Getting Published

STANLEY L. COLBERT

Your journey to the best-seller list begins with a single reader.
That reader is an agent or an editor. More accurately, that
reader is probably an editorial assistant (at some agencies and publish-
ing houses a euphemism for an underpaid but titled-glorified secre-
tary). If the gods are smiling on you that day, and despite the weeks
or months you’ve poured into your project, that person probably will
take no more than a few minutes or so to decide your fate. If you can
say all that you have to say, all that’s important to say, in a few
minutes’ worth of reading time, you may be on your way.

If that sounds harsh and insensitive, it’s intentional. Getting an
agent or an editor to pay attention to you and your work isn’t as much
a long shot as having Ed McMahon knock on your door—it only
seems that way. And yet, some people become winners.

When you’re ready to begin soliciting interest from either an agent
or an editor, there are a few things you should have at hand. You'll
need a small notebook in which to log your submissions, with the
obvious information of when you sent them, to whom, and the re-
sponses. If a notebook seems like a step back into the world of paper,
you can create a folder on your computer and a separate file for each
submission. You’ll need blank envelopes and lots of stamps since every
inquiry you send should be accompanied by a self-addressed, stamped
envelope. That isn’t going to guarantee you a response; it just makes
the recipient a little more inclined to get some word back to you. And
youw’ll need a gallon-size jug of Patience and Tolerance since unsolicited
inquiries and submissions rarely impel prompt replies.

Most of all, youw’ll need a clear idea of what your book is about,
and the ability to distill it into the fewest, most provocative words
possible. Richard Balkin, whose book A Writer’s Guide to Book Pub-
lishing, published by Plume, is one of a handful of worthwhile how-
to books on the subject, acknowledges the value of the query letter
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but suggests bypassing it in favor of submitting a full proposal. “Why
waste time in adding another step to your contact with an editor?”
he asks. Others, and include me among them, believe a good query
letter is easier for an editor to handle, can be more inviting in fewer
words, and, if successful, can open the relationship and help ensure a
more positive reaction to the proposal when it arrives. Since this is
my take on the subject, let’s look at the query letter a bit further.

First, some basics that need stating, just for the record. Address
your letter to a real person and not to “Editor,” or “Publisher,” or
“Agent,” and be certain you’ve determined, to the best of your ability,
that this is the right editor/agent at the right company for your project.
The simplest way to determine this is to hie yourself to your favorite
bookstore and check the books in your particular genre on display
there. Odds are, overwhelmingly, that there’s an acknowledgments
page where you can find the names of both the agent and the editor,
“without whose assistance/inspiration/unswerving support, etc.” this
book could never have been written. Handle the book gingerly so you
can return it, unblemished, to the stack without the burden of actually
buying it (if such is your current financial circumstance), and make
note of the publisher’s name on the spine as well as the names of the
agent and the author.

Correct addresses are best found in a reference book called The
Literary Market Place, which some booksellers have behind the
counter, for their own use, and most public and university libraries
have in their reference sections. There’s an index of names in the back
so you can track the relevant people to their current places of employ-
ment and find the right addresses. Don’t get thrown by the publisher’s
listing that gives multiple addresses. Make sure youw’re writing to the
editorial offices and not the warehouse or some other branch that has
absolutely nothing to do with the place where the company’s creative
juices flow. If you can’t find this book, try the Web page for the pub-
lisher or the listings of agents contained on www.bookwire.com on
the Internet.

The purpose of the query letter is, simply, to attempt to open a
dialogue with a real person and pique some curiosity in your proposed
work and you. Think of it as a kind of flirtation, and not a full-
fledged dinner date. Reveal just enough, and not a word more. Remind
yourself of how little there is about a book on the inside dust jacket,
how it is written, and how effective it was in getting you, at best, to
buy the book, and at the very least, to open it and scan a few pages.

When it comes to describing yourself, and why you’re the best per-
son to write the book you’re proposing, include only what’s important
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and relevant and not a whit more. The reader, if she’s gotten that far,
is looking for some reassurance that the subject and the ability to
develop it into a book are within your range of skills and knowledge.
And while you're justly proud of the extent of your education, your
grades, and the occasional awards you may have won, literary or
otherwise, include only those things that are directly relevant to the
subject you’re proposing as a book.

