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     his iconic independent book business tells many 
tales to the world about our eclectic, evolving com-

munity. Finding a Portlander who’s never been to  
Powell’s would be as unlikely as a well-crafted 

Stephen King novel being written in a schlocky  
Danielle Steel style.

Owner Michael Powell, with the help of his 
eventual successor, business collaborator 

and 30-year-old daughter, Emily, has a 
clear vision of what book consumption 
ought to be: Expansive, diverse and 
available in whatever format it takes to 
access the inspiration of reading. 

For literary progressives and tradi-
tionalists alike, there’s no Cliff Note 
knowledge to get around the dense 
truth: the publishing industry is 
constantly being re-written. Yet, for 
those who are lucky enough live in 
a city neither unashamed nor guilty 
for its salacious literary lust, how 
the locally embedded father and 
daughter duo edit their company’s 
future is fascinating… 

Janna Mock-Lopez: Emily, how much 

of your work is incorporated into your 

father’s work? 

Emily Powell: Our work doesn’t overlap that much. 
We’re in some higher-level meetings together, talking 

about day-to-day management for the company, but I’d 
say just once or twice a week, Otherwise, it’s…

Michael Powell: It’s drive-by …. 

E: Drive-by updates and conversations.

M: But no, it’s not an overlap. She has specific responsibilities.

E: I work more in the day-to-day world of the store and Dad’s always 
spent a lot of his time outside the business. 

J: Michael, how do you balance what to let go of, knowing Emily has her own 
ideas about changes?

M: I’ve never been an advocate of keeping things the same. There are core values in 
the company; new books and used books, versus non-books. Printed books versus 
non-printed books. But we’re always searching for new, novel ideas. 

E: No pun intended!

M: I expect Emily to be right in the groove. It’s an 
easy hand off. I don’t have any concerns. Emily is 
probably bored with hearing it, but I just told her 
that if this is the same company two years after 
we pass the baton, I’m gonna take it back.

E: You didn’t say that! (Laughs). The point is to 
evolve and keep moving forward.

J: How did you come to the decision to 

pass the baton to your daughter? 

E: We always joke that I was plan “A” and there 
was no plan “B.” I liked it and wanted to do 
it, but was it going to be a good fit? If it didn’t 
work, we’d go from there. If it didn’t speak to my 
strengths or…

M: …Or if I didn’t see in Emily the strengths that 
were necessary. But I do. I have no doubts and 
it evolved in a natural progression of interest. I 
always felt that if she was interested, hurrah! But 
if she wasn’t, I’d have another problem.

E: I was interested for a long time, even in a jok-E: I was interested for a long time, even in a jok-E: I was interested for a long time, even in a jok
ing way as a kid, but it was all very serious to 
me at the time. It was always there when I was 
thinking about my life and it was something that 
I wanted to do. 

M: Emily did try other things. She went out into 
the world.

E: That was on purpose to have more experience 
and make sure this was what I wanted. I wanted 
experience outside of Powell’s and Portland to 
draw from.

J: People in Portland can be seen as 

provincial, but there’s also another 

side. Many are well-traveled and adore 

it here. There’s a healthy balance of 

people who have gone out, been other 

places and really appreciate Portland.

M: You’ve got to remember, this is the Portland 
of Intel, Adidas, Nike, the film works, the cre
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of life. It’s a stimulating environment. 
It’s not New York City or Paris, but the 
background noise in those places can 
overwhelm you. 

J: Powell’s has been written up 

in travel books. It’s a destina-

tion. People come to Powell’s to 

see the city of books. How does it 

feel to know that you’re embed-

ded as part of the cityscape?

M: It feels wonderful. We’re blessed to 
have a special place in the hearts and 
minds of the community. It’s a respon-
sibility and an obligation.

E: It’s humbling. The community owns 
our store just as much as we do. It be-
comes part of how we live, breathe and 
our daily work.

M: It’s a to-die-for position from a re-
tailer’s point of view to have that kind 
of community status.

E: And respect. 

M: And respect. You work really hard 
not to lose it. You’re conscious of it, but 
at the same time you don’t want to be 
too conscious of it because it becomes 
part of who you are. The reason they re-
spect you is because you do a good job 
at what you’re doing. Be a little edgy 
and adventurous. I think we’re respect-
ed for that, too. 

J: Do you gravitate towards 

thoughtfully crafted, beauti-

ful first-edition books or does 

literature’s current technology 

intrigue you? 

