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			Dedication

			For Sue

		

		
			Preface

			We received two letters: the first one in the post and the second one, hand delivered, through the letter box.

			Dear Silver Moon

			I need you and indeed love you. I love the space, the quiet, the scope of subjects, the occasional feeling of irony. I’ve bought so many books here that have changed me, I’ve found part of myself here.

			God bless you. Thank you

			Marc Lépine shot dead Western Females

			Many more will die – soon

			We are prepared to die for ISLAM

			Are you prepared to die for Christ?

			Out of anarchy comes order

			Welcome to the world of Silver Moon.

		

		
			Introduction

			This is the story of Silver Moon and the women who were there. We must know our own history. Not just for the record, but for vigilance in the future, particularly today, when the battles we fought on issues of women’s safety, abortion, LGBT rights,* the banning of books and the suppression of diverse voices have reared up again around the world. At the time we didn’t think of legacy; we were much more concerned with survival and laughter. I want this to be our record. A record of the joy – of seeing favourite authors prosper; the awe – of welcoming a heroine superstar author to the shop; the fun – of thinking up subversive merchandise or rewarding ourselves with outrageously boozy Christmas dinners; the anger – of having to clean the carpet from a wanker’s sperm; the political defiance – as we rainbowed-up the Charing Cross Road and fought Section 28; the daily grind – of learning to run a business; the tensions – around politics, personalities and priorities.

			It is the story of our lives in our own voices. In recent years, I’ve been interviewed a number of times about Silver Moon, and I am delighted that people want to know. I’m pleased that younger women, the next generation, want to pursue PhDs in subjects such as feminism, feminist publishing and, finally, feminist businesses, but I struggle a bit with the gap between academic analysis and the lived experience. I do welcome the analysis, but sometimes it feels like a post-mortem and I’m not dead yet. Sometimes the language can be a bit alienating. I came across this quote: ‘Jane Cholmeley adumbrates the tensions within the Silver Moon Women’s Bookshop.’1 I’ve never adumbrated in my life. For heaven’s sake, I had to look the word up.

			Silver Moon set out to be a feminist business in a capitalist world. How could we express our politics of the Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM) and our lesbian identities in the complicated politics (national and local) of the time. Furthermore, the book trade, our industry, was going through huge upheaval in the Eighties and Nineties. Silver Moon was a business. I think it’s really important that women are not afraid of business.

			I’ve always been good with figures. My idea of relaxation at the end of a busy week is to tally the cash book or draft the next year’s budget, so you’ll get some numbers and charts in the coming pages. Please don’t be put off; they are necessary and, I hope, revealing.

			Silver Moon was an organisation with a structure and a team, but a 9-to-5 work time with a separate personal life it was not. It was a place of total involvement – heart, soul and brain. Our documented history, though patchy, shows us questioning how to be a business, wrestling with our emotions, examining ourselves and each other, and working so bloody hard to get it right.

			Sue Butterworth died in 2004. As she was co-founder of Silver Moon and my former partner, it is heart-breaking that this is not her book, too. With every sentence, I feel her sitting on my shoulder, saying, ‘Do you remember this? That’s not very politically correct. Don’t be so pompous!’ She’s reminding me, arguing with me. We’re laughing together. It would be a much better book if we could write it together, but she is dead and we can’t. I’ll just have to do my best for her, for us.

			Still, this should not be my voice alone. I’ve tracked down 18 members of Silver Moon and in 2020 I asked them for their memories. Their written answers and mid-pandemic Zoom calls have allowed me to include their voices and personal experiences. I will also mention lots and lots of books. Once a bookseller, always a bookseller! I hope they will bring back memories for some of you. Above all, though, this is a love letter to Silver Moon, to feminist thinkers, women writers, authors, publishers and our customers. To the team and to Sue. How I got to Silver Moon from where I started in life still startles me, but I’m forever glad I did. ‘The personal is political’ was certainly true for me and for Silver Moon Women’s Bookshop.

			Together, we made Silver Moon.

			Certainly, Silver Moon made me.

				
					* I am using LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans) throughout the book as this was the acronym chiefly in use at the time of Silver Moon. I am fully aware that this has now expanded to LGBTQIA+.

			

		

		
			1.

			Who Am I?

			I was born in Northampton in 1948, and the joy of mother and baby doing well was heavily clouded by the fact that I was not the boy my parents so desperately wanted.

			A male heir was important to my father’s family. Cholmeley is an ancient name, and they wanted it to be continued. Tradition has it that the family arrived by small boat on a Sussex beach with no papers, seeking a better life. Bloody immigrants! In lieu of a passport, though, they had chain mail, swords and war horses, and their leader was Duke William of Normandy. The year was 1066.

			My father was at the end of a line of many younger sons, and we’d ended up with an uncomfortable mix of an ancient family clinging to its sense of class and status but with very little money. No wonder I love Jane Austen with her beady-eyed dissection of class and money. It goes further. Jane Austen’s father was a clergyman, and so was mine. In fact, I think my father would have been entirely happy in an eighteenth-century parish next door to George Austen. It was often joked that the Church of England was the Tory party at prayer, and I certainly thought my dad conservative (in all senses), but after his death I found on his bookshelves Trevor Huddleston’s Naught for Your Comfort opposing apartheid; John Robinson’s Honest to God, which challenges the Church for being ‘formal, sleepy, complacent and over-respectable’,1 and Letters and Papers from Prison by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a priest of the Confessing Church in Germany who was murdered by the Nazis in Flossenbürg Concentration Camp in 1945. Perhaps I had been too quick to judge him.

