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Read all about it: It’s easy

“to publish a book these days

Technology allows more local authors to tout their creativity.

BY JANE HENDERSON + Post-Dispatch Book Editor > jhenderson@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8107

One cherished American notion is that
most people have a book inside them.

With the help of technology, more peo-
ple are writing that book. And not only are
titles being published in record numbers,
entrepreneurs are launching companies to
meet the skyrocketing needs of aspiring
authors.

In the St. Louis area alone, several new
publishers are preparing their first publi-
cations this summer, working out of their
offices.

Setting up shop as a publisher isn’t new
(Virginia and Leonard Woolf founded Ho-
garth Press in their London house in 1917).

But 21st-century business models seem
more various: some are straight self-pub-

' lishing, requiring a writer to finance the

book. At least one publisher, however, of-
fers stipends to authors. And others part-
ner with nonprofits, companies or indi-
viduals.

“The ability to print a book has never
been easier,” said Dan Thompson, who has
started Bluebird Publishing with Jeff Fis-
But publishing, Thompson said, is
changing so fast that “the book business
today is not the same business as two years
ago” e

Last year was a watershed year for U.S.
books: More than 1 million books were
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Nontraditional publishers are giving authors an easy venue to get their works to the public

published, with “nontraditional”
titles counting more than double
the commercial titles.

Bowker, which tracks indus-
try statistics, says nontraditional
titles numbered 764,448; tradi-
tional publishers, such as Ran-
dom House, Simon & Schuster
and university presses, offered
288,355 new titles.

The nontraditional count
(which includes new self-pub-
lished titles and print-on-de-
mand titles no longer covered by
copyright) grew 181 percent from
2008, Bowker says. The com-
pany counted more than 70,000
U.S. publishers in 2009, accord-
ing to the Book Industry Study
Group. Many have produced
only a single title.

Some new publishers do have
experience. At Bluebird Publish-
ing, Fister has published non-
fiction regional-interest books
for about 20 years as owner of
Virginia Publishing. Thompson,
owner of Big River Distribution,
has sold books and music for 30

S50 many local authors asked
them about publishing novels,
memoirs and poetry, they de-
cided to start a homegrown self-
publishing company to offer an
alternative to out-of-town enti-
ties such as CreateSpace, Lulu.
com and AuthorHouse.

Fister's Virginia Publishing
has already done well with re-
gional history books: “I'm in the
niche business. St. Louisans are
obsessed with their own history,”
he said.

He and Thompson said they
offer straight talk and experi-
ence, even if they have to squelch
new novelists’ dreams that they
will become the next John Gr-
isham or appear on “Oprah.”

“We have to rain on their pa-
rade,” Thompson said.

Self-publishingcompanieslike
Bluebird resemble building con-
tractors who use subcontractors.
Those subcontractors may help
with copy editing, cover design
and proofreading. The author
decides what services it wants to
buy and will pay $4-$6 for each
copy of a1,000-book order.

For writers content with pay-
ing to publish and a small print
run, self-publishing has become
a more accepted model. This
year, a respected commercial

i JOHN L. WHITE * jwhite@post-dispatch.com
Co-owners Jeff Fister (left) and Dan Thompson in the warehouse
headquarters of Big River Publishing in 5t. Louis. More local authors
have turned to nontraditional publishing, which has helped their
business.

writer, John Edgar Wideman,
made news when he self-pub-
lished through Lulu. '

But some new publishers ac-
tively avoid the self-publishing
model.

Kristina Blank Makansi wants
to nurture up-and-coming writ -
ers for Blank Slate Press.

The press recently chose two
manuscripts for its first books,
novels that it hopes to publish by
Christmas.

“We will pay authors stipends,
promote their stories and help
them get started with blogs. ...
Onar idea is to be a writer's advo-
cate from the get-go” *

She and her partners, Jamey
Stegmaier and husband Jason
Makansi, are writers themselves.

“We are looking at it from the
point of view of aspiring novel-
ists. We talk to a lot of other writ -
ers, follow writers' blogs, go to
writers workshops. So much of
the frustration of being a writer
is getting someone to pay atten-
tion to your work."

Blank Slate Press’ partners
pay the authors out of their own
pockets, but Makansi hopes
other individuals will invest in
the press.

She said, “We're like a new
tech start-up with the idea that
if a book becomes a best-seller,
or is picked up by a commer-
cial press, investors might make
some money."

‘A GREAT MATCH’
One writer they signed, Anene

Tressler-Hauschultz of Kirk-
wood, took the book contract to
a lawyer, who assured her that
having the publisher in town is
helpful: “There are times you
need to do a face-to-face.”

She likes that Blank Slate is
new and energetic: “They are
starting out as am [. It felt like
a great match. ... The scale was
right. [ wasn't going to be one of
200 people coming on board.”