M: I’m drawn towards selling books. 
[Laughter] Anybody can love books, 
hopefully millions do. It’s part of the 
criteria for being in the book business. 
You’d better love selling books or you’re 
not gonna last. I take great pleasure in 
watching the books go away. 

E: I try not to hold on to them, curate 
them and become a museum. I try to 

send them home with people who 
love them.

M: The specter of the books we sell is 
enormously broad. I remind myself 
that caring or not caring for a book 
or subject area isn’t critical to the 
business operation. I’ve driven my 
company to be as eclectic in books as 
we possibly can be. There’s an indus-
try tendency to narrow selections to 
what we feel are books that are good 
for you – to sell only vitamins. I want 
to sell vitamins, candy and corned 
beef sandwiches. 

For example, most stores, and even 
us, didn’t do a very good job with 
religion books, particularly Christi-
anity. If there was a huge ash fall and 
America was buried under 300 feet 
of sludge, and archeologists came 
10,000 years later and dug up a book-10,000 years later and dug up a book-10,000 years later and dug up a book
store, they’d say, “We don’t know a lot 
about this population.” But one thing 
they’d determine is that Buddhism 
was the national religion. Most book-was the national religion. Most book-was the national religion. Most book
stores do a very poor job of dealing 
with our dominant theological con-
cerns or they leave that business to 
Christian booksellers.

J: Does that give you room  

to grow and learn about  

different areas of peoples’  

interests?

M: Of course.

E: It’s what challenges us to stay on 
top of what customers really want. 
Most of it is constantly evolving 
and new books are being written,  
obviously.

M: Graphic novels barely existed 
five or ten years ago. Ten years ago, 
there were comic books. Graphic 
novels were in Japanese society. Now 
they’re a large sub-section of reading. 
You have to be aware of that, ready 
for it, challenged by it and respond 

to it. The edges: romance novels, West-
erns… I’m sure I read a Western once in 
my life, probably enjoyed it. I forced myself 
once to read a Danielle Steele book just to see 
what it was about. 

J: Did it reel you in? [Laughter]

M: Not really. I was sitting in a resort in Mexico and 
I’d run out of my own reading material. They had a shelf 
of mass-market paperbacks. There was a Louis L’Amour, 
a Danielle Steele and a Stephen King. I’d never read any of 
these authors. 

I was mildly entertained by the Louis L’Amour, but it was a 
little too stiff. I despised the Danielle Steele. I was impressed 
by the Stephen King. It happened to be one of his collections 
of short stories and included the novella, “Stand By Me.” It was 
well crafted.  

On the other hand, I’m happy to sell Danielle Steele. People have 
voted with their dollars and preferences. Danielle Steele makes 
millions – hurrah! If I sell a bunch of Danielle Steele books, it gives 
me the resources to take a chance on something that’s less main-
stream. Now it’s electronic books. How are we going to confront 
the challenges with electronic books?

J: How to do you decide what to read with a gazillion 

choices? What’s on your nightstand? 

E: I go through the store just like a customer. I serendipitously pick 
things up. I read just about everything, whether it’s a new novel, 
nonfiction, political or cookbook. It’s a matter of shopping our store 
like a customer, so I experience it and find things that I wouldn’t 
have otherwise gravitated to.

J: Are there enough hours to read all of the books you 

want to read?

E: No! Never!

M: I’m at an age now when I can find a good book, I wonder, is 
it worth a significant part of the remainder of my life? [Laugh-
ter] I’m apt to walk into a store and browse a section. I look 
at reviews, particularly for authors I’ve read before, to see if 
there’s something new out. Most of my reading is totally 
serendipitous. I’m not as eclectic as Emily in that I read 
mostly history, fiction and mysteries.

J: I bet at a dinner party you’re the ones 

people ask if you’ve read any good books 

lately.

M: They always ask us that.

E: The answer never satisfies them.
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Portland has a European feel: Our streetcar, small blocks, trees and 
plants, and not having big-box stores gives the city character, like 
Alberta, Hawthorne, Division and Belmont. 

These are wonderful arterial streets with culture and a life of 
their own. Seeing a revival of those streets in the last 20 years 
has been a real pleasure. 21st and 23rd kind of set the tone. 
On the east side now, it’s going to come to 82nd, Interstate, 
Lombard. 