			Dad was the sort of country parson (a word that suited him so well) who met half of his parishioners in church on Sunday, having met the other half in the pub on Saturday. He saw the community as a whole and felt it was his duty to be of service to it in its entirety. There was a photo of him taking the Harvest Festival service in the pub, in cassock and surplice, with a row of gin and whisky bottles behind him. Good thing he wasn’t a Methodist!

			My parents met at the beginning of the Second World War. My father was the curate at St James’ in Weybridge where my mother was the churchwarden’s daughter. You’d think it was a perfect match, but my father’s family did not want him to marry her, because her father, Albert, was ‘in trade’. Fortunately, my parents ignored the snobby Cholmeleys and married in 1942. A year later, my brother Robert was born. He died after two days; my father christened him. I cannot imagine how my parents felt as their joy at a baby boy turned so swiftly to grief. They coped, perhaps, by never mentioning their son and heir. Indeed, I did not know of Robert’s brief existence until I was thirteen. My sister was born in 1944, and I followed in 1948.

			Not long ago, I said to my sister, ‘My life would have been so different had Robert lived. The Cholmeleys worship the male. Robert would have had all the attention, all the resources.’

			‘You’re wrong,’ she said. ‘You wouldn’t even be here. They’d have had their son and heir and me. You wouldn’t exist. You were their last effort, and you turned out to be a girl.’

			Brutal but true.

			Throughout my childhood, my parents told us they were entirely happy with two girls. Deep down, I understood, even at my youngest age, that emphasising it quite so much meant exactly the opposite.

			The funny thing was that I wanted to be a boy. They had more freedom. They could wear clothes that were comfortable. Boys played cricket and had train sets, not boring, boring dolls. Take a look at these two photos of me aged around five years old. The one on the left is who I wanted to be and the one on the right is the daughter my mother wanted. OK, I’m in a dress for both, but check the socks. They say it all. Me – arms akimbo and long grey socks fallen around my ankles. Vicar’s daughter – in a pretty dress with smocking and little puffed sleeves and short, neat white ankle socks.

			[image: Left – photograph of the author aged 5 with socks around the ankles, Right – photograph of the author aged 5 with neat socks, on her mother’s lap]

			Left: How I saw myself. (Jack Joseph) Right: How my mother wanted me to be. (Northampton Chronicle & Echo)

			The occasion was the village fete and a female VIP had come to open proceedings. I was pressed into service to give her a thank-you bouquet. ‘Should I curtsy, or should I bow?’ I asked.

			‘Whatever you feel comfortable with,’ said Mum, sensible woman. So, on cue, I gave our VIP her flowers, curtsied, took one smart step back and bowed, not rebelling, but not quite conforming either. I felt that the parish that owned my father also owned me.

			I hated my adolescence. I was awkward, shy, socially uneasy, physically uncomfortable and lost.

			Dad ran the village youth club, but youth work was not his forte. I think the club must have been agony for him. It certainly was for me.

			‘You must support your father.’

			‘Do I have to? It’s not fair.’ My life’s refrain.

			I really did not want to play ping-pong in a damp brown hut left over from the Second World War, but I had to go. I did try to do my duty, but how long can you hide in the toilets before you’re missed? I also tried to be helpful. I once saw an advert for a free book for youth clubs, so I wrote away for it, and a few days later a parcel arrived with 20 copies of Chairman Mao’s Little Red Book for Hampshire’s finest teenagers, courtesy of the Chinese government. To say my father was not amused is a bit of an understatement.

			I was lonely. As I grew, my feelings of being different deepened. I had no words, no understanding, no role models, just a feeling of not quite fitting, of being on the outside, not belonging. The watching parish, the nosiness, the pressure to be nice; it owned my whole family. I was trying to be obedient and do my best, but deep down I hated it. I couldn’t rebel. I just got smaller and smaller.

			Books became my refuge, giving me other worlds where I could be brave and belong. In their pages, I could be a cowboy on the range. I’d be Claudine, a clever French schoolgirl who knew too much; I could be Scout with Gregory Peck in a white suit as my father, or I’d be Lizzy Bennet, the brainy misfit who wins in the end. Or even better, I could imagine myself as the smooth, sardonic Mr Darcy.

			Speaking of Mr Darcy and Austen again, I must just add that I’m actually related to Jane Austen. She had a very wealthy (I wish) but very bad tempered (no comment) aunt called Mrs Leigh-Perrot, née Jane Cholmeley. This pleases me hugely.

			I went away to boarding school at the age of seven. I begged to go. The school was run by my aunt, Miss Penelope Cholmeley; we called her ‘Chum’, and she gave me my education for free. There was no way my parents could have had money for school fees – well, not for a girl.

			I loved school. I was sporty enough, I was bright enough. After being lonely at home, I was now in the gang. I made friends. One particular girl, Evelyn, was tall, captain of netball; she looked so handsome in her green blazer, she was clever – I idolised her. ‘Mum, can I invite a friend home in the holidays?’ I begged. ‘Of course you can.’ Mum was delighted for me. Unfortunately, Chum put the kibosh on my hopes. Evelyn was the head girl and nine years older than me. My first sweet, misdirected crush, and a sign of things to come.