Taking on a book project is, at best, a crapshoot, and agents/editors
are always looking for ways to reduce the odds of failure. One tradi-
tional and effective way to make this work for you is to make clear
that you are writing “at the suggestion of” or “encouraged by” a name
that is known to the letter’s reader. It may be a published author (it
helps 1f-the author is published by the same publisher), a prominent
person in the genre your book falls into, or, best of all, a friend or
acquaintance of the person to whom you are writing. One of the few
virtues of a college alumni publication, which you may receive whether
Or not you want to, is that it keeps you current on the literary activities
of classmates who, for old time’s sake, may be willing to recommend
you to their publishers or agents. Another option is to contact a former
teacher or professor who has published and make the same pitch for
a recommendation. '

If you can get such a recommendation, by all means use it at the
top of your letter. It does not help, however, to suggest you are writing
because “several friends,” or “a number of people to whom I’ve shown
the manuscript” have urged you to send it.

The final paragraph of the query letter—your query letter, inciden-
tally, should be trimmed to fit on one single page—should ask if the
recipient would like to see more. You can offer an outline, a proposal,
or the full manuscript, if it exists. '

Once you’ve devised this letter and have honed it as finely as you
can, feel free to send it to as many recipients as you can find who are
potential buyers. This is called “multiple submission,” and while many
editors and agents deplore the practice of offering something to more
than one place at a time, they aren’t you, with your needs and hopes
and dreams.

So what have you got? An accurate and appropriate name and
address of a relevant person and entity, an opening sentence that iden-
tifies someone of consequence who suggests you write to the recipient,
a paragraph or two (if they’re short) designed to describe the nature
of your proposed book and to leave the reader wanting to know more,
a paragraph about yourself that reassures that you’re capable of pro-

Getting Published

ducing the book, and a sentence asking for permission to send more:
These are the basic components of a query letter.

Once you’ve mastered the form (not as easy as it sounds!) you
can work out your own variations and query to your heart’s content.
Somewhere, along with all the “no, thanks” youw’ll undoubtedly re-
ceive, you're bound to hit a responsive chord if you've chosen your
recipients wisely. After that, success or failure depends on the effective-
ness of the material you’re asked to send.

Past experience leads me to suggest that agents are more susceptible
to a good selling letter than editors. Perhaps, that’s because salespeople—
which is what agents are underneath their Armani suits—are generally
easier to sell, with only their time at stake if they’re wrong. Whether
you send a query letter to agents or editors (I suggest, initially, you solicit
both), don’t expect an immediate response. While some of these people
are compulsive, or just plain efficient, in dealing with unsolicited corre-
spondence, the bulk of them have developed their own rhythms regard-
ing such mail. In the summer they may be dependent on extended week-
ends at rented summer cottages; in the winter they may be in direct
relation to the availability of taxicabs on a snowy morning. What’s im-
portant to you is that you develop a regular procedure for keeping the
letters in motion—always sending out a batch on a regular basis, whether
you’ve gotten responses or not.

Earlier, it was noted that your query may end up on the desk of an
assistant, rather than the person you intended. Don’t be dismayed.
The best way for an assistant to move up to agent or editor status is
through discovery and sponsorship of a worthwhile project, perhaps
yours. So don’t be discouraged if a response you receive, asking for a
little more information, comes from an unfamiliar name. That person
may turn out to be your in-house champion, who hopes to hitch her
star to yours. Almost everyone who chooses publishing as a career is
a compulsive reader. They read everything, from books, to jokes on
cockrail napkins, to matchbook cover ads for art courses. They read
until they are bored. So don’t bore them; tease them.

From Betsy Lerner, whose book The Forest for the Trees, subtitled
An Editor’s Advice to Writers, published by Riverhead Books, is out-
standing and enormously informative, and who has been both editor
and agent, comes this final advice: “ . . do not use colored paper (it
doesn’t copy well} or scented paper; and no joky attention-getting
opening lines, no sob stories, no crazy fonts, no overly long explana-
tions of what follows, and no ridiculous threats or overstated market-
ing statistics. . . .

