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ln 1999 collins opened rhe first,{ustralian supersrore, on Broadway
in Sydney, occupying more than 2000 square merres and carrying some
90000 titles. Borders opened a store six monrhs later in Melbourne's
fashionable chapel Street and conrinued opening bookshops in exrstrng
shopping centres, thereby providing considerable conrpetition to collins,
Angus & Robertson and Dymocks.

The company's involvement in book industry affairs provided lead-
ership in rhe Australian Booksellers Associacion, the International
Booksellers Federation, the National Book council and uNESco. In
the year 2000 - just before my retireme¡rr from the company - colins
was recognised by Business Reuiew weekly as one of rhe top 500 private
companies in Austraha.

[n 2005 a fina¡rcial crisis led to the selr-off or closure of companv-
owned stores, leaving a 'federation' 

of franchise stores.l

Case-study: Gordon E Gotch

NEN¡IS CRYLE

warti 're shortag;es of paper and labour had forced publishers ro reduce
formats, but postwar affluence and education laid the basis for the expa'-
sion ofAustralia'.s book industry.As an established distriburor of books,
nragazines and paper, Gordo' & Gotch was abre to benefit from the
expansion of local t it les. ks pri 're focus remained with irnported Brit ish
and increasingly Australian cultural goods, including reratively expensive
reference a'd educarional books (including dicrionaries and encyclope-
dias) rvhich rvere heavily r.narketed a'd rvidely acquired by Australia'
households.with a 

"varehouse 
nerwork in all Á.ustralian states and across

New Zealand, Gordon & Gotch successfuily resumed its traditional
pre-enrlnence as a nlagâzine distributor, complemented by its book and
statlonery ourlers which were srraregically located in capital cides.

After a cenrury of operations, Gordon & Gotch in 1953 celebrared its
ongolng success rvirh a conlr"rlenlorative pubhcation honouring its found_
ers and confirrlr ins its posnvar growth.Ât this tirne, the company boasted
capital reserves ofd650000 and paid dividends of 20 per cenr.lts distribu-
tion 'erworks exte'ded beyo'd metroporitan libraries, railway b.okstalls
and retailers to incl 'de rnore distant outlets l ike the newsagencies and
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general stores of regional and rural Australia, using various combinations

of sea, rail and road transport. In comprehensively addressing problems of

distance which beset the burgeoningAustralian book industry it had sorne

cause for selÊcongratulation. Nevertheless, along with other distributors,

it remained vulnerable to disruption by transport strikes, notably ìn the

imrnediate post'vvar years but also in the late 1970s and 1980s when eco-

nomic and industrial uncertainry returned.

The firnr's conlrnemorative volume stressed its hard-u'oI1 reputetiotl

for delivering to all points on the continent, an ethos compounded by

its wil l ingness to devise enlergency tralìsport procedures. During a 1951

rail strike, for example, Gordon & Gotch arranged for' leading Agents in

each town to take delivery of their supplies et an arrânged rendezvous

outside the picket l ines'. Such an extensive distribudon system, however,

was prohibitively costly for sn-rall Australian publishers, most of whom

were unable ro afford either their orvn distribution or Gordon & Gotch's.

Glenda Korporaal has estinated that distribution costs continue to make

up'50 to 70 per cent of the retail price of a book i¡r Australia', and that,

of this figure, up to 50 per cent renrains with the distributor.

The role of Gordon & Gotch in sustaining the dominance of Brit ish

publishing to the detriment of locally written and produced books was

of special concern during the upsurge of cultural nationalism in the

Iate 1960s and 1970s. Iìy this tinre,Australian books made up 40 per

cent of retail turnover. While the local industry had some success in

artracting increased Literature Board suPport and in dismantling the

Traditional Market Agreement, distribution problerns continued. The

newly formed Australian Independent Publishers Association (AIPA)

took up the cause on behalf of smaller presses, advocating the establish-

ment of an Australian-owned and government-suPported cooperative.

Flowever, a series of agencies and experirnents during the 1970s proved

commercially unviable, and in 1984 Michael Denholm renewed calls for

government intervention and for an investigation into the feasibiliry of

using government bookshops to assist small Australian publishers.

In spite of the perennial problems experienced by Australian distribu-

rors, Gordon & Gorch was well placed to consolidate and expand during

the 1970s and 1980s, not least because of its extensive magazine busi-

ness, its non-traditional outlets for mass paperbacks, and because of the
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rationalisation of the book industry itself. In 1977 Gordon & Gotch's

Australian operations returned a pre-tax profit of $4 million.Within the

book industry, it undertook a series of initiatives, purchasing the retailing

operations ofAngus & Robertson inJanuary 1'979 and then securing the

rights to distribute for Rigby in At¡stralasia. By 1983 Gordon & Gotch

controlled almost a hundred Angus & Robertson outlets, some of which

had begun to specialise in games and videos.At the same time Gordon &

Gotch diversifìed into newspapers (Queensland Press Ltd) and television

(Associated Broadcasting Services), acquiring a 10 per cent interest in the

funding of the popular miniseries based on Nancy Cato's novel AII the

Riuers Run.In other respccts, its econotnic perfortnance appeared mixed.

It acquired a 20 per cent interest in the UK Gordon & Gotch before

being'bought out by the Herald andWeeklyTimes grouP.Although its

financial return from books increased by 25 per cent in the mid-l980s,

due largely to the acquisit ion ofAngus & Robertson, Gordon & Gotch'-s

paper and srationery divisions were losing money and this traditional arm

of the conrpâny was shut do'uvn.