J: Have there been discussions about planning 

along the east side of the river where OMSI is?

M: I’m familiar with what’s happening there. We’re work-M: I’m familiar with what’s happening there. We’re work-M: I’m familiar with what’s happening there. We’re work
ing to put a streetcar down and to help sustain growth in 
those arterial streets. Streets between there and the river 
are still designated as industrial sanctuary. For the im-
mediate future they’re aiming more to the creative class, 
software. 

J: Lofts?

M: Not lofts for living, but lofts for working. Not apart-
ments or condos, but workspaces, some live-work-ments or condos, but workspaces, some live-work-ments or condos, but workspaces, some live-work
spaces, more for the creative class, software, video. 
These buildings are heavily used for distribution and 
manufacturing. The long-term future I don’t know, but 
the short-term future is it’ll stay industrial – contem-
porary industrial.

J: So for you, Emily…Goodness? Portland?

E: I studied urban planning and design in college and I 
worked in that field for a few years afterwards. I went to 
school on the East Coast, then lived and worked in the 
Bay Area. Portland was this fantastic fairytale land that 
people asked about in regards to transportation and the 
small blocks. 

It’s such a great place to live. I knew that growing up here. 
To advocate or communicate about it outside was a plea-
sure. It’s still a passion for me. I don’t have the same trans-
portation focus as my father. But I certainly care about mak-portation focus as my father. But I certainly care about mak-portation focus as my father. But I certainly care about mak
ing the city as vibrant and healthy in that same sense. 

M: Emily contributes by eating in a different restaurant every 
night.

E: No!

J: Aside from the fact you’re a size zero, with all of J: Aside from the fact you’re a size zero, with all of 

Portland restaurants, you could live two lifetimes and Portland restaurants, you could live two lifetimes and 

not get to them all.

E: Not even get through one major street!E: Not even get through one major street!

M: I always thought it would be fun to write a guide to restaurants in M: I always thought it would be fun to write a guide to restaurants in 
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M: People expect to hear about that some novel 
that I’ve discovered that they don’t know about. If 
I tell them I’m reading, as I am right now, a work on 
Dutch scientific history in the 17th century…

E: They don’t jump up and down. 

M: Their eyes glaze over. 

J: In Portland there’s a whole independent 

publishing realm.

M: Hawthorne Press, King. There are numerous 
ones, more than I know of. Fortunately, I have staff 
members who keep on top of it. Hawthorne’s pub-
lished two or three books that I’ve enjoyed. “The 
Well and the Mine.” Wonderful book!

J: “The Well and the Mine?”

M: The husband works in a mine. The baby was 
drowned in the well.

J: Does that have a happy ending? [Laugh-

ter] I have to admit if I get a new book and 

I want to know what’s going to happen, I’ll 

read the last page. It’s awful, like a sin.read the last page. It’s awful, like a sin.

E: I think we need to stop the interview right now!E: I think we need to stop the interview right now!

M: You’ve violated all of the cardinal rules! Some M: You’ve violated all of the cardinal rules! Some 
books I only stick with because I’m curious about books I only stick with because I’m curious about 
how it’ll come out. Occasionally, I’ll jump ahead and how it’ll come out. Occasionally, I’ll jump ahead and 
decide it isn’t worth it.decide it isn’t worth it.

J: When you’re out meeting people who J: When you’re out meeting people who 

don’t know you, then you introduce yourdon’t know you, then you introduce your-

self how do they respond?self how do they respond?

M: Usually they want to tell me a story. “I just got M: Usually they want to tell me a story. “I just got 
into town, didn’t know about the store, found a book into town, didn’t know about the store, found a book 
I was always looking for.” Something in that range. I was always looking for.” Something in that range. 
It’s not like the store is a mystery. Most people in the It’s not like the store is a mystery. Most people in the 
region know it. Usually, they just want to talk about region know it. Usually, they just want to talk about 
how much they appreciate it and the job we do. how much they appreciate it and the job we do. 

They’ll also say that they appreciate our role in comThey’ll also say that they appreciate our role in com-
munity and what we do for civil rights, equal rights, munity and what we do for civil rights, equal rights, 
literacy, those kinds of issues. They probably think 
we do more than we actually do. There’s some ap-
preciation for the wrong things, and I hear that. Em-

ily probably hasn’t reached that stage yet, have 
you? Or do people walking down the street 
know who you are?

