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Looking backward at 50 years of bookselling in Chicago

Carlos Martinez

Part I of IT

Harry Busck in his Chicago bookshop, approximately 70 years ago.

S even-ten Humphrey isa two-story
frame house in the suburb of Oak Park,

which parallels Chicago's western border.
Situated a block from Austin Avenue, the red-
shingled structure is rather unimposing despite a
well-pruned garden gracing the frontand an
adjoining lot. It is a typical house in a typical
suburban middle classcommunity. Within,
however, there lives one of Chicago’s historic
personalities,aman who rubbed shoulders with
the great bookmen of the century and who, ina
career spanning more than 50 years, became one
of Chicago’s most loved and respected book-
sellers — a real elder statesman of his profession.
To be sure, if T had not heard of Harry
Busck from my bookseller friend Tom Joyce, it
is unlikely that I would have heard of him at all.
Exceptamongthemselvesand their customers,
the best booksellers do not seem to be as well
known, even in their home towns, as the third
string players on the Mighty Ducks hockey

team. But I had to do an article about one of

them, and Tom told me that Harry was my
man because, one, he was retired (and we know
that working booksellers have no time they can
call their own), and, two, he was a raconteur
who had known many great Chicago bookmen.

I parked my car and approached the house
with someapprehension, which intensified
when I 'saw a conical yellow object emerge from
the bushes next to the house. Are old booksell-
ersas highbrowed as that, I thought? With
relief I saw that the object was a straw hat worn
byabroadly-smiling, white-haired woman
brandishingagarden tooland introducing
herself as Mrs. Busck. Learning the reason for
my visit, she graciously led me to the very door
of the house, where she rang the bell.

The door was opened by a medium-sized,
bespectacled gentleman who appeared to be in
his 80s and who wore a light blue cardigan
sweater, He radiated such warmth that I lost
any scruples I may have had in accepting the
chair he offered me.

“The most unusual sale I ever made was to
someone who got off the 20* Century Limited at
LaSalle Street Station in 1934.”

Harry Busck paused to assume a more
comfortable position in his 50s-style spindle-
leg armchair.

“He had a five-hour wait before he took the
Santa Fe train,” Busck continued, “so he
stopped off at my store on Wabash and Van
Buren. He kept piling books that he wanted on
the floor. About four hours later, he said ‘T
want these mailed to me in Oklahoma.’ I could
hardly believe it! Then he handed me a thou-
sand dollar bill.” Busck's eyes brightened boy-
ishly. “A one-thousand-dollar bill! Thad never
seen one before, or since.

“The total bill came to $982. Astounded, I
went to the First National Bank to see if the
bill was any good.” He laughed heartily.
“They deposited it in the bank,Idon’t

know what else I can say!”

See BUSCK, page 4