			Unfortunately, my aunt retired when I was 14 and with the best of intentions managed to get me into an Anglican convent school, for free. I was bitterly unhappy there. One of the many times I got into trouble was getting caught reading after lights out. I was being Ms Goody-Two-Shoes reading the Bible, revising for my O-level Religious Knowledge exam. Obedient vicar’s daughter that I was, I really didn’t want to fail that one. The mean-spirited nuns did not believe me. What did they think I was reading? Lady Chatterley’s Lover or, even worse, The Well of Loneliness?

			I had failed my 11-plus but caught up eventually with O and A levels and was encouraged to go to university if I was able. Mum had been taken out of school at 14 to work in her father’s shop, and shopkeepers’ daughters didn’t go to university. They were expected to work at home until they married. My mother felt this very keenly and wanted my sister and I to have the opportunities she’d been denied.

			Being at university between 1966 and 1969 was, for some, a time of political turmoil, but not for me. The Sorbonne riots passed me by. I didn’t get my head cracked by a truncheon in Grosvenor Square. I was diligent, obedient, even timid. I worked hard and was anxious to fit in, still squashing my unacknowledged and very secret sexuality into a small box labelled ‘Don’t even think of going there!’ I wanted to make my parents proud of me, and without really thinking it through, I always envisaged a career, earning my own money and, if possible, making my own choices. I never, ever thought of just a job until marriage and children. Nor did I imagine a husband with a second (larger) income. I knew deep down that it would be up to me alone to make my way.

			Then I won a year’s scholarship to a college in America. I grabbed the chance to break away, to be free. The bonds that tied me into timid obedience didn’t stretch across the Atlantic. I could leave behind the need to please and conform and become a different person. Well, a bit. I could take my nose out of my books and open my eyes.

			I flew in to a small airport in Virginia and looked up at the Blue Ridge Mountains, not blue, but ablaze with the Fall colours. I’d never seen such a magnificence of yellow, gold, ochre, amber, red, plum, crimson, purple – and I walked into the black-and-white of de facto segregation.

			Lynchburg Virginia’s proud boast, then, was that it was the most segregated town outside of Alabama. I was told that it was named after Sheriff Lynch. I listened to Billie Holiday sing ‘Strange Fruit’ and was ashamed.

			Obviously as a child of empire I knew about racism and my white class privilege, but I didn’t feel it.

			Randolph-Macon was a Methodist college and I’d come from the booze-filled tradition of an English university. A ‘friend’ thought it would be amusing to ask me to go off campus to buy some liquor.

			‘Sure, what would you like?’

			‘Will you get us a bottle of Jim Crow whiskey?’
‘OK,’ and off I went.

			The whiskey was called Old Crow. Jim Crow laws were the state and local laws enforcing racial segregation in the South. Although overruled in 1965,2 attitudes persisted. All I can say is that thank God the young man who served me was white, not Black. Had he been Black he would have seen my request as a disgusting piece of deliberate racism. I was an ignorant dupe, but ignorance is no excuse. Some ‘friend’! I was awakening.

			A real friend, Anne Falkenberry, invited me to stay with her family in Alabama for Easter. There was a gubernatorial election going on and she asked if I wanted to go to a George Wallace rally. Of course I did. I’d studied demagogues – Mussolini, Hitler – so experiencing Wallace first-hand seemed a fascinating opportunity. The rally was in Linden, Alabama. We drove over and parked. The car next to us had over 60 ‘Wallace’ stickers on it. Anne’s car had one sticker for ‘Brewer’ – Albert P. Brewer, his opponent in the primary; we removed it. There was a large crowd, all ages and all white. George Wallace told his audience what they wanted to hear, that he was on their side, that he and only he could speak for them. I could feel the power, the repellent power, of tub-thumping white-supremacist populism.

			As a Brit, the full-on American, badged and stickered campaign style fascinated me. I saw a weather-beaten gentleman sitting on a pick-up truck, a ‘Wallace’ badge on his hat and a ‘Colonel Sanders’ tie with ‘Vote Wallace’ written on it. I saw a strong-looking woman, also with a ‘Wallace’ badge and tie, wearing a straw hat wrapped around with another ‘Wallace’ sticker. I was wearing striped flared trousers and an army jacket. In dress, we were worlds apart. I took photos, without permission, and when I spoke to Anne, someone heard my accent and said, ‘You ain’t from around here,’ and it didn’t feel friendly. I was mesmerised and scared in equal measure. We drove away.

			I learned a lot in my year in America, but it wasn’t from books.

			A NEW WOMAN

			Arriving back home in England, I needed a job. At a time when only 8 per cent of the population went to university, I had a good degree and yet I was persistently advised to do a secretarial course. The men had graduate traineeships, but the women were told to learn to type and take dictation. It felt so unfair. I was an utterly rubbish secretary. My typing was mediocre, my shorthand was poor and my attitude worse. The world was burning with the Vietnam War and the Civil Rights Movement. My employment prospects were crooked with gender discrimination. I was floundering. I felt lost.