Increasingly, (ìordon & Gotch'.s distribution and book retail ing net-

works nrade it attracìtive lìrr takeover, as the relenrless integration of

book and pubhshing industries gave rise to international conglorner-

ates by the late 1980s. Even with the burgeoning,\ngus & Robertson

network, book drstributior.r and retail ing collstituted only a fraction of

annual turl lover cou.rparecl with rnagazine distribution. Consequently, its

relationship with large nragazine publishers l ike Packer'.s Australian Con-

soliclated Press (ACP) renrained crit ical, if sornewhat uneasy. In 19fì2, for

exanrple, Packer threatened to divert ACP's longstanding arrangements

with Gordon & Clotch to Murray Publishers, its in-house distributor' In

the event, Gordon & Gotch was able to retain rnosr of the ACP tit les and

offset potential losses through expanded book revenue.

If Gordor-r & Cìotch'.s proxinriry to the Herald and Weekly Times

group posecl problerns for cLlstonlers who were the Herald groupi

meclia rivals, the spectacular takeover of Herald and Weekly Tinres by

Murdoch's Nervs Corporatiorl in 1987, coupled with Murdochi acquisi-

t ion of Brit ish and Ar.¡rerican publishers, precipitated a tnassive shake-up

of the industry. Iìy the end of the decade Gordon & Gotch, along with

Angus & lìobertson, was absorbed into a truly global publishing giant.
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After the init ial 1987 takeo'er by Nervs corporation,Angus & lìobert-
son fared better tha' Gordon & Gotch during the nexr round of changes.
Although Gordon & Gotch rerained distribution righrs to magazines and
books, incìr-rding those of rival uK publisher Reed Books and a range
of snrallerAustralian publishers, the trend internarionally was towards in-
house book distribution, to the disadvanrage of wholesalers.

After Murcloch's Harpercoll ins conglonlerate was created in January
1989, Nervs corporario'i debt levels soared. In the ensuing sell-offof
newly acquired assers, HarperColl ins proposed to dispose of $500 mill ion
in Australia, includi.g Gordon & Gorch, Bay Books and Golden press. In
the event, the nervly lornred Australian Harpercolìins clivisio¡r ser up its
own lnterrlational distribution network, retaining Angus & Robertson
along with Golden Press as a national distributor ar rhe expense of Gor-
don & Gotch. In 1990 Gordon & Gotcht magazine distribution business
r¡.'as sold to Inìlependent Newspepers Limited (lNL), further fragnrent-
ing its tradirional operario's in the process. A New zealand company
49 per cent ow'ed by News Corporation, INL purchased Gordon &
Gotch for $82 mill ion, but a decade of declining profìtabil iry followed.
In 1'999 Gordon & Gotch was furrher dismembered when INL sold off
its Australian operations to another former News company pMp (pacific
Magazines a'd Printing) for $20 mill ion, retaining only its New Zealand
operations.

Under PMP- Gordon & Gotch's forrunes continued to ebb. In 2001 it
recorded losses of up to $ 1 5 million, creating problems for pMp in a pro-
posed venture with Kerry Stokes'Seven Network, aimed at nraximising
cross-nredia prorrrotional opportunities. with the Australian book indus-
try facing uncerrâinry in the wake of the GST and the 2000 olympics
slurnp in trading, Gordon & Gotch underwent yet another restructure rn
September 2001 whe. its Brisbane,Adelaide a'd perth warehouses were
closed, with stafflosses of 120.A-lthough it retained a ren-yeâr rr,agazrne
contract for a joint venture compeny, Pacific Publications, Gordon &
Gotcht fortunes had clearly waned. Despite a significant contribution in
the immediate posrlvâr decades, Gordon & Gotch, itself an international
operator for 150 years, had paradoxically declined at the whim of new
lnternational markets.
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Case-study: Booleworld -WhereYott Neuer Pay Full Price

TERRY HERBEIIT

Bookworld really began when a ntenswear srore closed in K-Mart Plaza,

Toowoomba, wl.rere I had owned three pewsagencies, the last with aToy-

world incorporated in it. A hot-bread shop in the centre had closed and

become a sllìall, telt lporary discount bookshop run by Bevan King, who

erecred large signs advertising 10 to 70 per cent offall books. I was l ivid,

so I wenr to Gordon & Gotch and wil l iar-¡i coll ins and bought their

returns to sell at half price iu ttty nert'sagerlcy.Eventually I secured a leâse

on rhe fonuer bread shop and nìoveci myToyworld into it.This allowed

tl1e to stock lnore books in nty nervsagencìy. Bookworld lvas established

in 1980 $,hen the lttenswear store closed and all the books were moved

out of the newsagency.

I had already discovered the irrrportallce of:advertising, having produced

threeToyrvorld colour catâlogues a year.The surgc of busirìess when these

were letterbox-dropped was trelt lendous. I had also noticed how much

sales of newspapers and rnagazines irtcreased when â television catnpalgrì

was on. So, even at this earlv stage, âdvertisi¡g was at the forefront of my

thinking. In the toyshop, swing sets wcre advertised cheap in the rniddle of

winrer ar halÊprice ancl sold out, so I realised that books which had been

overlooked in their f irst releases coll ld be given another chance to sell too.

Advertising on televisiorl in Toowoonrba was also cheap at the tilne, so all

three stores were featured in teicvisioll ¿ìdvertisel-llclìts'
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