A successful query letter can be useless if you don’t have something
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in hand and ready to send when the mail brings that hoped-for re-
sponse and request to see more. It’s rare, but not totally uncommon,
for a writer to have a finished nonfiction manuscript at the ready.
Most professionals are properly unwilling, or unable, to complete a
full nonfiction manuscript with neither encouragement nor support.
What they do have, however, is a proposal at hand, and so should
you, preferably before the first query letter is sent.’

The proposal should have started to take shape in your mind, and
on your page, after you've slept on the idea for the book over several
days .and then done some general research. One of my favorite writers
says 1t’s time to start writing the proposal when it begins to write itself
in your mind, or when you will need an advance in order to delve any
more deeply into your subject, whichever comes first. Another favorite
writer puts it somewhat differently: “I stop the general research when
the best structure for the book has been revealed. Then, after writing
the proposal, I do focused research for the sample section.”

Tuck away that reference to a “sample section” We’ll come back
to 1t.

Your proposal is where the promise you displayed in your query
letter is now reinforced. It’s also where you first reveal your “voice”
and your skills as a writer. “I wish I could write a whole volume that
read with the briskness of a proposal and am sure my editors wish I
could, too,” a writer told me. Another writer noted that, to some
extent, writing the proposal should lead one to the voice for the book.
He added, still referring to voice, . . . a proposal can be slightly
more knowing than the book itself, since it is, in essence, an extended
advertisement from one industry insider to another”

If you’re jumping ahead of me and wondering, now, how long the
proposal should be, let me put your mind to rest: I don’t know, and
I don’t know any sure rule of thumb. As an agent, and as an editor,
Ive been attracted by and successful with proposals that were five or
ten pages long and with those that were thirty or fifty pages long.
Short or long, however, a proposal should encompass certain ele-
ments. Generally, it should create some degree of excitement with an
opening page or so that ends in a short, memorable summary of the
idea of the book. It doesn’t hurt in this section to include a couple of
quotations from some heavy hitters on the subject, courtesy of your
preliminary research.

Keep in mind the process that occurs in the average publishing
house. It’s a rare editor, indeed, who is attracted to a book project
and is able to commission it and issue a contract and an advance
without some form of peer consultation. It may take the form of a
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weekly editorial meeting where potential projects are discussed and
recommended, or an editorial form that contains a synopsis of the
project, the qualifications of the author, and the editor’s expectations
of potential sales and accompanying costs, such as advance and pro-
duction. In either event, having a quotable precis of the project makes
the editor’s task, and your chances of being accepted, a lot easier.

After your brisk, memorable summary, it makes sense to follow
with a chapter-by-chapter breakdown of the contents of the book.
Aside from what this obviously reveals about what you have in mind,
it also begins to give an agent or editor an idea of how much, or
little, skill you possess in structuring a full-length book. Battle-scarred
editors know how important a good sense of structure is to the even-
tual success of the writing venture. Here, too, is where the editor
begins to get a sense of the size and scope of the project and begins
to form an opinion on how long it might take to complete the work.
If it looks like a two-year writing project, for example, with another
year or so added for the usual editorial time and often snail-like esti-
mates from the production department to produce the book, will the
subject still be of interest? Will another book, on the same or a related
theme, be published in the interim by someone else?

An editor in chief who shall remain nameless, for obvious reasons,
once told me in a drunken moment that the reason he held his position
for dozens of years, despite the efforts of some within the house to
topple him, was that he could always find a reason to be negative
about books his junior editors were sponsoring for publication. Hav-
ing expressed himself against publication of a manuscript, however,
he left the door open for the young editors to move forward anyway,
if they really felt impelled to, on their own. “I was usually 99 percent
right,” he said, “and in those cases where the editor went ahead on
his own and the book was successful, I could always point out to
management the brilliance of the staff I had assembled and the benefits
of my liberal editorial policy.’

After the chapter breakdown, cite and describe any existing and
competing works on the same subject, and then, dismiss them, with
plausible explanations. The question is sure to arise in the editor’s mind
and in the ensuing editorial meeting and you should anticipate it.