			The only two areas I looked for work were publishing and the charity sector. My driving forces were books and my background. I wasn’t immediately successful. My first job was as a secretary at the Central Council for Physical Recreation, but typing up the minutes of the Mountain Leadership Training Board was not how I saw my future. I was embarrassed to discover that in my very first job I earned more than my father did after 30 years of ministry. I have to admit, through gritted teeth, that the bloody secretarial course paid off. I managed the move into publishing as a secretary at Yale University Press, picked up some experience of foreign rights sales and moved on to children’s publisher Macdonald Educational.

			There I met Sue and two things happened: I found feminism and I fell in love. Suddenly, life started to make sense. I found my cause, and, with love, I found my strength.

			Sue picked me up at the staff Christmas party in December 1976. It was splendidly cheesy. ‘It’s noisy,’ she said. ‘Let’s go somewhere quiet.’ So we left the party and went downstairs to get our coats. As she told me later, she went into my office to collect me, but I was not there. ‘Shit!’ she thought. ‘I’ve missed my opportunity,’ and went back to her own office – where I was sitting on her desk waiting for her. We went back to her flat in Lancaster Gate. More wine was poured and Sue bravely started to tell me about a previous relationship. ‘She …’

			I heard the pronoun. More than that, I saw it. I saw the word hanging in the air, and I knew that, as it floated downward, I absolutely had to catch it before it fell to pieces on the ground. My life depended on it. I said something like ‘I’ve always wondered …’ and the threshold was crossed.

			We talked and talked, both very ‘not sober’, and agreed that falling into bed right then would be something of a disaster and not the significant moment we were hoping for, so we agreed to meet for dinner the following evening. Sue drove me home. Too drunk to make love, but not too drunk to drive. Well, it was the Seventies.

			I woke up that Saturday morning with something of a hangover, euphoric and terrified. I knew I’d always been ‘other’, but I felt that everyone would suddenly know I was a LESBIAN, a social outcast. I was convinced I had a large L in the middle of my forehead and kept going to the mirror to check. It felt strange to want something so much and yet to be so afraid. Saturday somehow passed both at a snail’s pace and like a hurricane. At 7 on the dot, Sue was on my doorstep with an impishly shy grin on her face and a bottle of wine in her hand. We went to dinner at a local French bistro and then came back to my flat, and, to paraphrase Radclyffe Hall, that night we were not divided.

			Waking together, I’d never felt so happy or so whole. I was 28. I’d been waiting all my life to come home. So many years of pretending, of having sex with men of the ‘is-that-all-there-is-I-can’t-see-what-the-fuss-is-all-about’ variety. At last, I felt loved and loving. But at the same time, there was fear. What would my flatmates say? I couldn’t even imagine telling my family. What would happen if they found out at work? How would our friends react? It’s an explosive thing to move from secure majority privilege to despised outcast in one kiss.

			Love as overnight radicalisation. And yet, nothing could have been better.

			Meanwhile, at work, I was working with a couple of Australian publishers, Hilary McPhee and Diana Gribble, both ardent feminists. For them, feminism was normal, obvious. For me, late to the party as ever, I was only then having my lightbulb moment. I needed to know more, so Sue and I invited them to dinner. This was crossing multiple boundaries in bringing work home and in declaring our – well, my – newly discovered dykedom to straight colleagues.

			During dinner, Sue uttered the immortal words, ‘How do you join the Women’s Liberation Movement and to whom do you pay your subscription?’ Note her use of the dative; she was to become an editor, after all. We had a steep learning curve ahead of us and, naturally, books were a first resource. We devoured them. First was Dale Spender’s Man Made Language, and others followed: The Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir; The Feminine Mystique by Betty Friedan; Orlando by Virginia Woolf; Sexual Politics by Kate Millett; Kinflicks by Lisa Alther; and Desert of the Heart by Jane Rule, alongside so many more. As Ursula K. Le Guin once said, ‘We read books to find out who we are.’3

			And quite suddenly, Sue and I were no longer alone. The Women in Publishing group started in 1979. We joined immediately and met women in our industry who were feminist role models and trailblazers. Once the scales have fallen from your eyes, you can never put them back, and I wouldn’t have wanted to. I was becoming a new woman.

		

		
			2.

			The Dream Was Born

			The dream was born on West Shore Beach in Llandudno as we took our dog, Biff, for a walk. We were visiting Sue’s parents and, apart from eating vast quantities of lovely Welsh lamb, we had a lot of thinking to do. I’d just been made redundant.

			In the winter of 1980–81, the unions at Macdonald Educational where I worked had gone on strike. We occupied the offices and took turns picketing the building. One day a colleague came back from the picket line asking, ‘Who’s the big bloke in the plum-coloured Roller?’

			It was Robert ‘Pension Plunderer’ Maxwell,1 and that meant a hostile takeover. As soon as he was in charge Maxwell called a lunchtime meeting of all the department heads. I went along to represent the foreign rights department. I remember the food as much as the meeting. He’d ordered buckets of fried chicken. Maxwell shovelled chicken pieces into his mouth with his hands like a starving man, listening without much interest to our editors describing their projects. He then turned to me and demanded, ‘What do you do?’ and chicken bits and spittle flew in my direction.

			‘We have a turnover of £[substantial], a margin of 22 per cent and a positive cash flow,’ I replied.

