university libraries, buying them for an average price of £10 per truck. More and 
more bookshops appeared in Hay, but, lacking proper temperature conditions and 
cataloguing systems, they failed to attract customers. Thousands of folios, piled in 
cardboard boxes, were rotting in humid cellars and disintegrating outside—exposed to the 
elements. Booth became the laughing stock of the town, where second-hand bookshops 
pushed out almost all local businesses, including the only little cinema. 



The 1976 ‘Home Rule for Hay’ campaign was Booth’s last chance. The media noticed 
the campaign’s slogans ‘God save us from the Development Board for Rural Wales’ and 
‘Balls to Wall’s, Eat Hay National Ice Cream’. The town’s popularity grew. A number of top 
antiquarian booksellers moved in, and tourists began trickling in, too. Soon, Hay was chosen 
as the venue for a major annual literary festival. By the late 1990s, the number of 
bookshops had reached forty and the number of visitors 500,000 a year. Pubs, hotels and all 
108(!) B&Bs were thriving, and the locals were eulogising their wise King Richard. Thus 
Booth and books saved the face of the town. 

But King Richard’s success did not stop there. Eighteen years after my historic royal 
audience in the frozen Hay Castle, there are over thirty places on five continents describing 
themselves as book towns modelled on Hay-on-Wye. 

The geography of book towns spans five continents of the globe. They can be found in 
Scotland (two) and France (three), in Belgium (two) and Holland (one), in Germany (two) 
and Japan (two), in Switzerland, the USA, Canada, Malaysia, South Korea and Australia. 
Behind each of them is an eccentric book-enthusiast and a moving (and often ironic) story. 
Each of them proves that, in our age of space exploration, microcomputers and the Internet, 
people are still hungry for old books, these frozen fragments of bygone times, that can—
literally—transform the face of any average modern village or town. 

One of the success stories was the East German village of Mühlbeck, halfway between 
Berlin and Dresden—a sleepy rural settlement of nine hundred people that, until recently, 
could not even be found on the map. It would have probably remained like that forever, had 
it not been for Heide Dehne, a fifty-five-year-old local resident and a divorced mother of six. 
Having spent a working week in Hay-on-Wye, she embarked on her project of converting 
Mühlbeck into Germany’s first book village. To start with, she persuaded the local bar owner 
to make his back room into a small treasure-trove of antiquarian books. A year later, the 
stock of books had reached 150,000, and Heide was hoping to turn a trickle of visitors into a 
steady flow. 

Wolfgang Metz, the Mayor of another East German town, Wunsdorf, which used to 
house the headquarters of the Soviet Army garrison until 1994, has turned it into a giant 
second-hand bookshop in an attempt to change the town’s gruesome totalitarian image. 
What could be a better counterweight to totalitarianism than free and unlimited access to 
all the gems of human thought? 

In the tiny picturesque Ardennes village of Redu, in Belgium, there are now as many 
bookshops—twenty-four—as there are children, and the trade is drawing 350,000 visitors 
every year. Interestingly, before bookshops appeared in its centre, the village was 
experiencing the same economic woes as Hay-on-Wye. Bredevort in the Netherlands also 
copied the magic ‘Hay formula’ and now boasts 300,000 visitors a year. 

One of the latest converts was Wigtown in Galloway (Scotland), described by a mid-
last-century guidebook as ‘a sleepy little town with a ruined old Church’. By the late 1980s, 
however, the town’s ‘sleepiness’ had come to resemble an irreversible coma. Having lost its 
status of county centre, its railway station and all its little ‘industries’: two creameries and a 
whisky distillery—Wigtown was dying. 



‘The place looked awful,’ Don King, the former postmaster, told me. ‘Houses were 
falling apart, and trees grew on chimneys.’ 

Our conversation took place in the very centre of the town—in its strikingly elegant 
medieval Main Street, now resplendent with all sorts of businesses—old and new, but 
mostly with bookshops, of course. 

Walter Fitzsimmons, a corner store owner, soon joined us. ‘We would have been 
finished without the book town,’ he said meaning his little retail business, which had 
extended since Wigtown was officially (and with King Richard’s blessing, no doubt) 
‘anointed’ as a book town in May 1998. 

If at one point in 1997, forty-seven houses were on sale in tiny Wigtown (1,500 
people), in January 2003 there were none. Properties were snapped up immediately after 
hitting the market, and the busiest professionals in town were . . . no, not the booksellers, of 
whom there were twenty, but builders, plumbers and electricians—all booked for weeks 
ahead. Suddenly, the formerly unremarkable Galloway settlement became a very ‘cool’ 
place to live. Two ‘alternative therapy’ outlets and several modern cafés (one doubling as a 
bookshop)—all within yards from each other—were among the sure signs of this new 
‘coolness’. Don and Walter told me that even the town’s first and only cash-dispenser had 
appeared there courtesy of the book town office. 

In less than five years, Wigtown had been transformed into what looked (to me, at 
least) like Scotland’s happiest community. 

Having spoken to most of Wigtown’s book dealers, many of whom were relative 
newcomers, I noticed an interesting similarity: the majority of them ended up there as a 
result of a personal crisis—death of a partner, family break-up, illness, or loss of general 
direction in life. Old books tend to attract sensitive and emotional characters, prone to a 
sudden change of course, as well as those whose ultimate goal in life is not to make a 
fortune—an almost impossible thing for a modern book-trader—but to achieve spiritual 
balance. 

There were all unanimous in saying: ‘Moving to Wigtown was the best thing we ever 
did.’ 

Old books also attract eccentrics—that precious and endangered British breed, of 
which Richard Booth himself was a brilliant representative. 

I was delighted to visit the unique house-cum-bookshop, owned and run by Marion 
and Robin Richmond, where books, animals (one dog, seven cats and five kittens, not 
including numerous chickens in the garden) and people mingled together in every corner, 
creating a happy ‘organised chaos’. A domestic mauvism of sorts! 

‘Ming Books’ was the name of their business—after one of their deceased pussycats. 

Unlike the Richmonds, Carol Weaver—a diminutive lady with tragic eyes—an artist, a 
mathematician and an aspiring linguist—lived and traded alone in a tiny Victorian cottage in 
Bladnoch—Wigtown’s sister-village. In her own words, her ‘stock overflowed into her living 
quarters’ to create the atmosphere of ‘anti-minimalism’. 

Bumping my head against bookshelves and climbing over neat stacks of books on the 
floor, I reached a case of Russian books, including several by Alexander Pushkin—Russia’s 



greatest poet, whose life was cruelly cut short at thirty-eight. Leaving her live-in 
‘Transformer’ bookshop, I thought that solitude among old books could never grow into 
loneliness. 

The magic power of an old book, capable not just of salvaging one separate human 
being, but of changing whole communities even in our button-pressing (as opposed to page-
turning) epoch of digital TV and the Internet. 

The Hay Formula was the title of yet another unwritten book of mine. 

 

Life as a Literary Device: A Writer’s Manual of Survival 
by Vitali Vitaliev 

Published by Thrust Books 

 

Available for the Amazon kindle. 