Next, include a sample from the book, either part or all of a chapter.
Whatever you choose, it should sing. It should also, if you will forgive
me, reinforce the fact that you are a writer, and not just a purveyor
of words. Finding the proper piece to include, however, doesn’t mean
you have to have written the entire manuscript. Somewhere in that
preliminary research, one hopes, you've found enough material to
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allow you to produce a chunk of text that pleases you and captures
the voice and approach you plan to use in the entire book. Remember,
you’re still creating a “selling piece” and whatever you've written
for this sample, should the project go forward, will undoubtedly be
rewritten and revised, either by you or the editor, or both of you,
beyond recognition. For my taste, and comfort level, I always pre-
ferred a sample that was longer rather than shorter, clear and exciting
instead of a compendium of facts and figures, and, generally, some-
thing of real interest that I might not have known before about the
subject. If that turns out to be the opening of the book, fine; if not,
use whatever works best.

Finally, and this is especially important for new or as-yet unpub-
lished writers, explain who you are and how you will help sell the
book. If you’ve been published, by all means provide the details.
What’s important to convey here is why you are the person who should
write this book, more than anyone else. If you lecture, teach, have a
dozen cousins, all of whom manage large bookstores and will support
book signings, have made numerous television appearances, and do
anything else that sounds like it can be translated into promotion
possibilities or sales, this is the place to say so. The sad fact is that
publishers, generally, are still in the Dark Ages when it comes to mar-
keting and promoting their product; They need all the help they can
get. That’s not to say they want your suggestions about what they can
do for you in promoting the book; what they want to know is what
you can do for them.

What does the opening of a successful proposal look like, read like?
Here’s an example of one that brought a six-figure advance for the
author and resulted in a book that became, among other things, a
book club main selection.

Eyewitness to America

Tell me what happened . . .

Everyone wants to hear what the eyewitness says.

To know what really happened, and how it happened, we want the eyewitness
to describe it as it happened.

An eyewitness story sparks an immediacy and energy that no historian’s cold
analysis can capture. The correspondent on the scene, sharing the shocking jolt
of joy or horror in watching the world change in an instant, never fails to imprint
the event on our memory and imagination.

The eyewitness may not even fully understand what happened. No matter.
History begins with people caught in the minute-by-minute rush of events. Eye-
witness to America offers a picture of American history drawn from vivid first-
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hand accounts that give each event a freshness and urgency no historian could
duplicate.

Tell me what happened . . .

¢ an early settlement is almost wiped out by a mysterious plague, until a
Native American arrives and concocts an herbal cure . . .

¢ a fiery Southern belle rides a train home at the close of the Civil War and
witnesses the devastation left in the wake of Sherman’s March . ..

s an earthquake and fire level San Francisco, forcing eyewitness Jack London
to wander through the chaos and rubble . . .

» aNavy worker speeds on his motorcycle to the Pearl Harbor base, watching
plumes of fire and smoke rise from the burning ships . . .

e fresh from the internment camps that still hold their families, troops from
the “Go for Broke? Brigade advance up a mountainside in Germany, under
heavy fire, to rescue 200 trapped Army Rangers . . .

» the Chicago police fire tear gas on student protesters, and Studs Terkel, at
the Democratic National Convention . . . -

The book starts with accounts from the early European voyagers, and contin-
ues to the present day. Among the entries:

¢ Nathaniel Hawthorne takes 2 government job (1839)

s Cy Young throws baseball’s first perfect game (1904)

» Mark Twain and Jack London on San Francisco earthquakes {1868 &

1906) '

» A run on the Bank of California (1875)

o The first car in Detroit (1898)

o The first view from the Empire State Building (1931)

¢ The assassination of Bobby Kennedy (1968)

s Student protests in Chicago {(1968)

o Traffic jam at Woodstock (1969)

¢ A homicide investigation in Baltimore (1988)

This book was inspired by a similar volume, Eyewitness to History (originally
published in Britain as The Faber Book of Reportage), which offers accounts of
world events. It is a real, reading history book, with great writing, some surprising
entries, and a simple, formal design. Yet, from first glance, it is accessible and
entertaining.

The U.S. trade paperback of the Faber & Faber book, first published by Avon
in 1991, has sold over 120,000 copies after nine printings (at $12 retail). The
U.S. hardcover was a sleeper bestseller for Harvard University Press, netting about
30,000 copies after publication in 1988.