Makansi knows publishing is
a difficult business. “We're not
out to build an empire. We don't

think we'll get rich doing this”
Josh Stevens agrees. “It's a
very tough business.”

In 2004, he and Matt Heidenry
started Reedy Press with a two-
book catalog: “St. Louis Ger-
man Catholies” and “Unending
Struggle.” Now, they publish
30-35 books a year, usually part-
nering with schools, museums
or even cities. Burbank, Calif.,
recently contracted for a history
of itself.

Stevenssaidthe “partner” pays
up front for an order of books to
get the deal rolling. But'Reedy
Press also must market and sell
the books to make money.

“It's difficult to maintain pub-
lishing. If you publish in a niche
category, your sales volume has
limitations.” A big success would
be sales of 6,000 books.

For publishers who are bring-
ing out more than a single book
or two, an appealing “backlist”
of titles can help the publisher
remain a viable business, Ste-

vens said. Reedy Press recently
hired a book publicist to help sell
titles to a wider market than just
the 5t. Louis area.

Most new publishers here fo-
cus on local authors. Walrus
Publishing published its first
book in July. “Flood Stage,” an
anthology of St. Louis writers,
has sold about 100 of its initial
400-copy printing. Owned by
Lisa Miller, its next books, two
novels, are scheduled for next
year.

Some publishers are “so mi-
cro they are one person,” accord-
ing to Christine Frank, a book
“coach” and membership coor-
dinator of the St. Louis Publish-
ers Association. She cannot give
exact numbers on regional pub-
lishers because not all join he
organization.

‘YOU'RE A PUBLISHER’
As niche publishing grows, any
embarrassment regarding who

pays seems to be lessening, she

said. (Most established book
contests still don’t accept self-
published nominees, however.)

The St. Louis Publishers As-
sociation supports self-publish-
ing and tells authors who form
their own press: “You are a small
business and you're a publisher,”
Frank said.

The group also gives authors
advice on understanding self-
publishing (see accompanying
box).

The increase in publishers and
authors also affects booksellers.

Vicki Erwin, who owns Main
Street Books in St. Charles, ac-
knowledged the rise in local pub-
lishers and requests by authors
that her store stock their books.

One local author who sells well
in her shop is Karen Tripp, who
writes inspirational Christian ti-
tles such-as “God Is Bigger Than
Your Cancer”

Many publishers and authors
hope that their small-press or
self-published books might be
picked up by a commercial pub-
lisher who can give a book more
exposure. But other publishers
just have a love of books. PenUl-
timate Press became a nonprofit
in 2006 and obtains grants from
the Missouri Arts Council.

For director Winnie Sullivan,
“It's a passion. Books transform
the world”

stitoday.om

BOOK BLOG
Books, authors and 5t. Louis-area
book events are updated and

discussed.
stitoday.

com/

bookblog
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PUBLISHING TERMS

Publishers sometimes use
terminology differently, but
Christine Frank offers a primer
on how the St. Louis Publishers
Association defines common
terms.

Traditional publishing

(also called commercial or
legacy publishing) requires
no money from an author and
pays the author an advance,
usually at least $1,000. The
publisher edits, designs, prints,
distributes and markets the
book, paying royalties to the
author based on number of
copies sold.

Vanity publishing, an older
term less used today, required
authors to pay a printer to
produce X number of books.
This is also known as subsidy
publishing and at times requires
signing over all rights to the
book for a specified period

of time. The author receives
“royalties” based ona small
percentage of the retail price
of books sold and pays for
copies of their book. Subsidy
publishers will usually publish
almost any author.

Self-publishing (also
sometimes called independent
publishing) involves an
individual forming a company
to produce and market a book
or books. The self-publisher
arranges the manufacture of
the books, distribution and the
marketing. Quality control is
the responsibility of the self-
publisher. The business side of
running the publishing company
is also the responsibility of the
self-publisher. The financial
investment is greater, but

the financial rewards may be
greater if the books sell.

Micropresses publish a small,
probably curated list of books.

A micropress often specializes
in books of a specific genre or
niche. This gives the press the
ability to market the books
more effectively. Self-publishing
companies provide publishing
services with varying rates of
markups and packages, Their
profit comes mainly from

the markups they charge on
services like providing a book
cover design, formatting a
simple interior, printing and
selling the author a number of
books.

Print on demand (POD) is a
system wherein one book at
a time can be printed, usually
to order. For the publisher,
this provides the advantage
of not having to stock a large
inventory, saving not only
storage space but also a large
financial outlay for printing,
shipping and storage of a pallet
of books.

Book shepherds (also called
book coaches) offer freelance
services such as editing, layout,
marketing, illustrating, cover
design and marketing strategy.



