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INTRODUCTION: THE PUBLISHERS WEEKLY STORY


Publishers Weekly, now celebrating its 150th anniversary, is familiarly known in the book world as PW and “the bible of the book business.” Focused on the international book publishing business, it is now a multimedia news platform with full horizontal coverage of book publishing beginning with the author-as-creator to publisher, printer, and distributor to the end consumer. Its varied products are targeted at publishers, booksellers, librarians, literary agents, authors, book lovers, and the media. It offers feature articles and news on all aspects of the book business, bestseller lists in a number of categories, and industry statistics, but its best-known service is prepublication book reviews, of which it publishes nearly 9,000 per year.


The magazine was born in 1872 as The Weekly Trade Circular and in 1873 renamed The Publishers’ Weekly (the article and the apostrophe were later dropped), a collective catalog where publishers pooled their resources to create one common presentation of new books, issued each week. The aim was to keep booksellers and librarians informed of forthcoming titles, and an array of features and articles were added as years went by. The original creator of the magazine, and its first editor, was the German-born Frederick Leypoldt, a passionate bibliographer—so passionate and hardworking that he died prematurely, at the age of 49, in 1884. An early colleague in the enterprise was Richard Rogers Bowker, a literary journalist and also a keen bibliographer, who went on to create the R. R. Bowker Company. Bowker ultimately became the owner of PW, and later began to publish the massive annual Books in Print volumes and assign the International Standard Book Numbers (ISBNs) given to every published book. Another key player in PW’s history, who joined the magazine in 1918 and was active with it for over more than years, was Frederic G. Melcher, a polymath who served as secretary of the American Booksellers Association, helped create the National Association of Publishers, and launched such notable book awards as the Newbery Medal and Caldecott Medal for children’s books and the Carey-Thomas Awards for distinguished publishing. He also created Children’s Book Week and was responsible for the early extensive coverage of children’s books that has remained a PW tradition. For the 150th anniversary, PW plans to relaunch the Carey-Thomas Awards in late 2022.


Owned for much of the 20th century by R. R. Bowker (which in turn was collectively owned by its staff since 1933), Bowker was sold to the Xerox Corporation at the end of 1967, and for the next 43 years PW was in corporate hands. Xerox sold the magazine (and its sister publications, Library Journal and School Library Journal) to Britain’s Reed International in 1985, as part of its Cahners trade magazine division in the United States. Reed later combined with the Dutch giant Elsevier and in 2002 rebranded Cahners as Reed Business Information.


In 2008, Reed put its division of U.S. trade magazines up for sale and eventually began selling off individual magazines once it became clear that a deal for the entire portfolio could not be struck. In April 2010, PW was bought by George Slowik, Jr., a magazine and web entrepreneur who had been PW’s publisher from 1990 to 1993, and his partner, Patrick Turner. Slowik created a company called PWxyz LLC and moved the magazine from its Park Avenue South offices to its current location on West 23rd Street in New York City.


The magazine has enjoyed a succession of editors who have expanded the quality and range of its coverage, giving it in the process a remarkable preeminence in its field. Mildred Smith, who joined in 1920 just out of college and ran the magazine for more than 40 years, placed strong emphasis on its news coverage and demanded clear, concise writing from the many industry figures she persuaded to write for the magazine. It still, however, had many old-fashioned features: it ran the texts of speeches at industry occasions verbatim and was printed in a small format, only slightly larger than Reader’s Digest. Smith was succeeded by Chandler Grannis, who was passionate about scholarly and university press publishing and book design.


But perhaps it was Arnold Ehrlich, who came from the world of consumer magazine publishing (Holiday, Show, and Venture) who did the most to make the magazine one that a lay reader could also dip into with interest. He created a series of author interviews, launched a news section, and hired an expatriate American in Paris, Herbert R. Lottman, as the magazine’s first international correspondent. The bilingual Lottman became a household name in publishing circles in Europe, wrote dozens of penetrating features, interviews, and a regular column, and grew PW into a magazine that was genuinely international in its coverage.


As publishing activity extended beyond the metropolitan cities, Ehrlich also established a group of regional columnists, covering the West Coast, Southern, Midwestern, and New England scenes. (A West Coast correspondent for many years went on to become the bestselling novelist Lisa See.) A young editor who had joined PW straight from high school, Daisy Maryles, worked more than 40 years at the magazine and was largely responsible for the development of the magazine’s influential bestseller lists and religious publishing coverage.


Ehrlich hired another figure from the consumer and news world as his managing editor in 1973, John Baker, an Englishman with a background at Reuters and Reader’s Digest General Books. In 1977 Baker went off to edit a spin-off attempt at a consumer book magazine, Bookviews, which ran its own features and original reviews, plus reviews from PW. It folded after two years. Baker then returned to PW as editor-in-chief, where he remained for more than 25 years.


Among editors hired during Baker’s tenure were editorial director Jim Milliot and his co-editorial director, Michael Coffey; Diane Roback, who heads up the magazine’s extensive coverage of children’s books; and Sybil Steinberg, now retired, who helped shape the reviews section as it is today.


As the power of the book chains grew, however, and the number of independent bookstores fell, the ad pages declined as publishers poured more of their promotional revenues into in-store promotions and ads in the chains’ own catalogs. The upheavals in the early 1990s involved in the creation of Reed Business Information caused further turmoil, and Nora Rawlinson, a career librarian who had edited Library Journal, was brought in as editor in 1992, with Baker becoming editorial director. Rawlinson added coverage of the library market to PW’s mission and oversaw the development of PW’s first website. In another effort to shake things up, Sara Nelson was brought in to replace Rawlinson in 2005. Nelson, formerly a publishing columnist for the New York Post and New York Observer, ordered up an extensive redesign emphasizing color and shorter stories and features.


Despite all these efforts, the economics of the book business were working against the magazine. Advertising continued to decline, and circulation descended below 15,000. After a period of many rumors of a pending sale, the as-is purchase of Publishers Weekly was achieved by Slowik and Turner, over the weekend before Reed folded 23 other trade magazines, taking a final write-off on March 31, 2010. They brought the entire PW staff with them, including Jim Milliot (now senior vice-president) and Michael Coffey as co-editorial directors, Diane Roback as children’s book editor (now senior vice-president), Louisa Ermelino as book reviews editor (now editor-at-large), Cevin Bryerman as publisher (now CEO), and Joseph Murray as ad director (now associate publisher).


Under Slowik’s leadership, the editorial team’s vision, and the business group’s sales acumen, the magazine’s online presence flourished. PW hired Mediapolis to reengineer the magazine’s website and its electronic newsletters and blogs; made the magazine available as an iPad app; added a section that reviewed and announced self-published titles entitled PW Select; and partnered with the BookScan service to quantify the magazine’s extensive bestsellers lists. In 2019 PW acquired the popular online literary journal The Millions.


PW’s international profile expanded with the creation of several digital tools for global publishers. They included PubMatch, a joint venture with Combined Book Exhibit, a title database and set of tools for selling international book rights, and the Global 50, a ranking of the world’s largest publishers done in cooperation with Livres Hebdo and publishing consultant Dr. Rüdiger Wischenbart. An Arabic edition of Publishers Weekly, a translation of articles from the American edition, appears regularly through arrangement with the Sharjah Book Fair.


Bryerman increased PW’s coverage of international publishing trade events. In 2016 PW spearheaded the U.S. Publishing Mission to Cuba for a two-day conference of U.S. and Cuban publishers.


In 2019 Publishers Weekly en Español was launched in partnership with Seville-based Lantia Publishing under the editorial leadership of Enrique Parrilla. The Spanish edition features original Spanish-language news of the Spanish publishing industry, original book reviews, and author interviews. It is distributed in selected Spanish-speaking countries and in the U.S.


One of Slowik’s signature accomplishments was to digitize the physical archive of bound issues of the magazine, which are housed at the magazine’s Chelsea office. The Publishers Weekly Digital Archive took several years to execute. The searchable archive is composed of 7,703 issues, with a total of 667,000 pages, in full color, including all advertising, covers and a Wiki-style correction function. It is sold and managed by Minneapolis-based East View Information Services, Inc.


For many years, the magazine’s book review section, now helmed by Jonathan Segura, has been a key element in PW’s influence and success, and it occupies nearly half of every issue, covering nearly 9,000 titles a year in a dozen categories. These are advance reviews, written on the basis of early galleys of the book, published two to four months before a book’s publication date. They are therefore of great importance in stimulating interest among booksellers and librarians, movie and TV studios, and foreign rights agents—and also acting as an early warning system for reviewers in consumer media, including print, broadcast, and online, as well as news segment producers. Many books receive their only review here, and favorable reviews are widely quoted in publisher promotions, in newspaper and magazine advertising, and on book jackets.


The first reviews appeared in the early 1940s and were called Forecasts, since early reviews included a line or two at the end that attempted to predict a book’s likely success in stores. The label continued to be used long after the actual “forecasting” ceased, and it was not until 2005 that the name of the section changed to simply “Reviews.” One of the feature’s important innovations was that it made no distinction in the reviewing between hardcover and paperback books—this was at a time, in the 1950s and 1960s, when paperback books were seldom reviewed. PW’s review editors have numbered anywhere from six to a dozen, each with a specific area of coverage, and between them they call on the services of several hundred reviewers, many of them specialists in their fields. PW’s reviews are 200–250 words long and are anonymous (though reviewers’ names are printed in the section, but without any indication of who wrote which review). Today’s much-expanded reviews section includes boxed reviews, topical review roundups, author interviews, reviews by name authors, and more than 3,000 web originals. According to Books in Print, the Publishers Weekly reviews database includes more 715,000 reviews, making it the leading book review resource. Another 150,000 reviews reside in the Publishers Weekly Digital Archive. PW’s reviews are widely licensed to both consumer and business sites such as Amazon.com, Apple Books, Barnes and Noble, Google, LexisNexis, Proquest, EBSCO, Gale/Cengage, OverDrive, and Books in Print.


The reviews department has been led by a number of editors over the years, but two vastly different personalities left a lasting impact on it. Barbara Bannon, who was the chief fiction reviewer in the 1970s and early 1980s (and who became the magazine’s executive editor), gave the reviews department an aura of power and high visibility as a result of her own extravagant persona and her acknowledged power to make or break a book with her published verdict. And it was a highly visible verdict, because she was the first and only PW reviewer to insist upon the use of her name in connection with any review quoted in an ad or promotion. Sybil Steinberg, whose star rose as Bannon’s declined, had a keener, more sophisticated critical eye, and for a wider range of books. She also yearned to give more prominent attention to books she particularly admired, and it was under her aegis that PW began to award stars to books of exceptional merit, and later to create the lengthier and more prominent boxed reviews. Steinberg also created an annual Best Books list, which the magazine continues to this day. For many years she also edited the magazine’s author interviews and, beginning in 1992, put together the first of four anthologies of them in book form, published by Pushcart Press.


For most of its life, the reviews section did not review books that were self-published, but in early 2012, PW introduced a regular supplement called PW Select. The supplement included book listings, book reviews, author profiles, and news and feature coverage of the self-publishing industry. PW utilized the pool of submissions as a source for selecting titles to be reviewed, for the first time allowing all self-published titles to be submitted for review consideration at no cost. Those reviews appear in the more than 35 syndicated outlets where PW’s reviews are licensed.


On the heels of PW Select’s success, in 2014 PW launched BookLife. This website, a joint venture with Mediapolis, is dedicated to serving as a resource for self-published authors and writers considering self-publishing their books. Simultaneously, PW hired Carl Pritzkat (now COO) from Mediapolis as president of BookLife and to handle PW’s business development. BookLife became a PW supplement, growing from quarterly to now weekly, subsuming PW Select, which remains as a marketing program for self-published authors to promote their books within BookLife. BookLife focuses on three main areas: a book’s creation, including editing and cover design; publishing—the physical making of the book; and book marketing, including distribution, publicity, and sales.


In addition to the BookLife supplement, self-published titles selected for review are published within the review pages of Publishers Weekly magazine alongside reviews of traditionally published titles. In 2019, BookLife Reviews launched as a paid review service for self-published authors who wanted to pay to have their books reviewed.


The BookLife Prize, which is a $5,000 writing prize, launched as a fiction-only award in 2016 and added nonfiction as a separate contest in 2019. The BookLife Prize has had more than 6,000 entries to date.


In 2020, in conjunction with U.K.-based BookBrunch, BookLife launched the U.S. Selfies, an award carrying a cash prize for the year’s best self-published book.


Notably, in recent years under the direction of Jim Milliot and Michael Coffey—and beginning in 2014 under the sole direction of Milliot as editorial director after Coffey’s retirement—PW expanded its editorial perspective to include a broader time frame and to include more post-publication market coverage. In 2011 PW launched the PW Tip Sheet, a weekly newsletter that informs librarians, booksellers, and consumers about news of books currently on sale.


Other e-newsletters, which are all free, include:


• PW Daily, a daily roundup of publishing and bookselling news


• Children’s Bookshelf, a twice-weekly look at children’s book publishing news, rights updates, children’s and YA book reviews, and an original comic strip, The Slush Pile.


• Must Reads, highlights of the previous week’s publishing news


• PW Preview for Librarians, a weekly newsletter for librarians featuring notable books publishing the coming week, printable PDF files of bestsellers lists, and book reviews


• The BookLife Report, published weekly, covers news of interest to self-published or “indie” authors


• Global Rights Report, weekly, covers the world of literary rights and deals


• The Fanatic, semimonthly coverage of graphic novels and comics


• School and Library Spotlight, a monthly newsletter covering issues of interest to K-12 librarians and educators


• Religion BookLine, published semimonthly, focuses on the business of publishing and new titles in religion and spirituality


• Book It!, a monthly newsletter from the PW publisher Cevin Bryerman, featured sales and marketing brand-promotion opportunities in Publishers Weekly and ran from 2013–2020


In 2012, PW entered the realm of podcasting:


• PW’s Week Ahead is a weekly segment on the Velocity of Content podcast hosted at the Copyright Clearance Center by Chris Kenneally with PW’s senior writer Andrew Albanese discussing the upcoming news of the week.


• More to Come: PW Comics World, a regular comics podcast, is hosted by editors Calvin Reid, Heidi MacDonald, and Kate Fitzsimons. With nearly 500 episodes, it is PW’s longest-running podcast.


• PW Radio, an hour-long, weekly show featuring conversations about the week’s bestsellers, author interviews and publishing news, ran for 296 episodes, followed by 29 episodes of PW Insider, its natural successor covering publishing news. PW Radio aired on SiriusXM’s Book Radio until the station was canceled and is now available at PublishersWeekly.com/podcasts as well as at Apple Podcasts, iHeart-Radio, SoundCloud, Mixcloud, and Stitcher. The author interviews are also available at Infobase.


• In 2019, The Skillset Podcast with R. David Lankes and Nicole A. Cooke began as an offshoot of a Publishers Weekly panel with librarians. The podcast is a conversation about important issues facing libraries and librarians.


PW also opened a new category of sponsored content:


• PW KidsCast, a sponsored podcast of children’s and YA author interviews


• PW LitCast, a sponsored podcast hosted by various PW editors and featuring interviews with authors of new fiction and nonfiction books


• PW FaithCast, hosted by PW religion editors, features authors of religion and spirituality books. A variety of live, sponsored webcasts cover industry trends, plus video author interviews.


