
A message to all our customers
After 66 years in business we are closing our doors for the last time on Friday 14th March this year. 
Naturally we are sad because this is the end of two generations of business in Wellington, but we 
have come to this decision for good and positive reasons and we’d like you to know the story. 

The main reason for the closure is that 
my sister Beatrice and I are ready to retire. 

I began working at the shop at 17, and 
54 years later, I am 71 with some dreams 
still to realise. I want to read and re-read, 
sometimes on the deck of my boathouse 
(on the site formerly occupied by Sam 
Hunt) on the Pauatahanui Inlet. I have a 
bent for building and mechanical pursuits 
and ideas for some new projects and 
activities. I look forward to slow time with 
friends, family and grandchildren. 

Beatrice is creative and will have more 
time to use her talents. As well as buying 
the books and running the shop all these 

years, she has enjoyed theatre work, designing, sewing, jewellery-making, gardening, caring for her 
beloved cat Jasper, and being on the committee of Wellington Chamber Music. She has more things 
she’d like to do.

The last years in the shop have been challenging. You will be aware that changing technology 
and retail trends have affected independent specialist businesses like ours, especially those selling 
CDs and DVDs. Happily for Wellington booklovers, there is a fine selection at the independent book 
stores: Unity Books on Willis Street, Capital Books on Featherston Street, Marsden Books in Karori, 
Millwood Gallery on Tinakori Road and The Children’s Bookshop in Kilbirnie.

Our family-run business has been a presence on Lambton Quay since 1948 when our father, 
Roy Parsons, opened his first book shop. Over the years it has expanded and become a Wellington 
institution providing books, classical music, DVDs, coffee and home-made food in a unique setting 
with dedicated staff. People often tell us they appreciate the modernist architecture, enjoy the 
eccentric atmosphere and value the service. The composer Stravinsky, after visiting Wellington in 
1961, was reported to have said that he had been to 
the best book shop in the world. 

We are proud of our history and our customers are 
essential to that history. Whether you are a recent, 
occasional, or longstanding and loyal patron of 
Parsons, Beatrice and I want you to know how much 
we have valued your support. We sincerely thank you.

Julian Parsons

Between now and March 14th, Parsons invites you 
to make the most of the opportunity to select some 
treasures before we close. 

Starting on Saturday  
1st February,  

every book, CD  
and DVD in the shop  

will be sold at  
HALF PRICE. 



A Little History
Our father and mother emigrated from England in 1939, lured to New Zealand by a Labour 
government. Having initially established and managed a book shop focussing on socialist literature, 
Roy struck out on his own and opened Roy Parsons Bookseller in 1948 near the cable car, and later 
moved into the new Massey House designed by the Austrian modernist architect, Ernst Plischke.  

The shop and its fittings were 
also designed by Plischke. 

The priority was to stock 
serious rather than popular 
books. Roy was influenced and 
supported by our mother Nan 
who, having graduated in law 
from Oxford University, spent 
her life in Wellington pursuing 
other scholarly interests in art, 
music, history, geology and 
philosophy. At the same time 
she raised four children who all 
went on to make careers out  
of books or publishing. 

The shop soon became a 
regular destination attracting  
a literary and intellectual 
clientele. Harry Seresin initiated 
the establishment of the Coffee 

Gallery which, in turn, became the setting where the idea of the new Downstage Theatre offering 
dining for the audience was planned. Over the years, morning coffee and lunches at the café have 
been a favourite daily ritual for many people, including lawyers from the District Court over the road 
and some Government ministers. No doubt they have appreciated the delicious food and amiable 
service provided by café managers, Lorraine Moore and later Helen Brice. 

Roy was an innovator and leader in both the shop and in the wider New Zealand book scene. He 
imported books that other bookshops did not stock, and he produced a monthly publication called 
Parsons Packet which included publishing news, book reviews by guest writers and reviewers 
and his own editorial. As an office holder on the council of Booksellers Association New Zealand 
he pioneered book tokens, 
the book of the month and 
challenged import controls 
and literary censorship.

Building on Roy’s earlier 
innovation of running a 
classical music record 
lending- library in the shop, 
I introduced a record 
department selling LPs in 
the 1970s and then, in 1983, 
began selling CDs. After a 
slow start, this section grew 
into a major feature of the 
business to the point that we 
became the largest supplier  



of classical music in the country, with a 
stock of 17,000 titles. With the pressure of 
increasing rent and other costs from the 
1980s onwards, selling music enabled the 
whole store to continue on Lambton Quay. 

Roy made a gesture of retiring but came 
back soon after to working shorter hours 
and could be found at the shop every day. 
He died in 1991 while Nan died in 2002. 
Beatrice and I became co-owners. The 
name was changed from Roy Parsons 
Bookseller to reflect the widening scope of 
the business: Parsons Books and Music. 

Usually we are called simply Parsons and 
we will miss so many aspects of the whole 
experience. Susann and Tamsin have, like 
many previous staff, been highly effective, 
enduring, loyal and dedicated. A number of 
our customers have become familiar friendly 
regulars. For many decades, we have had 
the daily experience of opening boxes of 
a rich collection of books, music and films, 
and sharing them with hundreds of people. 

We have loved being on Lambton Quay 
and being part of the city’s cultural life. 



We honour our parents who started this 
grand venture and, though we are sad  
to say good-bye, we will close the door  

with a deep sense of satisfaction.