			Maxwell gave a grunt of satisfaction and moved on to the next victim. I sat through the rest of the meeting watching him bully and humiliate my colleagues and thought I really, really do not want to work for this man. Promises were made and promptly broken, so, with Sue’s support, I cited constructive dismissal and handed in my notice. My managing director did not believe me when I told him I did not have another job to go to. I just had to get out.

			Taking the last refuge of the middle classes, I went back to university to do an MA in Women’s Studies, and I also got a part-time job as company secretary for a firm of ecclesiastical architects. My life was rather schizophrenic: gargoyles and the gender pay gap; flying buttresses and battered women; vicar’s daughter and radicalised feminist. It kind of worked.

			And then Sue was made redundant.

			She had finally landed her dream job as an editor at Book Club Associates. At the time, she was working on a book about the First World War and was sorely tempted to send it to press on her last day with a final extra line saying, ‘The Germans won. Print 20,000 copies, please.’ Sadly, her sense of duty won out over her sense of humour.

			Sue went freelance, copyediting for the Women’s Press (really nice work but poor pay) and a military publisher (good money and through which she developed an encyclopaedic knowledge of aircraft carriers). I was doing gargoyles and Sue was doing naval warships. Clearly this could not go on for long. In the space of six months, we had gone from a two-salary to a no-salary family, but we had a mortgage, a dog and two cats to support. We needed a plan.

			Walking on the beach, with Atlantic waves beating in and seagulls skirling overhead, it was just the sort of scene to have a ‘What are we going to do with our lives?’ conversation. The loyalty and hard work that we’d given our companies had been thrown in our faces. For myself, I felt disillusioned and disgusted with our ex-employers. We were in love but a bit panicked about the future. Only the dog was carefree.

			What did we dream of doing? Could we find something grounded in the fire of our newly discovered politics and our love? What skills did we have? Sue was an editor. I did maths and money. Putting all this together, we found the only things that really motivated us, and that we were equipped for, were books and feminism.

			A publishing company!

			It was obvious: we had the skills, some experience, useful contacts, the desire … the money? No. Not the money. Publishing needs a significant amount of money up front and earning it back is slow, hence the old adage that what you need to make a small fortune in publishing is to start with a large one.

			A bookshop?

			We thought a bookshop might be more affordable. The cash flow would certainly be faster, in that money would come through the till from day one. It felt more possible.

			I shudder at our arrogance. We didn’t have a clue and had basically just de-skilled a whole profession. Ignorance makes you brave. If I’d known then the hurdles and problems that lay ahead, I would never, never have dared.

			It also felt more necessary. I suddenly understood the word ‘gatekeeping’. Volume three of a field marshal’s memoirs would sail along established distribution chains, from publisher to reviewer to bookshop to reader, but what about women’s voices? Black voices? Gay voices? A women’s bookshop could link writer to reader and get our voices heard. This was politics. This really lit my fire.

			On that day, 3 April 1982, the beach was wild and beautiful. Our dog was happy, bouncing around. We had an idea. It felt right. We started thinking and planning. The dream was born.

		

		
			3.

			From Dream to Reality

			The Federation of Radical Booksellers (FRB),1 though perhaps not flying eagles of capitalism, were sound realists and agreed, ‘Your choice of premises will say more than any single factor about what you want to do with your shop … There is a danger in being located too much off the beaten track. Passing trade can be very important, and a more central and more expensive shop unit may ultimately make better sense than backstreet premises away from traditional shopping areas.’2

			What did we want our premises to say about us? If ‘Women hold up half the sky’,3 we wanted to proclaim that women were central and visible.

			LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION: THE FIRST RULE IN PROPERTY

			Our first investment for Silver Moon was a map. We put big pink stickers on it, marking the locations of Sisterwrite, Gay’s The Word, Compendium, the Owl Bookshop and other radical, independent booksellers. It would have been poor politics and downright rude to tread on toes and open up within the catchment area of these, our colleagues and competitors, and so North London was out.

			Every weekend, for a whole year, if it wasn’t pissing with rain, Sue and I set out on our ‘research programme’. Off we went, eager and optimistic, to wear out our shoe leather and find our shop. We had to take the dog for a walk anyway.

			I had a little red notebook and I filled it with scribbles: names of estate agents, nearest bus and tube stops. Did shops have noticeboards or comfy chairs? How were their sections arranged? What else was in the street – cafés, cinemas? Was there shopping footfall? Was the street sunny and full of women? We were learning, learning. Sometimes it was enjoyable. Sometimes it was downright depressing. If a shop premises was available, could we afford it? If it was affordable, was it what we wanted? In West Hampstead where Sue and I lived, there was a unit to let that we could have made into an attractive bookshop. It was affordable, but we decided against it. On the back of the estate agent’s leaflet, I wrote ‘a good shopping centre but too local, too residential. Not enough flow-through of people.’4 It wasn’t just the maths; it was the politics of centrality. We wanted to be ‘close to the tourist trade, to offices, to a major attraction such as the British Museum’.5

			We looked all around Covent Garden, Holborn and the Portobello Road. For fun, and in homage to Helene Hanff, we looked at 84 Charing Cross Road; it was too big (three times the size we thought we could manage) and too expensive (four times the rent we had budgeted).