Subsequently, PW started PWxyz Studios, dedicated to sponsored, advertiser-driven products and newsletters. Grab-a-Galley promotions, while not technically part of PWxyz Studios, were another new initiative to engage advertisers and librarians. E-blasts were created for advertisers to reach PW’s burgeoning mailing list of well over 150,000 trade and consumer newsletter subscribers.


During this period, PW’s social media presence increased exponentially across all platforms, helping to draw traffic to the PW website, which sees 1.2 million unique visitors per month. In addition to frequent postings on nearly all social media channels, PW hosts a booksellers group on Facebook and, on Instagram, the “Picture of the Day” feature that is also published in PW Daily.


Publishers Weekly hosts regular live and virtual discussion series about current issues in book publishing as they evolve. Panel discussions cover an array of topics ranging from the annual PW Salary Survey, supply chain issues, diversity in publishing, global rights, and issues facing librarians.


PW Star Watch is an award to honor up-and-coming individuals in the publishing industry. The annual award was launched in 2015 with the stated intention “to identify and celebrate talented emerging leaders in the U.S. publishing community, bring recognition to them on a global stage, and provide them with additional mentoring and an expanded network.” The inaugural winner was Helen Yentus, the art director for Riverhead Books in New York. The annual award is given in the fall in New York and offers a cash honorarium to five finalists, of which one is named the “Superstar.”


Publishers Weekly entered the events realm in 2015. In association with the Bologna Children’s Book Fair, Global Kids Connect was a conference to address issues of international importance to children’s book publishers. The annual conference took place in New York and ran two years.


PubTech Connect was launched in 2016 with New York University’s School of Professional Studies Center for Publishing (NYUSPS). The conference continues virtually on an annual basis.


The New York Rights Fair was a move to acknowledge the need for an annual gathering of literary agents that would be held in tandem with BookExpo America. In 2018, Publishers Weekly joined forces with BolognaFiere to create a fair rich with industry and author panels. The New York Rights Fair ran from 2018–2019.


The most recent opportunity arose with the Covid-19 pandemic and the demise of BookExpo. After ReedPOP announced the end of BookExpo, a hallowed U.S. book publishing tradition, PW determined that the need for an industry event far outweighed the pandemic-enforced closures of event spaces.


The U.S. Book Show was inaugurated in May 2021 to much acclaim, with an opening keynote by Oprah Winfrey and three days of editorial “buzz” panels, celebrity and literary author interviews, a special track for librarians, and a wealth of media coverage from the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Associated Press and others. With the U.S. Book Show’s resounding success, Publishers Weekly announced the 2022 dates, May 24–26, 2022.


PW has grown from its historic print edition to include a wide array of products and brand extensions. For more information about Publishers Weekly, visit its FAQ at publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/faq.html.
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PUBLISHERS, BOOKS, AND BOOKSTORES


TEN REMARKABLE PUBLISHERS


BY LARRY KIRSHBAUM


Note: It is impossible to cover the incredible growth and diversity of American-based publishers within a relatively brief chapter. I have chosen 10 hardcover houses that provide a taste of the unique strengths and entrepreneurial history of the industry. This exercise was aided by two prominent histories that I have shamelessly used as basic guides: The Time of Their Lives by Al Silverman, St. Martin’s Press, 2008; and Between Covers by John Tebbel, Oxford University Press, 1987.


So here we go.


DOUBLEDAY


Frank Nelson Doubleday was one of the more colorful characters in publishing history. Born in 1862, he started out at the age of twelve as a “book and job printer” producing circulars and cards on a press he had bought for $15. When he was fourteen, his father’s hat business failed, and Frank had to leave school and find a job.


He chose Scribner’s as a superior firm “worthy” of his services and managed to convince a skeptical manager there that he would be a “good boy” to hire at $3 a week over Christmas. The manager liked his “cheeky” style and hired him for a week, which turned out to be 18 years. Scribner’s gave him the opportunity to work in manufacturing, advertising, as business manager, and, most importantly, subscription selling of sets of uniform editions of famous authors’ works as a premium for a year’s subscription to Scribner’s Magazine.


The first author was Rudyard Kipling, whose collection sold hundreds of thousands of copies and started a close friendship and future collaboration. It was Kipling who took Doubleday’s three initials (FND) and nicknamed him “Effendi” which is a title meaning “lord” or “master” in Turkish. Frank played that role to the max; he was regarded by his peers with a sense of awe.


His ego asserting itself, Frank ultimately resented his subordinate roles at Scribner’s and left to work at McClure’s Magazine. In 1897, the publishing partnership Doubleday, McClure and Co. was formed, and Kipling was its first author. Frank was not an editor by nature; he believed that publishing should be “an intelligently conducted commerce, not a form of aesthetic bohemianism.”


Through a series of partnerships, Frank Doubleday developed a number of firsts: he offered royalty statements to authors, he concentrated on advertising books in magazines where he believed the most readers could be found, he opened bookstores, and, of course, he built a substantial mail-order business that later became the largest book club, the Literary Guild. He even moved a large portion of the business to Garden City, Long Island.


Like Tom Guinzburg, Frank had a son, Nelson, who played a role in a successful children’s book. In this case, Nelson read an abridgement of Just So Stories by Rudyard Kipling in a magazine and suggested to the author that he do a book of those stories devoted to animals. (Nelson also managed to insert into the contract a small royalty for himself on the book that lasted for years.)


Of course, Frank Doubleday started a tradition cultivating talent on the editorial side that persisted long after his son succeeded him as president in 1922.


Al Silverman tells the story of Judith Jones (ultimately destined for a great career at Knopf) sitting in a Doubleday outpost in Paris tasked with rejecting a pile of unsolicited manuscripts. One book in the pile was by a young Dutch-German diarist translated into French. Judith found herself in tears reading it most of the afternoon. The Diary of Anne Frank was published by Doubleday in 1952.


Nelson Doubleday Jr. sold the company to Bertelsmann in 1986, and in late 2008 and early 2009, the Doubleday imprint was merged to create the Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, all part of Penguin Random House now.


FARRAR, STRAUS AND GIROUX


When John Farrar and Roger W. Straus Jr. published their first list at Farrar Straus in 1946, they wrote: “A new book imprint gathers character over the years, and it is our hope that readers will come to know ours and, perhaps, to feel a certain friendship for it.”


Over the years, a better word from readers would be respect, for what became Farrar, Straus and Giroux in 1955 set a postwar standard for literary excellence with more Nobel prizes than Knopf and the sensibility of Roger Straus, which mixed family wealth, a powerful ego, and a sharp business mind with a deep love of and belief in his authors as a unique source of creativity. The current CEO, Jonathan Galassi, is a brilliant poet with the same business acumen for executing and sustaining Roger’s creative and literary vision.


The union of Farrar and Straus at the outset was never a marriage made in heaven, but it set the stage for what was to come. John Farrar was a veteran in publishing. He had left Doubleday and cofounded Farrar and Rinehart in 1929 with the sons of Mary Roberts Rinehart, the popular mystery writer known as “the American Agatha Christie” and credited with originating the phrase “the butler did it.”


In an autobiographical sketch, Farrar had declared, “Unlike my jolly partners, I have no sense of humor and a vile temper. . . . I take the publishing business with horrible seriousness. I’m sorry but I just can’t help it.” He and his partners, using their mothers’ money, built a formidable company during the Great Depression, and he left two years before joining Straus.


Roger Straus attended Hamilton College and the University of Missouri School of Journalism (class of 1939), and edited magazines before launching a book packaging operation that supplied content to publishers. He was handsome, outgoing, and perhaps a bit self-conscious about his family wealth (his mother was a Guggenheim) and lack of a literary background.


According to Al Silverman, in Galassi’s estimation, the hiring of Robert Giroux in 1955 was the seminal moment, “the beginning of the real FSG.” Giroux had left Harcourt Brace when the management refused to let him publish “Jerry” or J.D. Salinger’s first novel, The Catcher in the Rye. Without Salinger, Giroux had joined Roger and brought along relationships with a trove of poets and literary stars including T.S. Eliot (a Nobel Prize winner), Robert Lowell, Flannery O’Connor, Jack Kerouac, and Bernard Malamud. (The latter won a National Book Award for a short story collection, The Magic Barrel, and the same award again for a novel, The Fixer).


Roger’s relationship with Giroux had some of the same issues as the friction with Farrar. Roger liked being the man in charge, and his antenna prickled when he felt one of his associates was trying to share the limelight. That was Roger with his enormous charm and an uncanny ability to woo authors—such as Edmund Wilson—using his great passion for their work.


Roger, like many publishing executives in the golden era in publishing before it became obsessed with profit, was a superstar luncher. In his later years he could be seen presiding as a gourmet impresario over the Union Square Cafe. Roger made Robert Giroux the chairman of the board in 1964 and officially renamed the company Farrar, Straus and Giroux,


Jonathan Galassi has maintained the great literary flavor set by Roger while nurturing cutting-edge commercial books such as Scott Turow’s Presumed Innocent and Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities.


Galassi could also use his poetic skill as a way of celebrating his authors. In the 1990s, Roger would lead a delegation of his associates to Chicago to celebrate the new Scott Turow publication with the author. Galassi would write a special poem, a very thoughtful one, for the occasion. Straus and Giroux might have had trouble sorting out who was the publisher and who was an editor, but Galassi has maintained control of both functions very successfully.


Roger Straus died in May of 2004 at the age of 87, and Silverman reports that while “poets die young . . . the heads of publishing houses live longer.” There were numerous memorial services, and Silverman summed it up: “Roger’s firm was often discussed as if it were an antique. . . . But as Mr. Straus knew and demonstrated, the only meaningful efficiency in publishing is excellent taste.”


GROVE PRESS


In 1951, Barney Rosset acquired a tiny publishing house from two friends of his wife, the abstract expressionist Joan Mitchell. The entire inventory of this company was contained in two suitcases. Supported in part by his father, Rosset paid $3,000 to acquire the Grove Press and turned it into a haven for controversial titles that were often banned on the grounds of their sexually explicit content.


In a continual flurry of lawsuits, Rosset won the right to publish such works as D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover and Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer. Rosset had attended high school at the left-leaning Francis W. Parker School in Chicago (where the author of this article also matriculated), and had acquired an early passion for radical, avant-garde literature, much of it from Europe.


The Grove catalog (now in the capable hands of Morgan Entrekin, the CEO of Grove-Atlantic) came to include Samuel Beckett, Jean Genet, Frantz Fanon, George Luis Borges, Bertolt Brecht, Harold Pinter, successful American outliers such as William Burroughs, and Eric Berne, who wrote an early popular study of psychological relationships, Games People Play, which sold over five million copies.


Beckett was discovered by an American expat named Richard Seaver, who saw two Beckett titles in a French bookstore window and brought them back to Barney in New York. As translator and editor, Seaver became one of the most prominent fictional custodians from the mid-20th century through his death in 2009. His wife Jeanette now manages their joint imprint Arcade Books at Skyhorse Publishing.


Barney was never financially astute, and his company unraveled when he went on an acquisition binge of pornographic movies starting with I am Curious (Yellow), which was a success, and then a series of color-themed sequels that failed. As Barney recalled, “I made most of my decisions in a second and spent many years regretting them.”


HACHETTE BOOK GROUP


(Note: Reader be warned, the writer of this article worked for 31 years at the company that was bought by and became the Hachette Book Group in 2006.)


In the elite group of major global publishers, Hachette has been the only one to emerge from mass paperback roots, with the most recent founding as well.


The origin of this company dates to 1972, when the legendary Steve Ross founded Warner Communications with the intent of making it a media conglomerate built around Warner Brothers. On the book side, Warner bought a tiny entity called Paperback Library, which had a list of what are now called “genre” titles in romance, humor, and gothic novels.


A typical example was the Avenger series, priced at seventy-five cents, that had grown out of the pulp magazines from the late thirties and early forties. The first title had introduced Richard Henry Benson, a wealthy superhero who sought to avenge the murder of his wife and daughter.


Humor emerged in Mad Magazine titles under the direction of Bill Gaines that were turned into books and the eyebrow-raising The Cunning Linguist, written by Richard Lederer and described as “the naughtier side of wordplay.”


Appropriately, the man at the helm of Warner paperbacks was Howard Kaminsky, whose first cousin was Mel Brooks. (Mel always kidded that Howard was the only direct relative of his that made it on his own merit.) Howard was a veteran of selling book rights at Random House, where he had developed water-cooler contests deploying the unique skill of firing crumpled paper into wastebaskets from long range. He turned marketing meetings into laugh-fests.


Behind and above him (literally much taller) was the chairman of the group, William Sarnoff, a relative of the legendary General Sarnoff of RCA fame. (Many of us worked for him over 25 years, and he was about 90% of the reason for our success since he let us take risks and protected us from corporate interference.)


There were some key purchases engineered by the Sarnoff-Kaminsky duo in the early years. The Richard Nixon memoir, RN, following his resignation, was bought with some controversy from Swifty Lazar for over $2 million in worldwide rights. And the first major paperback acquisition was All the President’s Men by Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, which had been published by Simon & Schuster in hardcover in 1974.


As it happened, Robert Redford and Dustin Hoffman were developing the Warner Brothers film version of the book in our building, and they would occasionally wander down to our offices. I jokingly instructed my assistant to tell “Bob” Redford that I was busy if he inquired. And she said, also in jest, “I hope you don’t mind if I sit in his lap while he waits for you.” (Note: Bob Redford never waited a second for the few brief encounters we had with him.)


It wasn’t all fun and games and celebs. Howard and his editorial chief Bernie Shir-Cliff had great commercial instincts. Howard and Bill Sarnoff believed in heavy marketing support and introduced TV ads for major titles. The core of the company’s future was developed over the next 20 years with authors such as James Patterson, Nelson DeMille, Sandra Brown, Scott Turow, David Baldacci, Michael Connelly, Stephenie Meyer, Brad Meltzer, Nick Delbanco, and Nicholas Sparks. Many of these authors produced books every year, sometimes more than one, so the Warner entity had a solid revenue-producing backlist.


The editorial publishing leader in the early 1990s, Maureen Egen snatched an unsold manuscript off an agent’s shelves that was about an itinerant photographer and a lonely housewife in Iowa. The Bridges of Madison County, written by Robert Waller and published in 1992, was a multimillion-copy success as a book and a blockbuster film starring Clint Eastwood and Meryl Streep.


The merger of Time Inc. and Warner Communications in 1990 had brought one of the great jewels of publishing, Little Brown (founded in 1837), into the fold as part of what became the Time Warner Publishing Group. Its president, Charlie Hayward, was responsible for international expansion as well as bringing James Patterson into the fold. So now the youngest and one of the oldest publishers were together, and it made a great combination.


Yours truly was CEO from 1996 to 2006, when the company was bought by Hachette Livre, the largest publisher in France and a subsidiary of the Lagardere Group. The Hachette Book Group has had two brilliant CEOs: David Young, a British publisher who brought a global sensibility, “big data,” and a lot of common sense to management and decision-making, and now Michael Pietsch, who is an editor’s editor and a man with great business acumen as well. The latter’s most recent coup was announcing a deal to purchase Workman Publishing, one of the best independent operations with an enormous backlist.


HARPERCOLLINS


The two major strands of HarperCollins originated two years apart, but it took over 170 years for them to be woven together. James and John Harper founded J.&J. Harper as a modest print shop in 1817 and were joined by two other brothers shortly thereafter. William Collins, Sons was a Scottish printing and publishing company founded by Collins, a Presbyterian schoolmaster in Glasgow, in 1819.


Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp brought them together when it acquired what was then known as Harper & Row in 1987 and merged Collins into the company in 1990, to be known as HarperCollins. Their logo combined the torch of Harper and the fountain of Collins into a more stylized combination of flames atop waves.


Collins was initially a religious and education publisher, and its strength continues in education, reference, wildlife and natural history, and children’s books, although its Collins Crime Club published the first six Agatha Christie novels starting in 1926.


By the 1850s, Harper & Brothers was the largest English language publisher in the world, printing over two million books and pamphlets per year. But the company suffered under the Harper heirs, and in the 20th century the family needed some outside blood. Cass Canfield and his son helped shape the modern-day company with a first-rate editorial approach. Jane Friedman, as CEO from 1997 to 2008, began bringing HarperCollins into the digital age.


The current president/CEO of Harper/Collins, Brian Murray, joined the U.S. company in 1997 and spent three years starting in 2001 as CEO of the Australia/New Zealand subsidiary and came back to the United States as group president and then president of Harper Collins Worldwide. He became CEO and president in 2008.


His global and digital experience are reflected in HC’s current program of 10,000 annual new books in 16 languages and 24 countries (including China) with a print and digital catalog of over 200,000 titles. He has put together a top-tier management team that has driven the company into the #2 position as a consumer publisher in the United States. (The digital business alone is now approaching $400 million.)


The strategic success of Murray’s team is due to focusing the corporate banner on strong market brands within the most popular consumer genres: Harlequin and Avon paperback romances, prizewinning Harper children’s, William Morrow suspense, and Harper literary fiction, Thomas Nelson and Zondervan Christian publishing, edgy Harper One nonfiction for personal growth, and the overall expanding presence in digital. A recent acquisition, the Houghton Mifflin Harcourt trade group, brings a powerful backlist and tightly knit staff into the fold.


Of course, the bestseller list is still a major target, and Jonathan Burnham, president and publisher of the Harper Division, has a good eye as well as very good taste, backed by a strong editorial and marketing/sales team. All in all, HarperCollins will continue to be a major player and one of the crown jewels of the News Corp empire.


MACMILLAN


Many of today’s best and biggest publishers were born outside of the United States. In 1843, the brothers Daniel and Alexander Macmillan formed a company in their name based in Cambridge, England. For nearly 100 years, under various ownerships, the American version of Macmillan was primarily a distribution channel for British titles. By 1931, an increasing mixture of American publications had made Macmillan the largest U.S. publisher. (One major domestic success originated in Atlanta: Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, which was published in 1936 and became a multimillion-copy seller as well as the basis for the highly successful film.)


Macmillan became American owned in 1951, but it had lost its earlier glory (and financial stability). Fortuitously, Sir Harold Macmillan, the future British Prime Minister, realized he still needed an American outlet and founded St. Martin’s Press in 1952. It took until 1956 for St. Martin’s to throw off the shackles of being a book colony and begin offering American books on its own.


Enter the George Washington of this story, Tom McCormack. He graduated from Brown in 1954 and spent the next 15 years tilling the paperback soil at Doubleday, Harper, and New American Library. In 1969 he was hired by St. Martin’s, and within a year he had changed strategic direction and turned a $150,000 loss into a tiny profit.


Tom succeeded by continuing to import British titles—primarily in popular genres like romance and mystery—but with a twist. Other publishers were cutting back their lists to maximize profits, but Tom’s philosophy was to expand his British list to cover his overhead and then develop more exciting titles elsewhere, such as James Herriot’s All Creatures Great and Small. Of course, no one could believe that the 1930s adventures of a Yorkshire veterinarian would sell books in a contemporary market where big, sexy novels were the rage. Tom could and did, with great success. St. Martin’s went on to publish the contemporary thriller The Silence of the Lambs by Tom Harris in 1988.


Tom McCormack was smart (and lucky) enough to rely on his unstoppable, high-energy rights director, Sally Richardson, who was a magician when it came to pulling dollars out of subsidiary rights. To this day, Sally is respected as one of the brightest lights in publishing who has been responsible for building the St. Martin’s paperback lists among many achievements as a great ambassador for the company. Tom chose to retire on his 65th birthday in January 1997 to go back to his first love, writing plays.


On the editorial side, Tom Dunne has been a major force with his eponymous imprint, which brought in sleeper bestsellers like Dan Brown’s first book, Digital Fortress, which earned him an advance of $4,000 and ultimately sold over four million copies in the wake of the success of his The Da Vinci Code.


Tom Doherty is another major figure in the company’s history. He founded Tor Books in 1980 and sold it to St. Martin’s in 1986. It has become the pre-eminent science fiction and fantasy imprint since that time, more recently adding Forge Books as an imprint with special focus on mysteries, suspense, and other popular genres.


Overall, St. Martin’s has been a racehorse coming up on the rails and headed for the winner’s circle as one of the five major companies in U.S. publishing. In 1999, the German company Holtzbrinck Publishing completed acquiring St. Martin’s and other Macmillan imprints.


It was John Sargent, coming from a publishing family (his father had been a co-CEO of Doubleday), who turned Macmillan into one of the most successful publishers in the business. He started as chief of St. Martin’s in 1996 and ascended to become CEO of Macmillan in 2012.


John was not flashy, preferring McDonald’s to the Four Seasons Grill Room, and never seeming to possess a tie or a tux. But in his laid-back style, he could be very tough and stubborn when he believed his cause was right. He fought the e-book revolution, believing it was cutting into more valuable hardcover sales, and he had a very public skirmish with Amazon, but he was a great leader who sadly left Macmillan at the end of 2020 as the result of a dispute with Stefan von Holtzbrinck.


In announcing that the very capable and highly respected Don Weisberg, a Penguin and Macmillan veteran, would be taking over as head of the group, Stefan had this say about John Sargent.


“John’s principles and exemplary leadership have always been grounded in worthy, essential causes, be it freedom of speech, the environment, or support for the most vulnerable. Since Holtzbrinck shares these ideals, they will live on.”


RANDOM HOUSE


The story of Random House began when two bohemian brothers, Charles and Albert Boni, opened a bookstore in Greenwich Village in 1912. Their initial offering was the Little Leather Library, 30 pocket-sized classics that became the forerunner of the Modern Library.


Albert moved on to team up with the storied figure Horace Liveright, a young playwright. In 1917, Boni & Liveright was born, along with the first volumes of the Modern Library classics.


That partnership didn’t last very long, and Liveright became the majority stockholder. He had great flair and wooed top talent, but he was also egotistical and reckless about finances.


Enter Bennett Cerf. Born in 1898, he graduated from Columbia Journalism School in 1920 and started his career on Wall Street. But publishing was in his blood, and he joined Liveright in 1924. The company was virtually bankrupt and selling off assets.


Bennett and the man who was to be a lifelong partner, Donald Klopfer, acquired The Modern Library for $200,000, named their firm after it, and began selling the line of classics in 1925. They quickly achieved $1 million in annual sales, but they wanted to broaden their editorial slate. Having wide-ranging literary tastes, they decided to sign up books “at Random.” Thus was their legendary name born, and the famous designer and artist Rockwell Kent created a modest-looking house that cemented the name in our memories. John Tebbel called it “a cottage with pretensions of being a palace.”


The first Random House book came out in January 1928, an elegant edition of Voltaire’s Candide. While The Modern Library was growing to 400 regular-sized volumes and 150 thicker “giants,” the book that put Random on the map was the controversial publication in 1934 of James Joyce’s Ulysses, after a lengthy legal battle to have a judge declare the book “not obscene.”


Meanwhile, Horace Liveright, who had been so critical to the Modern Library’s founding, died a Gatsby kind of death, with only “a straggling handful” attending his funeral, according to Bennett Cerf.


Closer to the present, Bennett scored a front-page literary coup when Random House acquired the vaunted house of Alfred and Blanche Knopf in 1970. This brought together two of the most prestigious houses in the business, with greater emphasis from Knopf on European publishing.


With the Knopfs nearing retirement, in 1968, Bob Bernstein, who had succeeded Bennett Cerf as CEO, wooed Bob Gottlieb and a small team of colleagues from Simon & Schuster to run Knopf. Gottlieb has been one of the most successful publishers in the business and even after leaving the company remained the editor of a key Knopf author, Robert Caro.


The final (almost) act of Random House was its purchase by Bertelsmann and then its expansion by completing the purchase of Penguin in 2019. This brought Madeline McIntosh from Penguin under the Random House CEO Markus Dohle to form a flawless combination. Penguin Random House, now the largest publisher with an estimated quarter of the consumer market, is still on the hunt for more imprints. Its offer to buy Simon & Schuster, under review by the government, would take it to a few notches above one third of consumer market share.


SIMON & SCHUSTER


They were very different.


Richard Simon was tall and burly with a great flair for marketing along with other interests. He was an excellent musician, and his three daughters all pursued musical careers, Carly Simon being the most successful.


Max Lincoln Schuster was shorter and more intense, almost professorial in his approach. He might have become an academic publisher, but like his partner, he had a great sense of the popular pulse.


They both attended Columbia and met in 1921 when they were in their early twenties. Simon was selling pianos. Schuster was editing an equipment trade magazine and possibly interested in buying a piano. By the summer of 1923, they were planning to launch a book publishing company and did so in January 1924 with $8,000 in capital and a one-room office in midtown Manhattan.


Success came quickly. Simon’s aunt was a crossword puzzle aficionado, and she had found there were no books on the subject. The first S&S crossword puzzle book came out in 1924 with an initial printing of 3,600 copies. The price was $1.35, and Simon, showing his marketing chops, attached a rubber eraser–topped pencil to every copy.


One year later, they had sold over one million crossword books. The S&S reputation as a bestseller publisher was born.


Enter Leon Shimkin, who had a solid business head and an interest in self-help books. His ideas blossomed in the 1930s. He told J.K. Lasser to keep the Your Income Tax book simple for readers perplexed by the IRS codes. At its peak, the title was selling one million copies a year, and many buyers were from the IRS itself.


To overcome his shyness, Shimkin took a course on public speaking from a man named Dale Carnegie. When Carnegie converted the lectures into a book, How to Win Friends and Influence People, it became the #1 nonfiction bestseller of 1937 and has sold millions of copies through the years. An association with Will and Ariel Durant created the 11-volume Story of Civilization, which became the Book of the Month Club’s best premium for membership, another huge seller. (It is probably the greatest unread compilation of history on home bookshelves today.)


In 1939, S&S backed Robert Fair de Graff to found Pocket Books, the first paperback publisher. This led the company to release classic reprints in the educational market. In the 1960s, Richard Simon died of a heart attack. and Max Schuster sold his half of the company to Leon Shimkin.


The company flourished over the next 60 years with names like Dick Snyder, Jack Romanos, and Carolyn Reidy as CEOs. The editorial side was brilliantly led by Robert Gottlieb (who left for Knopf), Michael Korda, Susan Moldow (at Scribner’s), and the recently anointed Jonathan Karp as the CEO who is charged with handling the company’s acquisition by Penguin Random House for over $2 billion. The transaction is pending approval by the government.


Karp is more than up to the leadership task, having worked with a multitude of major authors such as Walter Isaacson, David McCullough, and the prolific media czar of Washington politics, Bob Woodward. Karp is, like S&S cofounder Dick Simon, a Renaissance man with musical and theatrical roots. (He further distinguished himself during the brief period in our employ at Hachette as founder of the imprint Twelve, by disregarding most of my advice and being inevitably right.)


VIKING PRESS


It’s apt to say that in its origin, Viking was unfurled as well as founded under the colophon designed by Rockwell Kent. His famous ship became the symbol for the mission statement of founders Harold K. Guinzburg and George S. Oppenheimer in March 1925. “Our aims,” they wrote, “are, briefly, to have the name a symbol of enterprise, adventure and exploration [and] to acclaim treasure when we find it, but avoid calling brass gold.”


There was to be plenty of gold in Viking’s illustrious history. Guinzburg had spent a year at Simon & Schuster, and Oppenheimer had spent three years as advertising and publicity manager at Knopf. Both were 25 years old.


Even before their first list was published, they acquired in August the firm of B.W. Huebsch, which brought in James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man along with titles by D.H. Lawrence and Sherwood Anderson. Huebsch himself was to become one of Viking’s great editors over the next four decades.


Another coup took place in 1938 when Guinzburg, now steering the ship, convinced Pascal Covici, an immigrant and former bookseller in Chicago, to join the team. He was described by one colleague as a “flamboyant Romanian with the shock of white hair on a poet’s head, which in turn was set on a football player’s six-foot-three body.”


His prized author was John Steinbeck, who was to be joined later by Saul Bellow and Arthur Miller as part of a catalog of literary stars. Covici became their personal, passionate champion, always pressing management to increase their advertising budgets.


Like many of the great publishing houses started by powerful founders in the 1920s, Viking eventually had to recognize a passing of the guard. Al Silverman tells a wonderful anecdote about Harold Guinzburg bringing home a children’s book in manuscript form when his son Tom was nine years old. Young Tom read the opening sentence: “Once upon a time in Spain there was a little bull and his name was Ferdinand.”


Tom told his father how much he liked the story, and the book Ferdinand the Bull went on to sell millions of copies. It gave Tom the confidence that he might become a publisher like his father. Indeed, upon his father’s death in 1961, Tom took over his father’s house and invigorated it as one of the great independent publishers.


The quality of Viking’s editorial staff never slackened as editors like Cork Smith brought in Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow after signing it for a $5,000 advance without knowing anything about the book’s subject. Aaron Asher, a Knopf alum, took over editing Saul Bellow, including Mr. Sammler’s Planet, for which Bellow received his third National Book Award. Marshall Best, another legendary veteran Viking editor, was handling Graham Greene. Elisabeth Sifton edited Peter Matthiessen’s The Snow Leopard, another National Book Award winner.


Lack of space precludes bringing the story up to the present except to point out that in 1975 the company merged into Viking/Penguin and thus began a more corporate life.


That life took on a fabulous new form with the growing partnership of Marcus Dohle and Madeline McIntosh after Bertelsmann, the German media giant, completed its final 25% purchase of the Penguin Random House assets in December 2019.


Madeline had been appointed CEO of the merged company in April of 2018, bringing one of the most versatile and impressive backgrounds to the combined company. She had been president of the Penguin Publishing group with a previous record of innovation and achievement on the Random House side in audio, adult sales, new media, and a two-year position as director of content acquisition for Amazon, based in Luxembourg. Under Markus’s leadership, she had integrated Penguin and Random almost seamlessly, reinforcing the inherent strength of this huge company as a literary and cultural standard-bearer. Her next task will be, subject to government approval, bringing Simon & Schuster into the fold.


W.W. NORTON


William Warder Norton founded the company in 1923 and ran it with three employees (including his wife), from his living room. Now approaching its centennial anniversary, W.W. Norton has spread its wings, exemplified by its iconic seagull colophon, and established itself as the oldest and largest independent publisher owned entirely by its employees.


For a company that operates without the corporate resources of its competitors, Norton has become a major player in the industry with bestselling cultural mind-setters such as Michael Lewis, Stephen Greenblatt, Neil deGrasse Tyson, Jared Diamond, and Adrienne Rich, plus multiple Nobel Prize winners in its backlist. To more than 20 million college students, the company is best known for its Norton Anthologies, ranging in subjects from English literature to history. And its textbook list encompasses a who’s who of liberal arts stars.