E: Not a lot. Sometimes. It happens more often 
in the grocery store when I’m checking out. 

J: What are some of the things that 

you feel passionate about in Portland? 

What’s special to you about Portland?

M: Transportation. The streetcar. I’ve been 
involved with it since its conception. I’m go-
ing back to D.C. in a short while, hopefully to 
collect a check or to at least to lean on people 
to write the check. Transportation in general 
– TriMet, the planning process of the city and 
metro and PDOT, ODOT – things that involve 
transportation. 

The discussion of transportation covers other 
arenas at the same time. We’ve done a good 
job with urban planning, design guidelines and 
transportation investments. People often say 
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E: …But are fantastic. One of my areas of interest going 
forward will be diversity. Portland has a tremendously 
interesting, diverse population. It tends to be harder to 
navigate and get the lines to cross into the arts community. 
How do you have access across those communities, con-
versations? It all contributes to making Portland a better 
place to live.

M: The bookstore has an important role to play.

J: Through the authors that you bring in to 

speak?

M: Through our inventory. I’m proud of the inventory  
we stock in languages other than English, but there’s room 
for more.

E: How do we make it a shopping experience that’s 
attractive to a variety of communities, not just one that 
works for me and my dad?

J: How is it being related 

to each other and 

working together? 

For some, it’s fab-

ulous. For others, 

it’s a struggle.

E: It works well for 
us for the most 
part. Sometimes 
we have break-we have break-we have break
fast meetings in 
our pajamas.

J: It’s a high-

powered slip-

per-fest!

E: Exactly!

M: My father set 
a tone for that. I 
worked for my 
father. We had 
inter-related ori-
gins to the com-
pany. He was 

active in the business, certainly here in Port-
land. He set a good tone for when I came 
back – I was in the book business in Chica-
go and came back. He set a good model for 
me to emulate with Emily. I saw him enjoy 
it and enjoy his life afterwards. I anticipate 
finding pleasure in this business post step-
ping back. If Emily asks a question, I’ll try 
to answer it, but I don’t have any interest 
in driving her agenda. I suppose I’ll make a 
comment if something’s being missed.

J: Is it sometimes hard to look at her 

as a successful business woman?

M: Sure! All parents still see their children 
as children. 

J: Daughter on your lap?

M: All of that! Parents want to help their 
children, shelter them. What you try to do 
is set up a working environment where you 
can still enjoy those feelings but not have 
them be in the way of the work.

E: I feel tremendously lucky because my 
dad and I get along. With the opportunity to 
work with him, our lives overlap in so many 
ways that most people don’t have. I get to 
learn more and be closer to him as a result 
than most people have with their fathers.

J: What have you learned from 

him? 

E: Definitely something about how to have 
perspective. Keeping your eye on the ball, 
not today or tomorrow, but where we’re go-
ing five or ten years from now. How we’re 
evolving. Having that creative spark, but not 
holding onto it too much. We talk about my 
dad coming to meetings to sprinkle fairy 
dust. The inspiration and the innovation to 
get people energized, but letting them do 
what they do best. 

M: I’m just basically lazy. I just want to say, 
“Here, go do this.”

J: What has Emily taught you?

M: Openness to new technologies. I 
struggle with how to react to the new 
technologies. I’m not technologically 
confident, which is overstating my 
competency. I try to keep my brain 
open but it’s happening so fast, it’s 
bewildering. Emily lives it. Having 
her be comfortable in that world 
gives me comfort to know that some-
body’s going to be in charge who 
understands it and can flow with it, 
as opposed to trying to be the dam. 
Emily is a good people-person, so I 
watch her interact with customers 
and employees in a way that I’m not 
as successful at.

J: Do you enjoy that part 

about it?

E: I work with a tremendous group 
of people and I feel incredibly lucky 
to have the opportunity to work with 
such creative, energetic people. I was 
pretty shy for a long time.

J: Are people looking for 

new ways to communicate 

and challenge themselves? 

It seems people are refining 

what’s important and who 

they are.

M: As an employer, you get a wide 
specter of personalities. Some are 
riding the wave and some are drown-
ing. Optimistic? Sure. Maybe being 
in the book business isn’t the best 
place to be optimistic, but I guess if 
you believe in books, you believe in 
optimism. Books affect peoples’ lives. 
In addition to being entertainment, 
they inform, challenge and inspire.

E: That matters. Every day, I’m re-
minded by how much.
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