			The FRB had said choice of premises, but we soon found that choice was something of an illusion. Door after door was slammed in our faces. Estate agents wouldn’t send us details or wouldn’t show us properties, and it became increasingly clear that the fifty-ninth branch of McDonald’s was welcome but two middle-aged women with a business plan, a dream and no track record were not. We were getting nowhere. Our dream was exactly that: just a dream. It was depressing. It was enervating. Only the dog still wagged her tail, oblivious.

			Just when we were about to give up, a friend, Diane Spivey, a sister member of Women in Publishing, rang to ask whether we’d seen that week’s Bookseller. We had not. Naming the Charing Cross Road, the Greater London Council (GLC) was ‘inviting offers for two shop units in this area traditionally linked with the bookselling trade. Consideration will be confined solely to bookshop use’ (their emphasis).6 The accompanying article said that the GLC’s decision was ‘a JUDGEMENT of faith’ (again, their emphasis) to make promoting bookshops in the area a matter of planning policy in the hope of continuing the road’s bookselling tradition. ‘The Council says that the rents it is looking for are “bookshop rents” by which it says it means that it will not go for the highest market rent … [but] around 70% of that afforded by the more lucrative trades.’7

			This was stunning. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. We’d wanted central, but this was the Charing Cross Road! The best bookselling street in the world! I felt that lightning had struck, and a rainbow had lit the whole sky.

			The timing was perfect. We’d spent 378 days thinking, planning, preparing, dreaming. If this opportunity had arrived a year earlier, we would not yet have done the preparation; a year later and we might have been committed elsewhere.

			It was also perfect because we’d realised that there was no way we could run a bookshop with just the two of us, let alone a bookshop and café. Two women and a dog were not going to get this dream to fly. We were looking for a third woman to join Silver Moon.

			It was a huge moment. It meant moving out of our coupledom and becoming a team. And who would be crazy enough to take the risk and join us? I tried to work through my worries in my journal. I wanted to work with someone we already knew. I was afraid of letting in an outsider to my/our precious dream. Creating a new enterprise as well as forging a new relationship felt altogether too much. I wanted someone with the same politics, lesbian, who we could work with happily under strain, rather than someone who was righter than right. I noted: ‘There may be elements of fear, complacency in this.’8 The usual debate was going on in my head: worries and guilt at being too white, too middle class, versus the time pressure and mountain of work. Ultimately, tackling difference got punted down the road and we took the easier path, justifying ourselves with the thought that we were trying to start a business, not create a consciousness-raising group.

			On a ‘practical point’, I wrote: ‘Sue is 32 and I am 35. Many of our friends are up the career ladder, earning more money than we could hope to generate. We felt that asking a woman to take this kind of risk, drop £1000s off a salary, would be extra difficult.’ We decided to look for someone younger.

			I suggested Jane Russell, whom we knew through Women in Publishing. Jane Russell’s parents, Jean and Barry, had named her for the magnificent co-star of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. That Jane Russell was described in her Guardian obituary as a woman with a ‘substantial, super-fortress bust and the sexual attitude to go with it’.9 Our Jane was slight, androgynous, fiercely feminist and a lesbian. The name was wildly mismatched. In 1984, the Jane we knew changed her surname to Anger, choosing as her role model the sixteenth-century feminist who in 1589 wrote ‘Jane Anger, Her Protection for Women’ arguing against male supremacy. Respecting Jane’s choice, she will be referred to as Jane Anger (JA) throughout.

			Jane’s politics seemed like ours, though a bit more on the peace, vegetarianism and mysticism side of things, and we knew she did not earn a fortune. We also knew she was looking for a job and had bookshop experience.

			The GLC advert kicked us into action and three days later, on 19 April 1983, we invited Jane A. to join us.

			We decided to ask in writing to give her time to think in private before reacting. My letter was earnest but a little jokey, my nervous tension coming out in rather bad attempts at humour. Sue delivered the letter.

			My dear Ms Russell,

			The small fat one (bearer of this confidential document) and I would like to put a proposition to you … Hence the formality of writing, because a letter will give you a few seconds to think, compose your facial muscles before having to give a response … [It’s called] giving the victim room to manoeuvre.

			Our proposition is this. You know of our dream … of a bookshop & café. It is becoming apparent that to realise this will take more womanpower than the two of us can muster, we shall need a 3rd woman to join our team. Would you possibly be interested?

			We can promise you at least two years of extremely hard work and near total penury to be followed, hopefully, by a totally rewarding achievement and minor megastar status within the women’s movement.

			We are mentioning it now, because if you are interested at all, we would hope that you can plan together with us[;] we would not want to ask another woman to join our ready-made plan. Amongst the reasons we have dared to suggest this idea to you are: – you already eat lentils, and ride a bicycle, so your standard of living hasn’t got much further to fall, we happen to like you an awful lot, and think we could all work together in relative harmony.

			The tone may be flippant, but the proposition is in great earnest. Would you please give it a thought, and come back to us, when you can. Don’t keep us waiting too long, the suspense will be agonising.

			P.S. We can talk about the £5,000 later! (Capital contribution.)

			Jane telephoned at 12.31 the following day, 20 April. In my journal, I noted the time exactly. ‘Yes, she was interested … I felt sick with hope, optimism and impatience.’ We met six days later.