One of the company’s smartest moves was resuscitating Liveright Publishing, an iconic firm that published its first list of Modern Library Classics at under a dollar in 1917 and became a major factor during the 1920s. (See Random House origins.) Norton revived its Liveright imprint (recently celebrating a 10-year anniversary) under the direction of one of the hardest working publisher/editors in the business, Robert Weil, who, in typical fashion, nurtured the prolific historian Peter Gay through his final productive years.


With Bob’s golden touch, Liveright has established an iconic status in a relatively short time. Most recently, two of the Liveright titles won Pulitzer prizes: Les Payne’s biography of Malcolm X, The Dead Are Arising, and Marcia Chatelain’s Franchise, about the role that fast-food restaurant ownership has played in creating black wealth.


Of course, publishing greatness starts in collegiality and independence and a classic sense of literary taste honed by intuition, as a former Norton president, Donald Lamm, put it. Norton has all of the above.


Bestselling authors like Michael Lewis (Liar’s Poker was definitely a royal flush) and Jared Diamond (Guns, Germs, and Steel) and or prizewinning poets like Adrienne Rich or Rita Dove may get the most notice, but the heart of Norton, as Al Silverman put it, is the “Prettiest Backlist in the Business.”


That is the education machine that has been the profit foundation for Norton as far back as the 1950s when Norton’s third president, George Brockway, began putting together Norton anthologies. Today, the Norton Critical Editions now number in the hundreds across every aspect of liberal arts. One example, originally created by George Tindall, now fully updated by David E. Shi, is America: A Narrative History (Full & Brief) in their twelfth editions. Norton touts Shi’s “rich storytelling style, colorful biographical sketches, and vivid first-person sketches.” In short, the book is a crowd-pleasing way to teach history through the diversity of American voices.


The more recent fourth, fifth, and sixth presidents, Donald Lamb, W. Drake McFeely, and currently Julia Reidhead, have all come through the college division. Lamb and McFeely started as college sales representatives. Reidhead has nurtured many of the legendary titles as in-house editor or publisher, including the flagship Norton Anthology of English Literature.


In introducing her as his successor, W. Drake McFeely made the following statement about the qualities of Norton’s first woman president.


“Julia Reidhead, who has made her entire publishing career here at Norton, embodies all the values we hold dear: an abiding love of books and literature, pride in and dedication to the editorial process, a commitment to innovation . . . and above all, a passion for our status as independent publishers.”


*


Larry Kirshbaum has spent more than 50 years in the publishing world as writer, agent and executive. He is the co-author of the 1970 title about student protest, Is the Library Burning? He spent over 40 years at the Time-Warner Book Group and he has been an agent since 2006.


ABA AND INDIE BOOKSELLING: THE PAST FORTY YEARS


BY OREN J. TEICHER


In early 2020, we were looking at a lot of very encouraging news about the state of indie bookselling. ABA membership was on the rise; sales across the network of indie stores were increasing; and, most important, a whole new generation of booksellers was taking over our business. The resurgence was not limited to our borders, either; reports from many of our international colleagues were also upbeat. It was a very heady time!


In fact, in my farewell message to ABA members—written in December of 2019 at the time of my retirement after more than thirty years at ABA—I was able to fondly look back on a period when all the predictions of the demise of indie bookselling had finally been put to rest. To be sure, we remained concerned about the growing influence of Amazon, the increasing costs associated with operating a retail bookstore, our low margins, and other issues. But overall, the astonishing resiliency of indie bookstores—their ability to remain competitive in the face of overwhelming odds—was the dominant theme of the day.


Of course, that wasn’t always true. And though the reduction in ABA membership was never as bad as was often reported, many stores did close in the face of the massive chain expansion of the 1980s and ’90s and, later, as a result of Amazon’s staggering growth. In addition, stores faced growing competition from mass merchandisers, discounters, warehouse clubs, and, later, from e-commerce and the introduction of e-books.


Back in the ’80s and ’90s, putting a B. Dalton or Waldenbooks store in virtually every mall in America helped democratize consumer book buying and brought reading into millions of homes. Though many indie booksellers were at first unhappy with the growth of the chains, many Americans who had never before been in a bookstore now had access.


Other changes were afoot as well. From its modest beginnings in the garage of the Shoreham Hotel in Washington, D.C., the annual ABA Convention became one of the largest industry trade shows in the United States. It became so big that at its peak in the mid-’90s there were only a few convention centers in the country large enough to accommodate it. ABA’s practice was to move the show around the country and while that was often a logistical challenge, it did serve to make the show far more accessible. Outgrowing the Shoreham garage, the show first moved to more traditional hotel venues before graduating to much larger convention centers. The show was held in New Orleans, Anaheim, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Las Vegas, Miami, Washington, D.C., Chicago, and New York. Its growth attracted the interest of Reed Exposition Services, one of the largest operators of trade shows in the world, who eventually purchased the show from ABA, renamed it Book Expo America, and settled the annual event in either Chicago or New York. The sale of the show was a watershed moment for ABA, as it allowed the association to focus on its core purpose: to help indie stores become profitable and successful.


Another significant change was the evolving wholesale environment. While there had always been third-party wholesalers—operating between publishers and retailers—they began to grow in importance. For a time, in addition to the two national companies, Baker & Taylor and Ingram, there were vibrant regional wholesalers operating in virtually every part of the country. The wholesalers played an indispensable role in getting books to market both quickly and efficiently. A network of regional booksellers’ associations providing an array of services to help stores also flourished and grew.


On the legal front, after many years of investigation, the Federal Trade Commission in the early ’90s abruptly halted an investigation into anticompetitive behavior in the book business resulting in ABA deciding to pick up that torch. Through a series of lawsuits—first against a select group of publishers in 1994 and, later against Barnes & Noble and Borders in 1998—ABA argued that many publishers engaged in a range of trade practices that unfairly benefited the large chains at their members’ expense. The cases were ultimately all settled out of court. But many publisher practices did change significantly, and a heightened awareness of antitrust guidelines became an everyday part of the book business.


There were also multiple skirmishes over First Amendment and free expression issues in the ’90s. Booksellers—with strong allies in the publishing and library communities—became fierce opponents of any effort to suppress constitutionally protected speech. Most notably, the fatwa issued against Salman Rushdie by Iranian authorities in 1989—which lead to the bombings of several bookstores in the United States and around the world—galvanized bookseller support for free expression.


Things at ABA were also changing. Longtime executive director Bernie Rath, who had joined ABA in 1985, left the organization in 1997. Rath, who had come to ABA from Canada, where he had served as the head of the Canadian Booksellers Association, was widely credited with growing the annual trade show and turning it into a very valuable asset that attracted a prominent buyer. He was succeeded by Avin Mark Domnitz, a former bookseller and lawyer from Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Domnitz’s legal background would prove to be an integral part of the ABA antitrust litigation of the ’90s. Domnitz retired in 2008, and I succeeded him as executive director. By then, I had worked at ABA for almost 20 years. I’ll leave it to others to characterize my years as ABA’s CEO, but I remain very proud of our efforts to reverse the downward slide in membership as well as our work to vastly grow ABA’s educational and advocacy programs. I worked hard at developing allies both in and out of the book business to help bookstores to succeed.


I retired at the end of 2019 and was succeeded by Allison Hill, who came to ABA from Vroman’s Bookstore in Pasadena, California, one of the largest and most successful indie bookstores in the country. Unfortunately for Allison, she began work at ABA just as the Covid-19 pandemic began to sweep across the country, forcing ABA to quickly switch gears and adapt to the new realities. To her enormous credit, she and her team have done just that.


Over the years, while indie stores and ABA kept fighting, there were days when all seemed lost. But sometime around 2005 things started to gradually change.


The “shop local” movement began to gain some traction with consumers; bookstores had access to less-expensive and better technology; and publishers recognized that putting all their eggs in one basket was not a good idea. Most notably, led by Penguin Random House, publishers greatly upgraded the speed with which they were able to ship books. This helped retail stores better compete with the internet. ABA invested heavily in growing its education program (the first Winter Institute was in 2005 in Long Beach, California). With the help of the regional bookseller association in Northern California, ABA expanded Book Sense, which morphed into IndieBound. And though these programs were far from perfect, they helped reestablish the importance of indie bookstores to publishers and served to remind consumers why shopping in an indie bookstore was a unique experience. Stores also put their toes into the digital space with modest e-commerce offerings and, later, with a sophisticated use of social media.


But, most important, the sense of community and common cause among indie booksellers all across the country grew and grew. While there had always been a sense of kinship between booksellers, technology allowed for far more contact and communication than ever before. There is no doubt that all that interaction helped stores become better and more profitable.


There was also a generational shift. In 2005—about halfway through my career at ABA—I could stand up before an audience of ABA members and see that 90% of us were slowly aging baby boomers. You could count the number of people under the age of 30 on two hands. Too many young people just couldn’t imagine a career in bookselling. That started to change, and the energy, enthusiasm, and creativity of a growing number of younger booksellers in our ranks became infectious. In addition, though still painfully slow, indie bookselling began to become a bit more diverse with modest growth in the number of minority-owned stores.


To be sure, it was still not easy. While what was left of the chains became less threatening, Amazon’s tentacles—extending into every facet of American society—seemed to have no limits. Amazon may no longer be as focused on the book business as they had been, but they continue to use books as a loss leader to expand their customer base. And their continued flouting of sales tax rules gave them a major competitive advantage. The wholesale part of our business, which had been an important factor in our growth, consolidated rapidly. Most of the regional wholesalers—Partners, Koen, Gordon’s, Southern, BookPeople—all went out of business. Baker & Taylor ceased serving indie stores. Consumer-based media coverage of books diminished radically. Additionally, with the introduction of smartphones, the entire book business faced growing competition for people’s time and attention; suddenly everyone was walking around with instant access to every other form of entertainment.


Then came the Covid-19 pandemic. It is the highest irony that stores that managed to survive the chains, the discounters, the mass merchandisers, the warehouse clubs, the internet, e-books, and everything else were now facing something so totally out of their control. No matter how entrepreneurial, innovative, or creative a store was, this was unprecedented. In 2020, largely as a result of the pandemic, Reed finally threw in the towel and announced the “retiring” of BookExpo.


As in the past, indie stores quickly figured out how to adapt to a new normal—their doors now closed to customers—with curbside pickup, internet sales, and virtual events. And, at least preliminarily (as of the summer of 2021) it appears that once again indie bookstores have weathered the storm. There is little doubt that the global pandemic will result in numerous longer-term changes both in the way stores operate and consumers behave.


I do believe that, eventually, when the pandemic is firmly in the rearview mirror, indie bookstores will flourish again. And while a few stores did go out of business as a result of Covid, many more opened than closed, and a trend that had already started—of existing stores selling to new owners—continued. My guess is that in the post-pandemic world consumers will crave any chance to interact in person. The importance of community will only grow. While stores in the future will need to adapt and maintain a permanent virtual connection to their customers alongside what they do in their physical space, it’s hard to imagine a world without indie bookstores.


If anything, the past 40 years have demonstrated the enormous resiliency of indie bookselling. As long as stores continue to adapt and change, in my opinion, the future is assured.


*


Oren J. Teicher was ABA’s CEO from 2008 to 2019. He joined ABA in 1990 and previously served as the Association’s deputy executive director, chief operating officer, and president of the American Booksellers Foundation for Free Expression. Before joining ABA, Teicher was the director of corporate communications for the March of Dimes Birth Defects Foundation and a longtime staffer in the U.S. Congress.


BUYING AND SELLING FICTION


BY SESSALEE HENSLEY


Most of my job as a buyer involved meeting with sales reps and shaping each month’s titles’ distribution, placement, and marketing. I would put my titles into a spreadsheet and then later into Edelweiss to keep track. At the end of the month, I would review everything to see how it all fit together. I would revise as necessary depending on the strength of the title, marketing and overall place in each month’s titles.


One of the first things my first boss taught me was how to think in terms of benchmarks: if a certain type of fiction sold a certain number of copies, there would need to be a compelling reason for another book of the same type to double in sales.


One of his favorite sayings was, “if you build a Mercedes, don’t expect it to sell like a Ford.” I bought many titles based on track record. Typically, I did not need to read authors who were bestsellers and published frequently as the track was there. For other titles—new authors with the possibility of breaking out—I took a “ready, shoot, aim” approach, more of a gut feel with knowledge behind it. And I did have “the tingle”—a feeling I would get at the back of my neck when I just knew a book was going to work. Each month, I approached new titles with another lesson from my first boss: know your backlist and you will know what you need for frontlist.


I was constantly on the lookout for trends that were developing and looking for titles that fit into those trends. Over the years there were many: chick lit, techno thrillers, home front fiction, and psych thrillers to name a few. These seemed to catch fire. But when a trend is dead, it’s dead. So you have to be on the lookout for dying trends, too.


DISCOVER GREAT NEW WRITERS


The Discover Great New Writers program came about after a dinner Len Riggio had with George Plimpton. It was established as a way to bring new writers or under-appreciated writers to the forefront. I read for Discover and we usually went thru about 200 titles a season, or 600 titles a year. There was a committee of about 12 readers from all over the company, including the stores, and we would each take five or six books to read each week. There were some unanimous yes’s and some easy no’s. But we always had some hotly debated titles. As I buyer, I would listen to the discussion to gauge what a real reader might think.


FICTION PHILOSOPHY


I have always thought that Fiction is truer than non-fiction because it has to speak to an emotional truth rather than a factual one. It may be totally whacko, but if it can make you believe, then there is your truth. Though I love great writing that sings off the page, the minute I am more aware of the writing than the story, I am out of the book. What it comes down to is a good story well told. There are authors who aren’t the greatest writers but who I read because of their characters and sense of place.


What makes a book great? It lets you live in someone else’s shoes for a while, takes you to another place and time, and connects you to an emotional truth.


MARKETING


The number one driver of sales is placement. There is more traffic at tables and displays and I tried to think of how a book would “look” in the store. Was it a big stack on the table or a few copies in the section? There is the old adage that you can improve the sales of a title by 30% simply by putting it on a table. On the big titles, it was easy to get carried away with the numbers, but I always kept in mind that a stack of 50 copies was over five feet tall, and that was more than enough—unless it was not nearly enough!


JACKETS, TITLES, AND FLAP COPY


This is as important as placement. What is your title saying to the readers and what will make them pick it up? Chances are that if they pick it up they will buy it. What mood or place is a title evoking? Is your flap copy setting a mood but not telling too much? I always looked at jackets as the most important advertising a publisher could do. It was basically a book’s billboard. There were trends in jackets, but I always thought that if a jacket was bad it was for one of two reasons:


• It accurately reflected the book, and it was a bad book.


• The publisher didn’t really “get” the book and they did not know the market.


MORE UNIVERSAL TRUTHS


• Red jackets always work.


• Yellow jackets don’t work in any subject, though they do seem to work online because they “pop.”


• Beautiful “gifty” jackets always work.


• If a book is selling well, and the publisher can’t tell you why, jump on it. It has hit the right market and will continue to sell.


• Music novels don’t usually sell well until a book comes along that redefines the moment like Daisy Jones and the Six.


• Trends will just stop.


• Elvis novels never sell! His fans don’t want a fictional Elvis.


• Men will hunt (grab and go) the new bestsellers and women will gather titles from displays.


• All the truths are true until something comes along that disproves it.


