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One of the most enduring fixtures of Toronto’s independent bookstore scene will celebrate 30 years of business this fall.

Founded in 1976, Book City is the brain child of Frans and Gini Donker, a married couple whose devotion is rivaled only by their devotion to each other.

“We’ve been married for thirty-five years,” Frans said. “We have the same tastes. When we walk down the street we both say ‘Look at that gorgeous girl!’ or ‘Look at that handsome guy!’”

In 1976, they had three babies and a mortgage, and Book City seemed like an impossible dream. But for Frans, whose family has churned out publishers, authors and booksellers for four generations, books have always been in the blood. His father founded Ad Donker, a prestigious publishing house that printed the writings of authors like Oscar Wilde and Henry Miller.

Armed with this ancestral knowledge and passion, the Donkers used their savings and opened up shop in the Annex.

“I like the small town neighbourhood feeling that the Annex has,” Frans said. “People live in the neighbourhood, they shop in the neighbourhood. We get to know them, they get to know us.”

Since its inception, Book City has grown to six locations in Toronto with over seventy-five employees. 

“I have seen couples with newborn children who have grown up, and now I serve those newborns,” said John Snyder, who has managed the Annex location (501 Bloor St. W.) for its entire 30-year run. “I don’t think you’ll find that at other bookstores.”

It wasn’t always smooth sailing for the business. The Yonge Street location was shuffled several times due to lack of business before settling at Yonge and Charles in 2004. In the early 1990’s, the arrival of the big-box behemoth Chapters at 110 Bloor St. W. forced the Donkers to relocate their second Annex location from Bloor Street West and Bedford Avenue to the Beaches (1950 Queen St. E.).

 “In the first year we noticed our sales go down a bit,” Frans said. “But in the second year they were back to normal again. It was fascinating how many customers came back and said ‘We have sinned, we went to Chapters.’
 “Book City focuses on the knowledgeable bookbuyer,” Frans said, stressing a “books first, profit second” philosophy. “If we could make an extra $100,000 a year by selling Harlequin romance novels, we wouldn’t do it. It’s not what we want to be.”

The Donkers make regular trips to Europe in order to stock their shelves with titles you won’t find anywhere in North America.

“We hunt for unusual books, different books, great titles that are a little bit different than the average that pique your interest because they are unique,” said Gini, who oversaw the construction of all six Book City locations and serves as the chief financial officer and interior decorator . “We don’t go with the flow.”

Snyder attributes part of Book City’s success to the near-democratic way the Donkers run their business. “Frans and Gini have always allowed the management to run the stores. I always get the opportunity to speak my mind and I know they consider my opinions.”

The Annex location has cultivated a loyal following of customers from the community, like 73 year-old book collector Roland Le Blanc, who first entered the store before it even opened.

“They were unpacking books and I wanted to look,” Le Blanc said. “So I started talking with Frans and he let me inside.”

After thirty years and the purchase of hundreds of books Le Blanc visits the store two to three times a week.

“The collection is marvelous,” said Le Blanc, contrasting the store with big-box locations. “The staff are intelligent and they don’t bug you.”

The Donkers’ entrepreneurial tradition continues through their son Ian who manages the Yonge and Charles streets location.

“My earliest memories are sitting in the kids section, looking through books,” said Ian who, according to Frans, is a very avid reader. “It was always fun to see Dad at work.”

Ian Donker said he plans to carry on the family business.

“I hope to be taking over the reins one of these days,” Ian said, “but that won’t be for a number of years.”

Regardless of these aspirations, many feel that the growth of big-box stores, downloadable books and online bookstores like Amazon.com heralds the end of the independent bookstore – but not Frans.

“The knowledgeable bookbuyer will buy books regardless,” said Frans. “I am convinced that bookselling as we know it – four walls, bookcases, great books lined up in them – will continue for many, many years.”

In celebration of their milestone, the Donkers hosted International Readings at Harbourfront Oct. 4, an event featuring award winning authors from around the world.