			‘Sue expanded the idea, our politics, the vision of the project, the acknowledged difficulty of us being a couple … The idea was that (i) Jane knew us, (ii) she needed to know the project fully to see if she could believe in it as we believed in it, (iii) to declare all the details of where we had got to and where we hoped to go, and at the same time allow input from Jane into the scheme on an equal, full basis as the two of us.’

			Jane said yes and I cried with relief.

			Eight days later, this new team of three went to view the two shops on the Charing Cross Road.

			Number 70 was rectangular and more expensive. Number 68, at 648 square feet, was long and thin, just 11 foot 9 inches wide; it had a poky entrance, and its length made it the more private option. I felt that its shape was like an adventurous secret. Right then, though, we were looking at a tip, a slum, with grimy windows and syringes from the addicts in the back alley. The place needed a complete overhaul from top to bottom, full building works and decoration.

			We loved it at first sight.

			The GLC required a sealed tender, which was profoundly nerve-wracking. Their article had spoken of ‘bookshop rents … not go for the highest market rent … But this policy has … to be balanced against its responsibility in law to obtain “reasonable” financial returns on any properties.’10 We had only one chance to get it right. The three of us rushed home from viewing the shop that we now tenderly thought of as ours and worked for two days to put our offer together. We gave it our all. We bid an annual rent of £7,000, which was both as high and as low as we dared to go. In the midst of this terrifying exercise of trying to guess how much we could afford and what the GLC would accept, we realised that our shop, our dream, did not have a name. We needed to come up with an identity that had vision and power, and we needed it by 4 p.m. that afternoon. There was a short episode of manic hilarity.

			WHAT’S IN A NAME?

			Our first working title had been Swallows and Amazons. In 1979, Sue and I had been on holiday in America and been inspired by the Harvard Book Store and Café where we fell in love with the idea of books and coffee together. We wanted to create that sort of community atmosphere and the name ‘Swallows and Amazons’ linked it together rather cutely. The only problem was that everyone we tested it on said, surprised, ‘Oh, it’s a children’s bookshop?’ We also realised that a 1930s atmosphere of jolly japes and a character called Titty Walker weren’t exactly the cutting edge of feminism that we sought.

			Our next working title, perhaps not seriously, was the Dyke and Doughnut, which also presented various problems, including spelling (English ‘doughnut’ or American ‘donut’?), the fact that not all lesbians are comfortable with ‘dyke’ and that we wanted to be a feminist bookshop, not just a lesbian one. But most important, there was absolutely no way I could tell my mum!

			We wanted a name that feminists and lesbians would read and understand, but something that wouldn’t scare the horses.

			Five minutes before our deadline I said, ‘What about Silver Moon? It sounds nice. There’s a feeling of lunar and women’s things.’11 Both silver and the moon are women’s symbols, and Jane A. immediately saw the design potential. We added ‘Women’s Bookshop’ to make a clear and political statement. A few weeks later, we discovered that Sappho had written a poem called ‘The Silver Moon’ – an added bonus.

			Now with a name and a rent figure, we added our full proposal and business plan to the tender submission. We hoped that if the rent was competitive, the politics would count in our favour and perhaps sway the decision. In my heart of hearts, I felt it was just another exercise, and thinking of it this way was quite freeing. We could be bold and brave. We’d never have to deliver. We never, ever thought the GLC would accept us.

			We were still in the realms of dreams and vague possibilities, but we thought, just in case, we should speak to Sisterwrite. Sisterwrite, which opened in 1978, was London’s first feminist bookshop. When I belatedly discovered feminism, I rushed to Sisterwrite in Islington for they, and only they, had the books I needed. They too had chosen the bookshop-and-café concept – their café upstairs was called Sisterbite. From them I was able to buy the books that would open my mind, explode my brain and help me find my lesbian self. But I confess, I found them a bit scary. In the face of their fierce radical reputation, I felt a political infant, not feminist enough, not pure enough in my views, wishy-washy and certainly too middle class.

			Sisterwrite were the pioneers. Out of respect for them – and for good commercial reasons – we’d decided not to look for a shop site in North London. We’d been working privately on the (now-named) project of Silver Moon for a year or so and now it was time to be upfront and tell Sisterwrite. We profoundly believed that a city of more than 6 million people and many, many tourists could support two women’s bookshops and that both would prosper. There were also pragmatic considerations. The publishing and book-trade element of the WLM was small and gossipy. It would be all wrong if they heard about our plans by rumour. Treat others as you would wish to be treated yourself: simple feminism, simple decency. We felt we had to tell them face to face, so I wrote to Sisterwrite in May 1983.

			Dear Sisters,

			I am writing to ask if I, and my two sisters, Sue Butterworth and Jane Anger, could have a meeting with you/some of you from the Sisterwrite collective … We are in the very earliest stages of planning a business venture not a million miles away (in concept) from yourselves. We want to open a bookshop with an associated women’s café, as near to the centre of London as possible.

			We are extremely anxious that this should complement rather than compete with Sisterwrite and Sisterbite. You’ve pioneered the whole thing and shown what can be achieved and we do not want to poach on your territory. Because of the ‘similarity’ and because of our respect and concern, we’d very much like to talk the whole thing over and be available to give you all the information and answers that we can. We would hate for you to hear of this scheme from anyone but ourselves directly, and at the very outset.