Bookselling is the most exciting business to be in whether you are in publishing or retail. Everyone is doing their best to connect an author and title with a reader! There is nothing as exciting as finding a book that you just know is going to work and then seeing it happen. The whole industry reinvents itself two or three times a year with new books and then there is the steady backlist that is the backbone of the business.


I would urge you to go into bookstores as a reader. What’s drawing your eye? What books have been reviewed recently? Read a mega-bestseller to see why they are working—with that big of an audience, there has to be something there.


RECOMMENDED READING:


• The Forest for the Trees by Betsy Lerner (good common sense advice)


• Why We Buy by Paco Underhill (the science of retail and placement)


• The Tipping Point by Malcolm Gladwell (what will make a book “tip”)


*


Sessalee Hensley was a fiction buyer at Barnes and Noble from 1985 to 2020. She is a lifelong fiction reader.


THROWING THE BOOK AT PUBLISHING: THE BEST BOOKS ABOUT THE BUSINESS


BY THAD MCILROY


Book publishing is uniquely situated to publish books about itself. And it has been generous: there are several hundred titles that can be crowded into your library—memoirs and histories, how-to guides, economic overviews, studies of the digital transformation of publishing, and some purely academic work.


This is a select guide to books about book publishing. It’s by no means exhaustive, just the catalog of someone who loves publishing and is on a never-ending quest to understand precisely how it works. I’ve focused mostly on trade publishing. My criteria for inclusion is this: for someone in publishing, or soon to enter publishing, can the book increase their understanding and appreciation of how the industry functions, and what their future role could be?


I sidestep many of the academic works about the history of publishing. And so, for example, a book like the Oxford Illustrated History of the Book (edited by James Raven, Oxford University Press, 2000) won’t be fully described here both because it covers books, not publishing per se, and much of it concerns the Renaissance and before.


Another example: rather than reading G. Thomas Tanselle’s Book-Jackets: Their History, Forms, and Use, which covers only up to 1901, I would instead suggest Matthew Goodman’s 2016 Book Cover Designs, where you can “browse more than 500 book cover designs and listen to more than 50 of today’s top designers discuss their process for creating the perfect book cover.” Or Mendelsund’s and Allworth’s 2020 The Look of the Book: Jackets, Covers, and Art at the Edges of Literature, offering “an overview of book cover trends throughout history, with insights from dozens of literary and design luminaries.”


But I’m also going to sidestep the “book arts” as well as guides to typography and design. Those are specialized endeavors within the practice of publishing, and few people working in publishing are expected to know how to use Adobe InDesign or Adobe Photoshop to design a book cover.


One more thing I’m steering clear of is the even more numerous books on seeking success as a writer, though many contain insights into the publishing business. Not far from those are numerous books on self-publishing, per se, some of them excellent. I will not be considering those.


BOOK PUBLISHING DEFINED


When I tell people I work in publishing, I’m always reminded that the term “publishing” means something different to those outside the business. Sometimes they’re thinking newspaper, magazine, or journal publishing; sometimes blogs; sometimes software publishing or music publishing. Book publishing is but part of a larger publishing ecosphere.


But drilling down just on book publishing, an article I recommend to everyone who is trying to see the trees within the forest is Bill Kasdorf’s 2018 short post, “Clearing up Publishing Classifications,” “a handy reference to the various ways publishers of books and journals are classified.” (https://apexcovantage.com/blog/clearing-publishing-classifications/)


Kasdorf’s big-bucket categories are trade, scholarly, educational, and reference. Some publishers, he says, are in more than one. Scholarly is then dissected. He heads on from there into the types of publishing organizations and different types of publications. This creates a road map.


THE ALL-PURPOSE GUIDES


There are at least a dozen books that distinguish themselves by offering a broad perspective on the industry. The starting point has to be Mike Shatzkin’s (and Roger Riger’s) The Book Business: What Everyone Needs to Know (Oxford University Press, 2019). It’s intended to be breezy, “a succinct and insightful survey of the industry in an easy-to-read question-and-answer format.” It succeeds.


Follow that with a widely read beginner’s guide to the U.S. trade industry, Thomas Woll’s Publishing for Profit: Successful Bottom-Line Management for Book Publishers (Chicago Review Press, 2014). It touches most of the bases.


Sometimes overlooked is Joe Biel’s informal but comprehensive A People’s Guide to Publishing: Building a Successful, Sustainable, Meaningful Book Business from the Ground Up (Microcosm Publishing, 2018). You’ll see that its subtitle follows the advice in the book: “Your subtitle should really distinguish your book from (comparable titles) and clarify your niche.” This is the sort of specific detail that some of the guides overlook. Biel is the founder and president of Microcosm Publishing, a small press guided by a strong set of principles and doing some great work.


Another cornerstone text is Giles Clark and Angus Phillips’s Inside Book Publishing, now in its sixth edition (Routledge, 2019). It covers all publishing sectors, with something of a U.K. industry focus.


On the edge of academe is the third edition of The Book Publishing Industry, authored by Albert N. Greco, PW’s Jim Milliot, and Robert Wharton (Routledge, 2013). Its 500 pages go deep into the “consumer” book industry, including history and operations. Notably included within, a 50-page chapter on “Marketing and Selling Books,” a topic that always needs more coverage.


THE MUST-READ(S)


Beyond the basics, when I’m asked which book everyone in publishing must read it’s in fact two books, both by John B. Thompson, Merchants of Culture: The Publishing Business in the Twenty-First Century (2nd ed., Polity, 2012) and Book Wars: The Digital Revolution in Publishing (Polity, May, 2021).


The books are not short—between the two you’ll be committing to some 800 pages of text. While most of the published reviews rave about his work, Amazon reader reviews sometimes have headlines like “Useful, though dry” or “This is a long, tedious read . . .” suggesting, not inaccurately, that Thompson’s style sometimes drifts into the dense language of academe. But, push on—his books reward the effort. No one else has Thompson’s ability to marshal the facts into comprehensive and illuminating accounts of publishing in all its splendor.


(Thompson has an earlier volume, covering the evolution of academic and higher education publishing from 1980 to 2005, Books in the Digital Age: The Transformation of Academic and Higher Education Publishing in Britain and the United States [Polity, 2005].)


If taking on Thompson’s work doesn’t seem too daunting, you may be ready to purchase the 480-page Oxford Handbook of Publishing, edited by Angus Phillips and Michael Bhaskar (Oxford University Press, 2019). Heavily footnoted, it’s a grand collection of articles on a very broad range of topics, billed as “a comprehensive overview of the different areas and sectors of the publishing industry from both scholars and practitioners” (including John B. Thompson). On one hand it has chapters with subtitles like “Symbiosis in the Digital Environment” and “The Alchemy of Ideas.” On the other hand, the seven chapters in the “Publishing in Practice” section include authoritative guidelines from acknowledged experts.


I sometimes test the comprehensiveness of a book about publishing on the basis of whether it discusses metadata. From where I sit, it’s tough to argue that you’re on top of what’s going on in book publishing without an enthusiastic embrace of the topic. The Oxford Handbook of Publishing fails in this regard—neither metadata nor ONIX appear in the index. A search through the text reveals that metadata for e-commerce is mentioned in passing, but not as a stand-alone topic.


When it comes to metadata for books, the must-have volume is Metadata Essentials: Proven Techniques for Book Marketing and Discovery by Jake Handy and Margaret Harrison (Ingram, 2018). Earlier I coauthored, with Renée Register, The Metadata Handbook (2nd ed., DataCurate 2015), which holds up as a reference, but Metadata Essentials is the book you want when you’re ready to turn your metadata into a marketing advantage.


MARKETING


ONIX-based metadata is covered in Alison Baverstock and Susannah Bowen’s magisterial 500-page How to Market Books (6th ed., Routledge, 2019). Multiply the number of pages by the number of editions, and you’ve got the final word about book marketing. From traditional marketing through to social media, there’s really nothing like it.


A PAST STILL RELEVANT


I recently revisited a work called The Lost World of the Craft Printer, by Maggie Holtzberg-Call (University of Illinois Press, 1992). What is notable in the (mostly dry and academic) book is that it identifies a phenomenon I call “the Good Old Days that Never Were,” an idealization, almost fetishization, of times past, when industry practices were, ostensibly, better than they are today.


I find it fascinating that books about publishing, published 40 or 50 years ago, many of them memoirs, not only describe an industry very similar to today’s, but also with many of the concerns that remain top-of-mind: corporate concentration and its drive for profits, the paucity of book review media, and the challenge of selling a profitable print run’s worth of literary fiction by a first-time author.


In preparation for this article, I’ve been most recently rereading Robert Dana’s Against the Grain: Interviews with Maverick American Publishers (University of Iowa Press, 1986). My God, it’s delightful!


Dana’s extended interview with James Laughlin, the founder of New Directions publishing company, includes an account of how Ezra Pound set him on the path of publishing.


In 1935 Laughlin had been serving as a sort of secretary to Pound, then living in Rapallo, Italy, hoping that Pound would help him as a writer. After several months, Pound said to him, “Jas, let’s face it, you’re never going to become a writer. Why don’t you go home to the States and do something useful?”


“What’s useful?” Laughlin asked.


Pound’s first idea was that he assassinate the editor of Saturday Review, who had committed the unforgivable sin of criticizing James Joyce’s Ulysses because there was no “character development.”


Laughlin thought that unrealistic, and so Pound commanded, “Well, go back and be a publisher.”


Toward the end of the interview, the topic turns to the state of publishing, and the interviewer, Robert Dana, comments (this being forty years ago, in 1980), “I was talking to a friend the other day who was saying that, one day, bookstores will not stock books anymore. They will all be banked on a computer. If you want a book, you go to the store and ask for it, pay the price of the book, and it will be jet-printed overnight.”


What a perfect segue to the recent publication of Keel Hunt’s The Family Business: How Ingram Transformed the World of Books (West Margin Press, 2021). It offers both a (sanitized) history of the Ingram family and an insightful account of Ingram’s rise within book publishing and its impact today, including the well-honed capacity to “jet-print” books overnight, from books “banked on a computer.”


MEMOIRS


This segues nicely into the topic of book publishing memoirs. There are many. And as far as I can determine, all of them by men. Two that I can recommend are Random House founder Bennett Cerf’s At Random: The Reminiscences of Bennett Cerf (1977) and Grove Press founder Barney Rosset’s Rosset: My Life in Publishing and How I Fought Censorship (best read alongside the 2010 documentary film Obscene: A Portrait of Barney Rosset and Grove Press).


NOVELS ABOUT BOOK PUBLISHING


My editor suggested that as part of this article I visit book publishing in fiction. What a great idea. Zakiya Dalila Harris’s recent bestseller The Other Black Girl suggested that this is fertile ground for fiction. And so I set off to find the many novels with book publishing at the center. A pretty thorough search turned up less than a dozen. Of course there are lots of novels with authors at the center. And a bunch set in the newspaper publishing industry. Novels about book publishing, no.


The search did turn up a 2012 novel that I’m looking forward to reading, Bestseller, by Alessandro Gallenzi, himself a publisher. One reviewer noted that Gallenzi “slips in sound insider’s judgements on how this business works. Read it for the lowdown on the low trade.” Sounds like fun!


SCHOLARS


I’m not paying enough attention here to scholarly publishing, which is rife with studies and reports. It’s not from lack of interest, nor from a lack of appreciation of the numerous ways that scholarly publishing is different from trade publishing. It’s just that I’ve not read as widely on the subject as I have trade publishing, and I have more personal experience on the trade side of the business.


A good starting point for anyone new to scholarly publishing is Rick Anderson’s Scholarly Communication: What Everyone Needs to Know (Oxford University Press, 2018) (part of the same Oxford series as Shatzkin/Riger’s The Book Business: What Everyone Needs to Know). It’s an approachable overview. You can go deeper via Albert N. Greco’s The Business of Scholarly Publishing: Managing in Turbulent Times (Oxford University Press, 2020) or Thompson’s Books in the Digital Age, mentioned above.


Worth noting here is that Albert N. Greco, along with Thompson, is one of the authors to turn to for the most in-depth analyses of book publishing, including exhaustive statistics. Greco is particularly prolific: 16 scholarly books, 10 professional books, and 25 book chapters.


MAGAZINES AND JOURNALS ABOUT PUBLISHING


The publishing industry is well-served by periodicals that keep a close eye on the ever-changing industry. In the United States, Publishers Weekly has been going strong since 1872, primarily covering trade publishing. The Bookseller is the U.K. equivalent, while Quill & Quire covers Canadian publishing. Three scholarly journals augment the more day-to-day coverage of the magazines, including Publishing Research Quarterly, The Journal of Scholarly Publishing, and Learned Publishing. There are also many websites, blogs, newsletters, and podcasts, of varying quality, too many to describe in this article.


So there’s a wrap-up of a range of books to inform the faithful. Now check your collection. What have I missed?


*


Thad McIlroy is an electronic publishing analyst and author based in San Francisco and Vancouver, B.C. His site, The Future of Publishing, provides in-depth coverage of the book publishing industry. He is a partner in Publishing Technology Partners and an adjunct professor in the Masters of Publishing Program at Pace University in New York.
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FORGING BONDS AT THE BOOKSTORE


BY JULIE POOLE


When I first got a job as a bookseller at Malvern Books, a small independent bookstore in Austin, Tex., I thought it would be roughly akin to working at a major chain: I’d stand behind the counter and ring people up, but without the discomfort of having to upsell memberships. It was through observing my gifted coworkers that I learned that bookselling is an art. At first, I wasn’t used to customers asking me for book recommendations and often felt like I was stumbling over my words. Once I started to think of myself as a sort of matchmaker, I began to have fun.


Malvern is unique in that we sell new books, mostly fiction and poetry, from small and independent presses exclusively. A good portion of the store is devoted to books in translation. When I first walked in, as a customer, I was astonished to see not just a few shelves labeled “poetry” but an entire wall. As a poet, I was in heaven.


When I became an employee, I’d often watch people do a quick loop around the store and leave, disappointed, I believed, because we don’t stock the latest bestsellers or books from the Big Five (or Big Four) publishers, and therefore they didn’t recognize our titles. But for customers who were open to suggestions, I had the joy of matching readers with authors they were not aware of.


Sometimes the handselling stakes were high. Once a frazzled-looking young woman told me that she was about to spend two weeks “trapped” with her conservative family for the holidays. I knew just the ticket—an engrossing feminist book about a 1950s Hollywood starlet who’d lived a wild life and experienced an unfortunate fall from grace.


Another man announced that he’d just fallen in love and was looking for poems. He asked for two poetry book recommendations: one to celebrate his newfound amour and another to protect him from heartbreak if the relationship failed. “I’ve been hurt before,” he said. I handed him the perfect antidote (which he later told me worked like a charm).


The more I worked at the store, the more I began to notice that people yearn for connection beyond book recommendations. Even before the pandemic began, I’d answered phone calls that didn’t have much to do with the books at all. One elderly woman wanted help looking up something on the internet, which I happily obliged. Another gentleman wanted information about how to get out of a parking ticket. A fair number of callers want to know how to get their books published, in which case I’d refer them to an organization like the Writers’ League of Texas for a sense of community and support.


It can make people feel vulnerable to ask about books in subjects such as marital problems, grief, rape and incest, and substance abuse, or about books on how to deal with suicidal thoughts. Our store’s collection doesn’t serve these needs, but I recommend other local bookstores—BookWoman, Black Pearl Books, BookPeople—that people can turn to for personal recommendations, even if it means losing potential Bookshop.org sales.


When Malvern opened for private shopping appointments following the onset of the pandemic, customers commented on how nice it was to browse again. People connect to bookstores as physical spaces. Browsing is a meditative state that I know well. As a broke graduate student, I would often browse at Malvern, not able to buy anything but leaving feeling calm, revitalized, and better able to handle a chaotic world.


The problem with browsing online is that algorithms are based on similarities: if you liked this, you’ll like this. This model prevents people from trying something new. I’ve recommended poetry to people who haven’t read poetry for years. Some confess they’re afraid of it. I’m presented with an incredible opportunity to say, “Here’s something that won’t remind you of the old chestnuts you read in high school.”


For me, bookselling has become a second MFA degree; reading more widely has made me a better writer. I read books from all over the world translated from other languages. I read books by BIPOC and LGBTQ+ authors, which means my book recommendations have become more expansive—in short, less white. If I can connect a reader to an author— who may become, in a sense, a friend, a mentor, a bridge to other authors—that means the world to me.


Of course, as an employee at an independent bookstore, I want us to have glorious daily sales, but I know it’s not just about dollar signs. Sometimes it’s about recommending a Black-owned bookstore for books about anti-racism. Sometimes it’s about chatting on the phone with someone who’s been housebound since last March—not about books so much but about isolation, because people need to feel connected, because that’s what it means to have hope.


*


A version of this article appeared in the 03/15/2021 issue of Publishers Weekly under the headline: Forging Bonds.
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PEOPLE IN BOOK PUBLISHING


BECOMING A PUBLISHER


AN INTERVIEW WITH JANE FRIEDMAN


What was it like as an up-and-coming woman in publishing in the 1970s and 1980s? How has it changed?


When I graduated from NYU and walked directly into the personnel department at Random House, I said, “I want to be a publisher.” I assumed this would be very easy. I assumed one did what one wanted to do. I was a strong-willed young woman. I felt I could do whatever I wanted. I didn’t know what publishing was, but I thought, “I love books, so I want to be a publisher.” Terry Hully was the head of personnel. She smiled and asked what my qualifications were. I said I’d wanted to be either on Wall Street or a publisher. I didn’t like working for Value Line Securities, so I decided I was going to be a publisher. She said, “Well, let me see what’s available, but you’re not going to come in here and become a publisher. You’re going to have to work your way up.” And I thought to myself, of course I’m going to work my way up. I’ve always been a worker. I’ve always liked working. I wanted to work my way up. I was all of twenty-one years old at this point. So I hung around for a while and I interviewed with Robert Loomis, a very famous editor. He had an opening, because his assistant was on maternity leave. But she was planning on coming back and I didn’t want to work part-time.


Finally, Terry said, “Well, I have an idea. There’s this man called Bill Loverd—a very dapper guy who is the publicity director of Alfred Knopf.” Random House had recently acquired Alfred Knopf, Inc. I had been an English major, of course, I knew Knopf. It was probably the best publishing company in America, if not the world, at that point.


I made an appointment to see this dapper Bill Loverd. He kept me waiting for a half an hour. I’ll never forget this. I was good-looking. I had a matching hat to my dress. I knew exactly how to dress. I knew exactly how to wear my hair, my eye makeup. Finally after half an hour—where at this point I’m thinking, do I want to work for someone who keeps me waiting for a half an hour?—out walks this absolutely stunning guy, cigarette dangling, looking just like Albert Camus. I walked into his office and we talked and talked for about an hour. I can’t tell you that I remember what we talked about, but it was probably about books and what publicity was. I didn’t know what publicity was. I was going to be an editor—Rona Jaffe, The Best of Everything. That’s what you do. You become an editor. So I said, “What is publicity?” And he said, “Well, we put authors on the Today Show, we do some author interviews. It’s not a very important part of the business on the publishing side but on the pre-publishing side, we’re the ones who send the galleys out to the reviewers. We are basically a review entity.”


I told him sending galleys out for review didn’t sound very exciting to me. I was fresh, but cute, and I was falling madly in love with him. He said, “We go to lunch, and we have all these fancy events, and I think you will like it.” So I said, “Well, why don’t you let me know if you want to hire me? I mean, you’re just meeting me for the first time.” He said, “I have seen twenty-one candidates. The job is yours.” I said, “What is the job?” And he said, “Publicity secretary.” I said, “Oh, no it’s not. I didn’t go to college to become a secretary.” So he said, “Oh well, that’s a bit of a problem.” I said, “No, it’s not. I’ll come in as publicity secretary, but in three months you will name me a publicity associate. And if you do that, and you’ll promise me that now, I’ll take the job.” And that’s how I got hired. That’s how I entered publishing.


Now, how was it different then? Well, the women were all in either publicity or the subsidiary rights area—there were some editors, but they certainly were not in the executive suites. There was no such thing as a woman in the executive suites. But nothing was going to stop me from succeeding, and it wasn’t because I was going to be obnoxious about it. I was just going to learn. I felt there was nothing wrong with going to get Bill a cup of coffee in the morning, because who knew what I was going to discuss at the coffee machine? I am the true example of the woman who learned publishing from getting coffee, from answering the phone, from opening the mail, and from figuring out what was really necessary to get from that manuscript to that galley to that finished book, and to the public.


Were there other women like you at the time?


I was an anomaly. There were women in publicity. There was the Publishers Publicity Association. Bill Loverd didn’t want to belong because he was a big snob. My gut feeling was to belong to the PPA, learn from them. Everything about me, everything I’ve done with my life, has been with the intention of learning something new. Giving, because I’m bright and I have ideas, but learning something new from other people.


What advice would you give to young women who are entering the field?


The field of publishing today is so different than it was fifty years ago. I can’t believe I’m saying fifty years ago, but I entered in 1968. My advice would be to be entrepreneurial. But not everybody wants to be. People come to publishing because they want to be editors. They want to edit good works and then help them to get them published. They are not interested in rising up the corporate ladder. The difference today is that there are women in the corporate suites. That’s what’s different. From the late Carolyn Reidy, who became the second global CEO, after I was the first, to Madeline McIntosh being the CEO of Random House. Now there are women in the corporate suites. They’re no longer relegated to being the assistants, the associates, the rights directors. So the advice I would give to someone entering publishing today is to figure out which aspect of publishing interests you. If you want to come into publishing because you want to publish good writers, you want to bring the words of the writers to the public, come in with a sort of entrepreneurial spirit. But come in and take a job and follow the rules. There are some rules, and they’re probably good rules.


What steps can publishers take to make the industry more equitable and diversified?


Diversification has been an issue from day one. I happen to have mentored Dawn Davis, who is African American and is now the publisher of Bon Appétit but who worked in publishing for many years. And Errol McDonald was part of my group. I also had an assistant named Lesleigh Irish-Underwood. But look at how I’m talking about—of the thousands of employees—just three I had working for me. I think that the way to diversify is, number one, pay better salaries. Even in those days we would lose some diverse candidates—some to advertising, some to TV. We certainly have a very diverse list of authors. Good writing is good writing, and that’s what the goal should be: publishing the best writers, wherever they come from, whoever they are, and publishing them for reasonable sums of money so that everybody can walk away feeling good about what they’ve done.


*


Jane Friedman is a leading publishing executive, consultant, and innovator who has worked with such internationally bestselling authors and literary luminaries as Michael Crichton, Anne Rice, Dennis Lehane, and Neil Gaiman. She served as the first female global CEO of a major publishing enterprise when Rupert Murdoch named Friedman president and CEO of HarperCollins Publishers Worldwide (NewsCorp) in 1997, and she remained in that role until 2008.


In 2009 Friedman cofounded Open Road Integrated Media with Jeffrey Sharp. At Open Road, as CEO, Friedman revolutionized the digital publishing industry by creating e-books from legendary authors including William Styron, Pat Conroy, Alice Walker, James Jones, and Pearl S. Buck. For her work with Open Road, Friedman was named one of Fortune Magazine’s most powerful women entrepreneurs.


Friedman came to HarperCollins from Random House, where she was Executive Vice President of Random House Inc., Executive Vice President of the Knopf Publishing Group, Publisher of Vintage Books, and Founder and President of Random House Audio Publishing. Friedman has been recognized by numerous organizations and publications including Fast Company’s Fast 50, Publishers Weekly’s Person of the Year and the Wall Street Journal’s 50 Women to Watch.


In 2018 Friedman established The Literary Studio, through which she consults in all areas of development of intellectual property.


NAT WARTELS: THE ENTREPRENEUR AS PUBLISHER


BY NICK LYONS


Nat Wartels (1902–1990) was one of the first and surely the most unique and successful of the truly entrepreneurial book publishers. He began his long and robust career by buying large quantities of overstock and remaindered books for a few cents on the dollar and selling them at a substantial profit to bookstores across the country. These sold well, so he soon developed two related divisions: Publishers Central Bureau for direct sales to consumers and Bonanza Books, which reprinted out-of-print and remaindered books at rock-bottom prices.


Nat had gone into business in 1933 with Bob Simon, a friend from the Wharton School, and they soon extended their company vertically by founding Crown Publishers to publish original titles in 1936. Crown had the unique advantage of being able to remainder books to itself and print some with longer lives at a lower price in Bonanza. With his deft eye for profitable ways to expand further, Nat bought a number of distressed or bankrupt companies, including Covici-Friede; Howell, Soskin; Barre; Clarkson Potter; and, over lunch, the distinguished sporting-book firm Derrydale Press. He was not shy about dismantling these firms. He remaindered much or all of the stock, reprinted a few titles, kept some active, like Clarkson Potter. And he further developed his cluster of divisions and activities by starting the “Living Language” audio program, a children’s list with Lothrop, Lee & Shepherd (which he had bought), and even taking “puts” (contracting to purchase a certain number of copies of a book that had not sold in a period of time, at a fixed price, before the books were actually printed). With his shrewd financial skills, Nat also sold off rights and properties, some of considerable value or promise, when occasions arose. Asked why he had sold all rights to such a potentially valuable backlist title as Ideal Marriage for a modest price, he said simply that the money was more important to him at that moment than the probable future of the book.


Crown became a freewheeling and exciting training ground for many employees who eventually took their skills elsewhere, and for future publishers. Nat always was open to fresh ideas and encouraged his staff to think of new projects or directions. One such was Harmony Books, founded by Bruce Harris, who had worked in sales; it was hugely successful, with books like Be Here Now and The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. Bruce later became president of Workman, J.P. Leventhal started a successful firm of his own, and Michael Friedman began a variety of book-producing and marketing firms, all of which flourished. They owed much not to what Nat had taught them, but to who Nat was and what he did, and to the image of the firm—hardworking and open—that he had built.


The spirit of the place grew from Nat—the way he watched nickels and could be eminently frugal, how conscious he was of detail, and how bold he could be about new ventures and directions. He signed every check, even those for a few dollars, and he read through a folder containing the day’s orders every day, even in his final years, often late at night. Key decisions for books that especially interested him—their titles and jackets, perhaps—were often made at his desk—and he once created jacket comments for one of those special books—comments like “The greatest writer about war since Hemingway,” and a generous few words on how that author brought Shakespeare to mind. The heading was, “People Are Saying.” When an innocent editor asked who to attribute the comments to, Nat said, “Well, I’m a people, aren’t I?” His desk was a wonder to behold. Piled a foot high in places, there was correspondence dating back decades, sections of manuscripts, jacket designs, legal papers, even now and then a check. No one knew the extent for sure, but one could not miss the burns where he had placed a lit cigarette on the pile. When the company moved offices, colleagues arranged for the desk to be transported intact by an art mover.


Crown was sold to Random House in 1988. Nat remained chairman of the board and worked every day until he died, two years later. With a cherubic face, a quick wit, an openness to all ways to deal, both frugal and imaginative, Nat Wartels was one of the unique figures in modern American book world. He was also, many said, “The richest man in publishing.”


*


Nick Lyons founded The Lyons Press. His latest book was Fire in the Straw: Notes on Inventing a Life.
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PW’S 2020 PERSON OF THE YEAR: THE BOOK BUSINESS WORKER


We salute members of the industry’s workforce, who faced unprecedented challenges in 2020—both in keeping the gears turning and in pushing for change.


BY JOHN MAHER, ANDREW ALBANESE, ALEX GREEN, JIM MILLIOT, AND KARINTHA PARKER | DEC 18, 2020


At 8 p.m. on March 22, the capital of the American book publishing business all but shut down. Two days earlier, Gov. Andrew Cuomo of New York had announced stay-at-home orders that would temporarily shutter all in-person businesses throughout the state that were not deemed essential— bookstores, libraries, and publishers among them—in order to combat the Covid-19 pandemic. Soon, similar orders were put in place across the country, affecting employees of book-related businesses from coast to coast.


A mere two months later, following the May 25 killing of George Floyd at the hands of Minneapolis police, bookstores in Minneapolis rushed to aid protesters and salvage what was left of their businesses following fires started during the civil unrest. For months afterward, Black booksellers at Black-owned stores across the country worked overtime to put copies of anti-racist literature and other books by Black authors into the hands of readers hungry for them and eager to patronize Black businesses. Months after that, booksellers on the West Coast scrambled to serve their communities and save their shops as massive wildfires blazed across the countryside.


All the while, workers in libraries and warehouses, like booksellers, put on their personal protective equipment and reported for duty. Publishing workers endeavored to make some sense of their new employment situation, isolated at home and making books alone together from behind screens. And authors and employees across all segments of the book business, frustrated by the lack of diversity, equity, and inclusion in publishing, made their frustrations heard, prompting the first concerted industry-wide effort to address these issues.


There’s an old proverb that says, “Many hands make light work.” This year, for the book business, that wasn’t quite true: the work was never light. Still, without many hands, there would have been no work at all—no books made or sold or read, no milestones achieved. No individual could stand out in such a year, and no individual should be honored in it either. Instead, it is the collective of book business workers, often overworked and underpaid, that kept the industry afloat and challenged it to live up to greater standards.


The most important people in the book business in 2020 are not the powerhouse agents or the megabestselling authors or the Big Five CEOs. They are the booksellers, debut and midlist authors, editors, librarians, printers, publicists, sales representatives, and warehouse workers, to mention just a few—the workers, who have been the most important people in the business all along. What follows are some reasons why.


PUBLISHING WORKERS


This year in the book business was marked by major shifts and major actions, which often went hand in hand. Younger workers became much more active and made companies—mostly publishers at this point, but also some booksellers—take concrete steps to broaden diversity and stand on principle, all while working around the challenges presented by Covid.


The first such action came on March 5, three days after Grand Central Publishing announced that it would publish a memoir by Woody Allen, who has been accused by his adopted daughter, Dylan Farrow, of molesting her in 1992, when she was seven years old. Employees at Grand Central and Little, Brown (which published Allen’s estranged son, Ronan Farrow, who severed his ties with the imprint two days earlier), as well as at other imprints at parent company Hachette Book Group, staged a walkout in protest of the acquisition—an extraordinarily rare and risky occurrence in the corporate publishing world, in which most workers are not protected by unions.


“I think all of us, especially the younger people at Hachette, feel very strongly the burden and the enormity of being gatekeepers,” says an HBG employee, who spoke with PW on condition of anonymity. “It felt pretty amazing when people were actually standing outside, finally, in Rockefeller Center—we weren’t all sure if we were going to do it—and it was pretty jubilant, to see how many people had chosen to walk. But I felt more sad than anything in the larger sense, especially for my colleagues who work at Grand Central, that it had come to this.”