			In sisterhood12

			I thought a letter would allow Sisterwrite privacy and time to absorb the information before having to respond. Silver Moon was still just a concept, we were still raising funds, didn’t have premises, our dream was very vague. Sisterwrite set our meeting for 24 June.

			On 22 June 1983, and totally out of the blue, the GLC phoned and provisionally offered us 68 Charing Cross Road.

			This totally altered our meeting with Sisterwrite. I was nervous and wary. I think we all were. We told them of our news and plans and they spoke of their fears. Sisterwrite acknowledged that they had no monopoly or copyright on feminist bookselling and the meeting ended with warmth.

			All of a sudden, we’d moved from planning to ACTION. I was jubilant and terrified.

		

		
			4.

			Cash, Competition, Confusion and GLC Committees

			The GLC talked of a judgement of faith in restoring the Charing Cross Road, and they were certainly taking a leap of faith with us. We, too, had to take our own leap into the unknown to make our dream a reality. I sat at home with Sue and asked, ‘What’s the worst thing that can happen?’

			‘Public embarrassment, being unemployed, losing our home.’

			‘And the best?’

			‘Silver Moon, the dream.’

			‘We might as well carry on then.’

			The world we were about to launch ourselves at felt hostile – economically, culturally – and antagonistic to my gay and feminist communities. Context is everything. Come with me on a selective and thoroughly subjective summary of the tumultuous years of the 1980s.

			Margaret Thatcher was in power between 1979 and 1990. The BBC summed up Thatcher’s legacy: ‘To her supporters, she was a revolutionary figure who transformed Britain’s stagnant economy, tamed the unions and re-established the country as a world power … But her 11-year premiership was also marked by social unrest, industrial strife and high unemployment.’1 Those on the left put it differently: ‘Thatcher’s government smashed the post war consensus and ushered in a far harsher climate for social progressives.’2 You can say that again.

			When Thatcher came to power, inflation was running at a breathtaking 13.4 per cent (down from a high of 24.2 per cent in 1975). Her chancellor, Norman Lamont, said, ‘Rising unemployment and the recession have been the price that we have had to pay to get inflation down. That price is well worth paying.’3 A smug statement from someone not paying the price. Unemployment rose from 1.5 million in 1979 to 3.3 million in 1984. The GLC, under Labour’s Ken Livingstone, was fundamentally opposed to Thatcher. The antagonism between the two of them was palpable. Livingstone put a banner atop GLC HQ, County Hall, right opposite the House of Commons, which stated ‘London’s unemployed Dec ’81 326,238’ in very public rebuke.

			Social unrest, born of racism and deprivation, exploded into inner-city uprisings in London (Brixton), Liverpool (Toxteth), Birmingham (Handsworth), Leeds (Chapeltown) and Manchester (Moss Side).

			Thatcher espoused free-market economics – let the market decide. The GLC policy, which affected us, of renting shop units on the Charing Cross Road at a discounted rent to support a cultural industry and an international tourist attraction was heresy to her. Margaret Thatcher abolished the GLC in 1986 and for 14 years thereafter, London was the only capital in Western Europe without a directly elected governing body.

			At the national level, ailing industries like coal, steel and shipbuilding were allowed to collapse. Precious little was put in place for retraining or rebuilding shattered communities. This was both a commitment to her economic theories and because she wanted to take on and break the power of the unions. In 1978, while in opposition, Nicholas Ridley MP prepared the plan. He argued that ‘the battle should be on ground chosen by the Tories [and should] resist a challenge on electricity or gas by stockpiling and plan to import coal and encourage non-union lorry drivers. Even more controversial is a proposal for a large, mobile squad of police prepared to uphold the law against violent picketing.’4 There you have it: the action plan for the miners’ strike. And Arthur Scargill, leader of the National Union of Mineworkers, equally ideologically driven, without a national ballot, walked into the trap. The miners’ strike lasted from March 1984 to March 1985. I remember well the morning of 12 October 1984, waking up to the Today programme and hearing of the Grand Hotel bombing in Brighton. ‘Please, God, let it not be a miner,’ I said, and Sue turned to me and said, ‘At least I know where you were overnight, Cholmeley.’ And yet even I had to admire Thatcher’s bloody-minded bravery of continuing her speech to the Conservative Party conference later that day.

			The Right to Buy scheme under the Housing Act 1980 was a signature Thatcher policy, being part of her ideology to roll back ‘the frontiers of the state … By far the largest single privatisation of public goods was the sale of council homes – worth an estimated £22 billion in 1997 … [which] saw approximately 2.1 million properties transferred from the public sector to private ownership between 1979 and 1999.’5 Crucially, receipts from the sales were divided between the Treasury and local authorities, who were not allowed to plough them into building more social housing but had to use them for debt reduction instead. This had the effect of diminishing (or rolling back) a major function of local authorities (or the state) and tragically – actually

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Equal pay

					Equal educational and job opportunities

					Free contraception and abortion on demand

					Free 24-hour nurseries

					Legal and financial independence for all women

					An end to discrimination against lesbians

					Freedom for all women from intimidation by the threat or use of violence or sexual coercion regardless of marital status, and an end to the laws, assumptions and institutions which perpetuate male dominance and aggression to women.
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