That walkout, however, would not be publishing’s last of the year. On June 8, the day New York City began a partial reopening, more than 1,300 book business workers, from editors and publicists at major houses to literary agents and book critics, stepped off the job in protest of racist state violence and white supremacy under the banner of Pub Workers for Justice. The group says its mission is to “build a community that will protect us from the inherent exploitation and racist practices of the publishing industry.” The action was taken in direct response to emails CEOs of the Big Five publishing companies sent to their employees following the killing of George Floyd—statements the workers considered inadequate.


The effort was initiated by five junior Macmillan staffers, four of whom identify as BIPOC and one of whom is white, who drafted the initial language for the action. By the time the industry was made aware of the action, however, more than 1,100 individuals had taken part in shaping the message.


Collective action was the whole point. “Together, we disinvested from the industry for a day and invested instead in our communities,” the group later wrote on its website. “In doing so, we demonstrated what is possible when publishing workers come together for the common good—when we take ownership of our labor, stop outsourcing justice to CEOs, and start erecting our own systems of support and accountability.”


These actions forced changes at the publishers that prompted them. On March 6, Grand Central dropped Allen’s memoir, though it was published shortly thereafter by the independent house Skyhorse Publishing. And in September, Penguin Random House and Hachette Book Group each released reports on their employee demographics and pledged to take steps to diversify their workforces as well as their publishing lists.


Later in September, Macmillan announced that it will raise its entry-level salary to $42,000 on December 27. In October, Beacon Press bumped its starting salary to $44,600, Simon & Schuster increased its starting pay to $40,000, and PRH told employees that it will up its own to $45,000 in January. Then in December, Hachette announced that it will do the same “in its most expensive locations” in February. And in the six months since the June action, the Big Five launched several new imprints dedicated to diverse voices and hired a number of people of color, including former Pulitzer Prize administrator Dana Canedy (at S&S) and National Book Foundation executive director Lisa Lucas (at PRH), for positions of authority.


These are stopgap measures, not long-term solutions. Salary increases of $5,000 won’t make much of a dent in the disparity between publishing pay and New York City cost of living, hiring well-established figures from outside of publishing’s ranks will not solve the book business’s problem with retention of workers of color, and dedicating boutique imprints to the publication of diverse books is no replacement for diversifying the flagship imprints that already exist. Still, changes were made—changes that would not have been made without worker outcry.


“It’s been a wild year overall, really apocalyptic and maybe a little bit inspiring, which is probably the perfect cocktail for kicking off organizing of any kind,” says editor Ben Mabie at Verso Books, which just voluntarily recognized its staff’s decision to join the Washington-Baltimore News Guild. (Mabie was on the organizing committee and is now the shop steward.) “This seems like really the perfect year for organizing to happen, between the mergers happening among the Big Five—now Big Four—and Amazon’s increasing grip on the industry and the more meager profits that bricks-and-mortar bookstores are able to kind of eke out and the kind of challenges and inequalities that come with working from home for extended periods of time.”


Julia Judge, a senior publicist at Verso and a fellow member of its new union’s organizing committee, adds that, though the industry has recently seen a move toward diverse hiring practices, “the broader structural issues that are present in publishing, such as the low pay, the precarity, the gender issues—all of these things need to be fixed before we can talk about hiring and the other steps that we can take internally to address what are really industry-wide problems. I see unionizing as one small step that we can take to fix some of those issues.”


Meanwhile, the same workers who have been pushing for systemic change have also spent the year adjusting to the world of work-from-home publishing. In New York, most houses’ headquarters are staffed by skeleton crews and only intermittently visited by other employees, who have been encouraged to stay home even after lockdowns were lifted in late June. This has prompted major changes in how publishing, a business that relies on interpersonal relationships, gets done.


Perhaps no employees have seen greater changes to their working methods than those in marketing and publicity departments. With physical galleys severely limited, bookstores closed to the public, and in-person events canceled until further notice, marketers and publicists have had to effectively reinvent their roles. That meant doubling down on direct-to-consumer marketing programs, increasing podcasting and video efforts, launching virtual book clubs and holding author events over Zoom, and even holding entire fan conventions digitally. It also meant, according to May-Zhee Lim, a publicist at Riverhead Books, working to find ways to make virtual events stand out in a newly saturated landscape.


“It’s been a wild ride of a year for sure,” Lim says. “I remember sitting in front of my computer in a dress with a homemade cocktail in one hand and a photo of Akwaeke Emezi’s cat in the other. I was running the Zoom for our first ever virtual cocktail party—back in April, no less, when everything felt so new and surreal. I was all nerves!”


Despite being “deprived of our usual publicity tools,” Lim says that when she looks back at the event, “I mostly remember the interesting stories that people felt like they were able to share because we had created an environment for them to do what they would do at an in-person cocktail party. That’s what excites me about these new digital projects that we’re rolling out at Riverhead. I love that we’re making the world feel more human, one virtual cocktail party at a time.”


WAREHOUSE WORKERS


Warehouse workers are pivotal in getting books from publishers to readers. Without them, the supply chain would not function. And since the pandemic hit, warehouse employees have had to cope with new protocols developed to provide protection from Covid.


Sara Point has been working at IPG since 2006, the last six years as manager of the distributor’s 200,000-sq.-ft. warehouse in Chicago. She says that when the pandemic hit she was concerned about her safety and that of her staff. “Everything was happening so fast,” she recalls. “Everything was so new. There was a new development every day.”


To help provide the proper social distancing, IPG added a second shift. It also instituted temperature checks, a mask mandate, sanitizer stations, and protocols to ensure that those known to be exposed to the virus or presenting symptoms stayed home. As a result, the distribution center has had “minimal” positive cases, Point says.


“Things can feel relatively normal, then you may hear of a new case and you get a jolt,” Point notes. Still, she feels safe coming to work and believes her staff of 100 does too. “Everyone has stuck it out,” she adds. In spring, business had slowed down, but the volume is now back to what it should be for the holidays.


Like everyone, Point eagerly awaits the day when things at the warehouse can return to normal. “I miss seeing everyone’s faces and their smiles,” she says. With everyone wearing masks, “you forget what people really look like.” The pandemic also forced the cancellation of IPG’s annual holiday party. “I can’t wait till 2021,” she says. “It has to be better than this year.”


BOOKSTORE WORKERS


As stay-at-home orders came down in states in mid-March, most of America’s bookstores closed their doors to customers while taking up the challenge of online bookselling. At Cellar Door Bookstore in Riverside, Calif., online sales went from a small portion of the store’s revenue to its sole source of income in a matter of weeks. But like hundreds of frontline booksellers, Cellar Door’s Elisa Thomas was furloughed. She watched the store make that transition from her home, hoping to see it emerge from the swirling uncertainty of the first months of the pandemic.


When Thomas returned in May, she found a store with enormous community support. But much had shifted. Her brainchild, the store’s Drag Queen Story Hour, had ceased. Cellar Door’s many book clubs were just beginning to transition online. Staff picks on its website became a substitute for in-person interactions. “The entire face of the store had changed,” Thomas says. “It was almost all online orders and processing phone orders.”


Around the same time, Malik Thompson was returning to work at Loyalty Bookstores’ Washington, D.C., location following his own furlough. Like Cellar Door, the vibrant Black-owned shop had gone from being what Thompson calls a “cultural hub” to being a digital operation. He did what many other booksellers did: he pushed ahead, meeting the needs of a customer base that grew swiftly following the killing of George Floyd.


According to Thompson, who is Black, Loyalty owner Hannah Oliver Depp prioritized employee health amid the trauma of the events in June, telling booksellers she was “not going to abuse her staff so that people can get things quicker.” But they still faced the demands of new customers, many of whom were angered by shortages of key titles like White Fragility owing to circumstances beyond the bookstore’s control.


In the worst instances, customers took out their frustration on Thompson and his colleagues in ways that repeated racist tropes about the inadequacy of Black businesses. “With half-baked practices around anti-racism,” he says, “there’s often this notion that ‘I’m going to throw my money at Black-owned bookstores for a product. However, if they don’t meet these standards that I’ve set for them, then it’s going to fit into these preconceived narratives I subscribe to about the inferiority of Black-owned businesses. And this is just further justification for my unwillingness to support them.’ ”


Thompson says he often thinks about a key question, “How do I nurture and nourish the community I’m dedicated to?” Then, he adds another: “How do I also navigate being patronized by outsiders?” His answer? To give the work all the energy he can. Along with filling customer orders, he hosted two online poetry readings through the store. He also applied for a Tin House creative writing fellowship this winter, and when Depp saw on social media that he was accepted, she offered to pay the cost.


Meanwhile, at Cellar Door, the influx of orders for anti-racist titles was accompanied by community requests for the store to hold conversations about Black Lives Matter. Cellar Door met those needs, and at first, Thomas and her colleagues were gratified by the increased interest. “Those are books that we were selling before, but everything became so much more visceral,” she says. “It was interesting to see all of the sales, but the change that comes with those sales was what was really important.”


Still, Thomas—who is Black and Mexican—wonders whether the spike in sales was a kind of “performative allyship.” For self-care, she took moments to step back. “It does become a question,” she says, “of, ‘Do I have the mental capacity to have this conversation right now?’ and, ‘Do I have the wherewithal to . . . maintain a professional presence in this moment?’ ”


When it came to balancing self-care with advocacy in support of their bookstores, Thomas’s and Thompson’s experience paid dividends. At the close of an unprecedented year, their stores are open and meeting their financial goals. Thomas and Thompson are also aware of the recognition frontline booksellers have gotten from within the publishing industry for their crucial role in keeping stores afloat.


But both booksellers want more from the industry. Thompson would like to see greater respect for the long lineage of Black-owned bookstores that, like Loyalty, serve as vibrant community, cultural, and industry leaders. He says the continued existence of these businesses requires sustained investment, not just a sales bump from liberals when tragedy strikes.


Thomas wants publishers to take steps to ensure that the books that are the lifeblood of Cellar Door are available when she needs them. “We’re faced with so many difficulties with getting certain titles in, especially being at a smaller store,” she says. “That in and of itself directly affects us as frontline booksellers.”


Thomas says the shortages stem from a pervasive belief in the trade that sells indies short. “We eat, breathe, and sleep books,” she notes. “So to underestimate us or to not give us the appreciation that we deserve is honestly disheartening sometimes. And I know that there is only so much publishers can do for us. But I feel like there is room for them to invest more in us than they do in these big monopolies.”


LIBRARY WORKERS


From the start of the Covid crisis, the nation’s 300,000 librarians and library workers quickly pivoted to provide new services to the reading public, including a rapid shift to digital. That shift, however, was not limited to providing more e-books and digital audiobooks. It has also meant virtual storytimes for kids, Zoom book clubs, online author events, and other digital programs and events ranging from knitting clubs to language classes. It has meant creating and marketing beefed-up resource guides, virtual reference services, online instruction sessions, and new programs for students and teachers as schools nationwide were forced to go remote. And it has meant boosting libraries’ Wi-Fi signals, as library parking lots have become refuges for some of the more than 20 million Americans who still lack access to broadband.


As weather improved over the spring and summer, many libraries undertook some form of curbside service, where patrons could check out books, devices, and other physical resources online and pick them up outdoors. The Denver Public Library set up an outdoor laptop rental service, allowing those without access to technology at home to sit at properly distanced tables and use library computers. And like a number of libraries, Denver used its bookmobile to bring food and other necessities to its patrons, in addition to books.


These changes have required library workers to build the proverbial airplane as it is flying, securing their own appropriate personal protective equipment, crafting and enforcing new social distancing policies, and reconfiguring libraries with less furniture, more space between computers, hand sanitizer stations, spit guards, and plexiglass dividers. Libraries now have contactless checkouts, new cleaning procedures, and materials quarantines, and have undertaken efforts like OCLC’s Project Realm, which delivered key research on how long the virus can survive on various surfaces, including wood and metal shelving, plastic CD covers, and, yes, books.


And Covid wasn’t the only major challenge librarians took on in 2020. Amid the anger, outrage, and protests that followed the killing of George Floyd, the library community stood up to acknowledge systemic racism in the U.S.— including in public libraries—and then went to work. Libraries and library organizations across the country issued statements of support for the Black Lives Matter movement, provided expanded access to racial and social justice collections, and offered safe spaces for community conversations on race and equity.


More importantly, librarians have put libraries under the microscope. “Libraries as an institution are taking a stand against systemic racism, making books about anti-racism and the African American experience available to readers—and this is good,” Carmi Parker, ILS administrator at the Whatcom County Library System in Washington State, told PW over the summer. “But libraries are also recognizing that we, like the police, are an institution embedded with systemic racism. We say that the library is for everyone, but that won’t be true until our staff, patrons, and collections reflect the populations in our communities.”


While library workers have stood up for their communities this year, they also stood up for themselves. As the Covid crisis hit, an idealized narrative of selfless hero librarians began to take root in the media. The reality on the ground, however, was grim: too many librarians and staff were being asked to work without proper protective equipment or safety precautions, were terrified of becoming sick, and were facing uncertainty and economic ruin as layoffs and furloughs mounted. Some public library workers were even ordered by their municipalities to redeploy from their closed library buildings to shelters, makeshift testing facilities, or other frontline, high-risk jobs.


“The flipside of all of these feel-good pieces on digital story time, backyard summer reading, and boosted Wi-Fi signals in the parking lot is library workers forced to do jobs they never signed up for [and] scolded for their attempts to fight for their well-being,” wrote Massachusetts librarian Callan Bignoli in a May editorial in Library Journal. “It’s time to say, ‘Not anymore.’ ”


In response, library workers organized to shift the focus to issues of worker safety and well-being. It started with the #CloseTheLibraries campaign in early March, which raised critical awareness of the dangers facing library workers in the early days of the outbreak. That campaign soon expanded into two more: #ProtectLibraryWorkers, which advocated for the safety and fair treatment of library employees, and #LibraryLayoffs, which created a crowdsourced list of library layoffs and furloughs.


With a vaccine in sight, there is finally a light glinting at the end of the tunnel. But, as the rising case numbers suggest, it’s going to be a long one. In 2021, as the extent of the economic damage done by the pandemic comes into focus, libraries—like bookstores and other small businesses—remain vulnerable.


“Let’s be clear: when you hear there is a debate in Congress about whether to ‘bail out’ states and cities, that is a debate about whether your local library stays open, or closes,” sociologist and bestselling author Eric Klinenberg told PW back in May. “And American voters are going to need to connect the dots, or we could soon find ourselves without many of the institutions that keep us stable.”


THE BOOK BUSINESS WORKER OF THE FUTURE


Just as there would be no book business without words, there would be no book business without workers. This year, book business workers reminded their industry both of their import and their influence. What remains is to meet the standards they demanded and deserve: to pay them better; to hire them with a mind toward diversity, equity, and inclusion; and to provide them with more power to make a difference in the publishing process.


If this year has proven anything, it’s that those who make up the backbone of the book business are more than up to the task. As long as they are adequately empowered to change the business for the better, better days for the business will always lay ahead.


*


A version of this article appeared in the 12/21/2020 issue of Publishers Weekly under the headline: PW’s Person of the Year: The Book Business Worker.
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ESO WON AND CROCKETT NAMED PW’S BOOKSTORE AND SALES REP OF THE YEAR


BY ALEX GREEN, WITH REPORTING BY EUGENE HOLLEY JR. AND CLAIRE KIRCH | MAY 25, 2021


Publishers Weekly has named the L.A.-based indie bookstore Eso Won Books its Bookstore of the Year. Simon & Schuster sales rep Toi Crockett has been named PW Sales Rep of the Year. The announcement was made the afternoon of May 25 during the inaugural U.S. Book Show.


In nomination letters from their colleagues in the publishing industry, Eso Won and Crockett were hailed not only for a mastery of their respective trades but their tireless and successful work in support of the American literary scene and those who sustain it—from authors and booksellers to readers, schools, publishers, and literary organizations.


“It’s truly a great honor to be named the bookstore of the year,” said co-owner James Fugate who cofounded Eso Won with Tom Hamilton in 1990. The two accepted the award from their store’s back office, surrounded by newly arrived books.


Crockett thanked her colleagues at S&S for their support. “It’s absolutely a group effort and without them and my family and friends, I wouldn’t be here,” she said.


CULTIVATING READERS AND AUTHORS


Eso Won’s place in the pantheon of American bookstores is difficult to overstate. The Black-owned independent bookstore has been a stop for authors including Spike Lee, Toni Morrison, and Isabel Wilkerson, and has made a practice of nurturing authors at the very beginning of their careers. In 1995, a young Barack Obama read at Eso Won from Dreams from My Father in front of an audience of five people. Obama never forgot Fugate’s willingness to host him “back when nobody knew who I was, or could pronounce my name.”


Obama has made the store a priority stop ever since, and Hamilton praised the example he has set. “The fact that he keeps reading and trying to learn, I think that’s what you want to show the public,” Hamilton said. “You keep learning all your life, [and] you set a great example.”


The store’s selection as Bookstore of the Year comes on the anniversary of the murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police, to which Fugate referred in his remarks. “It is sort of bittersweet when you think that so many people saw what we have been talking about for years and years with the murder of George Floyd,” he said. “But it made a tremendous difference at our store, and we thank you for honoring us this way.”


Ellen Adler, publisher at the New Press, referred to the civil rights movement that followed Floyd’s murder when she told PW that “Eso Won has long been one of the country’s preeminent Black-owned bookstores and, of course, was indispensable this past year. But that’s nothing new: it has long been indispensable—as those who are lucky enough to count it as their local bookstore or who have made the pilgrimage and had a visit well know.”


Earlier this month, Fugate told PW how the bookstore has carved out its place at the heart of L.A.’s intellectual and literary community. “We have worked with local bookselling groups, been a part of the L.A. Times Book Fair, and done events to make sure that Eso Won was seen as not just a Black bookstore for Black people, but a Los Angeles bookstore in which everyone is welcome,” Fugate said.


Fugate and Hamilton said they almost did not make it to 2021, thanking remainder dealer Powell’s Books Chicago and the publishers Africa World Press, Black Classic Press, and Penguin Random House, all of which helped see the store through a challenging time 14 years ago. “We were really struggling, and those publishers really stuck by us,” Fugate said.


A SALES REP TO FIGHT FOR


Simon & Schuster’s reorganizations of its sales force in 2014 and 2018 sparked an outcry from bookstore accounts in the East. They did not want to lose Toi Crockett, a sales rep with 15 years of experience they said they could not bear to lose. While most of her accounts shifted west, a few stores’ calls were heeded, with Crockett continuing to work with such East Coast stores as [Words] Bookstore in Maplewood, N.J.


In a PW profile earlier this month, the bookstore’s managing principal, Jonah Zimiles, called Crockett, “consistently outstanding,” and credited her honesty, integrity, and exceptional understanding of bookstores’ needs in boosting the bottom line at [Words] through increased sales and savings. Barbara Peters, owner of the Poisoned Pen Bookstore in Scottsdale, Ariz., told PW that Crockett has “mastered the supply side,” adding: “She catches my errors, she suggests opportunities, and she seems to work 18/7 days.”


For Crockett, books run in the family. Her late grandfather owned a bookstore on Chicago’s South Side, and she grew up in a house full of books. To this day, she said, she is “never not reading a book.”


At the end of the awards presentation, there was even time for some conversation about books. Fugate said the book he was most looking forward to is Nikole Hannah-Jones’s The 1619 Project (One World, Nov.), a book-length expansion of the New York Times project of the same name.


In signing off, Hamilton took a moment to thank the people who he said are most important in the ongoing success of the store, reserving his greatest praise for “all the great customers who have come in for many, many years.”
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THE BIG 5 U.S. PUBLISHERS (SOON TO BE BIG 4)


PENGUIN RANDOM HOUSE


Penguin Random House is the international home to more than 300 editorially and creatively independent publishing imprints. Our mission is to ignite a universal passion for reading by creating books for everyone. We believe that books, and the stories and ideas they hold, have the unique capacity to connect us, change us, and carry us toward a better future for generations to come.


What We Do


Our dedicated team of publishing professionals is committed to helping authors realize their very best work and to finding innovative new ways of bringing stories and ideas to audiences worldwide. By leveraging our global reach, embracing new technologies, and collaborating with authors at every stage of the publishing process—from editorial and design, to sales and marketing, to production and distribution—we aim to provide them with the greatest platform possible. At the same time, we fiercely protect our authors’ intellectual property and champion freedom of expression, ensuring that their voices carry beyond the page and into the folds of communities and societies around the globe.


Penguin Random House is the international home to nearly 275 editorially and creatively independent publishing imprints. Together, our imprints publish over 70,000 digital and 15,000 print titles annually, with more than 100,000 e-books available worldwide. Browse our divisions and imprints below to learn more about the distinct and diverse voices that make up Penguin Random House and help bring to life our authors’ very best work.


PENGUIN RANDOM HOUSE AUDIO


As the premier publisher in the audiobook industry, Penguin Random House Audio is dedicated to producing top-quality fiction and nonfiction audiobooks written and read by the best in the business, including books by bestselling authors like Margaret Atwood, Brené Brown, Ta-Nehisi Coates, Elizabeth Gilbert, John Grisham, George R. R. Martin, Toni Morrison, Celeste Ng, Delia Owens, Rick Riordan, Jacqueline Woodson, and Colson Whitehead, as well as Presidents Barack Obama, George W. Bush, and Bill Clinton, and First Lady Michelle Obama. Our audiobooks have won 17 GRAMMY Awards, 98 Audie Awards, and 23 Odyssey Awards and Honors. Random House Audio, Penguin Audio, Listening Library, and Books on Tape are imprints of the Penguin Random House Audio Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC.


PENGUIN PUBLISHING GROUP


Avery


Avery is a mission-driven imprint dedicated to publishing groundbreaking nonfiction across a range of categories including health and wellness, accessible science and psychology, practical and inspirational self-help, and plant-based cookbooks. Our authors break news, disrupt paradigms, and help readers change and improve their lives.


Recent New York Times bestsellers include Atomic Habits by James Clear, Unwinding Anxiety by Jud Brewer, MD, Nine Nasty Words by John McWhorter, Fiber Fueled by Will Buscewicz, MD, The Book of Joy by Dalai Lama and the Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Daring Greatly by Brene Brown, and Neurotribes by Steve Silberman, and the End of Alzheimer’s by Dale Bredesen, MD.


A longtime leader in the “food as medicine” movement, Avery has been at the fore of healthy living for decades. Our backlist features some of the bestselling health books of all time, including Prescription for Nutritional Healing by Phyllis Balch, Prevent and Reverse Heart Disease by Caldwell Esselstyn, and The Wahls Protocol by Terry Wahls, MD.


Berkley


An industry leader in commercial and genre fiction, Berkley has a rich tradition of discovering new talent, defining emerging trends, and building authors and series into global franchises. With Berkley’s dedicated focus and guidance many bestselling authors have grown into international brand names, including Nora Roberts, William Gibson, Laurell K. Hamilton, Jim Butcher, and Charlaine Harris. We’re proud to publish Jasmine Guillory, Jayne Ann Krentz, Karen White, Patricia Briggs, Christine Feehan, Mark Greaney, Susan Meissner, Kristan Higgins, and Chanel Cleeton, among others.


Our expertise in women’s fiction, romance, science fiction/fantasy, and mystery/suspense makes us uniquely suited to introduce a new generation of popular novelists and to reinvigorate the publishing programs for established bestselling authors. Known for being at the forefront of trends, Berkley continues to develop authors and acquire books on the cutting edge of genre fiction.


Berkley’s history of publishing in all formats and commitment to actively promoting the backlist means we remain focused on a book throughout its life . . . and on our author for an entire career.


Blue Rider Press


For more information, please visit www.penguin.com.


DAW


Founded in 1971 by veteran paperback editor Donald A. Wollheim, along with his wife, Elsie B. Wollheim, DAW Books was the first publishing company ever devoted exclusively to science fiction and fantasy. Now almost 50 years and two thousand titles later, DAW has a well-deserved reputation for discovering and publishing the hottest talents in the industry. Many stars of the science fiction and fantasy field made their debuts in the pages of a DAW book, including Patrick Rothfuss, Tad Williams, C.J. Cherryh, Mercedes Lackey, Kristen Britain, Melanie Rawn, C.S. Friedman, and Tanith Lee. Despite its high profile, DAW is still a small private company, owned exclusively by its publishers, Elizabeth R. Wollheim and Sheila E. Gilbert. Betsy and Sheila are strongly committed to discovering and nurturing new talent, and to keeping a personal “family” spirit at DAW—something they feel is all too rare in today’s world of international conglomerate publishing.


DAW Books seeks to publish a wide range of voices and stories, because we believe that it is the duty of the science fiction and fantasy genres to be inclusive and representative of as many diverse viewpoints as possible.


Science fiction and fantasy have always been genres in which creators have infinite space to explore bold and inventive new ideas, while also reflecting the multiplicity of cultures, traditions, and identities of our own world. At DAW, we are proud of the work that our authors have already done to explore and celebrate diversity. We have a history of publishing feminist and LGBTQIA+ fiction, but we are always seeking to expand our own horizons, as well as those of our readers.


To this end, DAW is actively seeking new works of science fiction and fantasy written by and/or featuring people of color, Native people, disabled people, neurodiverse people, LGBTQIA+ people, and those from other underrepresented or marginalized communities.


For unagented manuscripts, please see our submission guidelines below. We encourage literary agents to reach out to our acquiring editors or email us at daw@penguinrandomhouse.com.


Submission Guidelines


DAW accepts unsolicited submissions of science fiction and fantasy novels. We cannot consider short stories, short story collections, novellas, or poetry. The average length of the novels we publish varies, but is almost never fewer than 80,000 words.


A literary agent is not required for submission. We will not consider manuscripts that are currently on submission to another publisher unless prior arrangements have been made with a literary agent. It may require three months or more for our editors to review a manuscript. If we take longer than three months to review your manuscript, we no longer require an exclusive submission.


At this time, we only accept electronic submissions through our Submittable page: submit.dawbooks.com.


Dutton


A small list with a huge audience, Dutton is a boutique imprint within the largest English-language publisher in the world. Publicity—and marketing—driven, its focused list of less than fifty books per year is half fiction and half nonfiction. Dutton’s imprints include Caliber and Plume.


Dutton’s roster of recent and upcoming bestselling and notable fiction authors includes Abi Daré (The Girl with the Louding Voice), Fiona Davis (The Lions of Fifth Avenue and The Dollhouse), Eric Jerome Dickey (The Business of Lovers and Before We Were Wicked), Joseph Finder (House on Fire and Judgment), Lisa Gardner (When You See Me and Never Tell), Hank Green (A Beautifully Foolish Endeavor and An Absolutely Remarkable Thing), Tami Hoag (The Boy), Jason Mott (Hell of a Book), Riley Sager (Home Before Dark and Final Girls), Adriana Trigiani, and Jonathan Tropper (This Is Where I Leave You), among others.


Recent and upcoming bestselling and notable nonfiction authors include Mark Adams (Turn Right at Machu Picchu), Drew Barrymore (Wildflower), Sean Carroll (Something Deeply Hidden and The Big Picture), Robyn Crawford (A Song for You), Steven Gillon (America’s Reluctant Prince), John Green (The Anthropocene Reviewed), Maria Goodavage (Soldier Dogs and Top Dog), Andre Iguodala (The Sixth Man), Daniel Levitin (This Is Your Brain on Music, The Organized Mind and Successful Aging), Nick Offerman (The Greatest Love Story Ever Told, Good Clean Fun, Gumption and Paddle Your Own Canoe), Mark Owen (No Easy Day and No Hero), Clinton Romesha (Red Platoon), and Craig Unger (House of Trump, House of Putin). The Caliber military history imprint includes Larry Alexander (Bloody Ridge and Beyond), Hugh Ambrose (The Pacific), Alex Kershaw (The First Wave), Adam Makos (A Higher Call), and Major Dick Winters (Beyond Band of Brothers).


History of Dutton


Edward Payson Dutton founded a bookselling firm in Boston in 1852, but it wasn’t until 1864 that the eponymous E. P. Dutton & Co. began to publish books in earnest. Its original focus was on religious titles, and the first bestseller was the two-volume The Life of Christ by Frederic W. Farrar, published in 1874.


In 1885, John Macrae began working at Dutton as an office boy; he would spend fifty-nine years with the company, rising in the ranks. He became President in 1923, and in 1928, he bought the publishing house and shared it with his two sons. During Macrae’s tenure, E. P. Dutton published notable books such as The Proper Bostonians by Cleveland Amory, Shakespeare of London by Marchette Chute, The Conquest of Everest by Sir John Hunt, and Bonjour Tristesse by Françoise Sagan, as well as works by Lawrence Durrell, Milton Glaser, and Luigi Pirandello. The company went on to publish books by John Irving (The World According to Garp), James Beard, Peter Matthiessen, Jorge Luis Borges, Gavin Maxwell, Joyce Carol Oates, Gore Vidal, Gail Sheehy (Passages), Ayn Rand, and Mickey Spillane. Dutton joined the Penguin Publishing Group in 1986, and in 2015 became an imprint of the newly merged Penguin Random House.


F+W


F+W is a respected publisher of illustrated nonfiction books in art instruction, crafts, writing, genealogy, antiques and collectibles, and woodworking. It has a backlist of some 2,000 titles, which include such category leaders as The Crystal Bible and the Writer’s Market series.


Putnam


For more than two decades, G.P. Putnam’s Sons has led the publishing industry with more hardcover New York Times bestsellers than any other imprint. With its rich history of publishing established franchises and new talent, as well as award winners, with an unrivaled bestselling track record, Putnam continues to be one of the most respected and prestigious imprints in the industry.


Putnam’s illustrious roster of bestselling fiction authors includes Megan Abbott, Cristina Alger, Ace Atkins, Chloe Benjamin, C.J. Box, Eleanor Brown, Tom Clancy, Robin Cook, Robert Crais, Clive Cussler, Jeffrey Deaver, Lyndsay Faye, Frederick Forsyth, Karen Joy Fowler, Sue Grafton, W.E.B. Griffin, Jan Karon, John Kenney, Philip Kerr, Frances Liardet, Delia Owens, Robert B. Parker, Nick Petrie, Kiley Reid, John Sandford, Jill Santopolo, Lisa Scottoline, M.O. Walsh, Stuart Woods, and Randy Wayne White. Among its distinguished nonfiction authors are Sophia Amoruso, Michelle Borba, Nikita Gill, Cathy Guisewite, Spencer Johnson, Hoda Kotb, Bobby Orr, Dolly Parton, and Eve Rodsky.
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