Eyewitness to America offers the same immediacy and surprise that delighted
readers of Eyewitness to History. It is aimed at those readers, and also the many
more whose particular interest in American history accounts for the great success
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of Don't Know Much about History (now in its 33rd printing) and Legends, Lies
and Cherished Myths of American History (210,000 trade paperbacks). It can
also be used as an American history reader at junior colleges and universities.

It is arranged chronologically. I am keeping editorial introductions to a mini-
mum. If a piece needs a long intro, it’s probably the wrong piece. Regarding dates,
the editor of Eyewitness to History, John Carey, set an appealing rule which I
plan to follow. Wherever possible, he chose events that could be pinned down to
a specific date—rather than simply a year or month. The few other chronological
collections I've found—Asmerican Datelines: One Hundred and Forty Major
News Stories From Colonial Times to the Present {Facts on File, 1990), Mirror
for Gotham (NYU Press, 1956)—didn’t press this point. As a result, they feel less
immediate,

I have arbitrarily defined America as the United States of America, including
the early history of the territory that eventually became an official part of the
republic. Admittedly, I have broken my own rule on a few occasions. For example,
I have included the fall of Havana, which altered domestic politics and led to an
important wave of Cuban immigration.

The final collection will include well-known events, such as the Salem witch
trials, the New York City draft tiots, the Last Spike, the Johnstown flood, the
Triangle Shirtwaist Company fire, the suffragettes, the executions of Sacco and
Vanzetti, Prohibition, the flying adventures of Amelia Earhart and Chuck Yeager,
and the internment of Japanese-Americans. It will also include some lesser known
events, such as a meeting of ships in mid-ocean so the captain’s wives could visit,
the battle between Texas fishermen and the Vietnamese immigrants who wanted
to work the same waters, and a look inside Bellevue.

In every case, the quality of the writing will be the overriding concern. Not
every author will be famous. Some pieces will even be anonymous. Yet famous
authors will certainly be included. Among them will be Ernest Hemingway, Studs
Terkel, Greil Marcus, H.1.. Mencken, Theodore H. White, John Gregory Dunne,
John Dos Passos, Richard Tregaskis, Ernie Pyle, Michael Herr, Mary Chestnut,
John Muir, George Templeton Strong, Ralph Ellison, Red Smith, Joan Didion,
Tom Wolfe. I am avoiding newspaper stories that were clearly assembled from
several eyewitness accounts. I am also avoiding newspaper stories that were more
influenced by a paper’s politics than by facts, for instance, most stories about
labor unrest written before the 1930s.

However, I am selecting some accounts that are clearly subjective, including
several that may offend the politically correct. Eliza Andrews’s account of return-
ing to a family plantation in southern Georgia is unrepentantly patriotic—for the
Confederacy. Howard Smith’s view of the Stonewall riot is hardly compassionate,
but it reflects the tone of 1969. Some selections describe an important part of the
everyday American experience, rather than a famous event. Frontierswoman
Helen Marnie Stewart’s meeting with the Sioux did not shape American history,
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But Stewart was part of the great wave of “emigrants” to the West in the 1850s,
most of whom were obsessed with meeting the various Native peoples, and her
is especially vivid. .
accz:r:te <s)f t}E:e piecis were written years after the event; yet one, Re!man Morin’s
Pulitzer prize—winning story of the Little Rock school riots, was dictated to the
Atlanta Associated Press office from a phone booth as the event occurred.

I plan to select about 300 accounts, averaging perhaps 1,000 words, for a
book of 550-600 pages.

I don’t believe the book should include illustrations, but I’'m open tc? other
views. (I think illustrations would make it look like a Bonanza Book instant
remainder, rather than a full-priced backlist staple.) .

The book will include an introduction from a prominent historian with appeal

in both general and college markets.
The book can be complete, with permissions cleared, by December 1995.

Straightforward, confident, authoritatiw{e', and with an acces(silble
voice, the proposal made for an easy dec1snc?n for an c?dltor an al}
abundance of quotable information for the editor to use in an edltonzjt
conference. It worked. Since then, the author has used the same .bas1c
format for proposing, successfully, two follow-up ’books—Eyewztness
to the American West and his current book, Eyewzt"nes.s to Wall Stregt.
Ive followed his career avidly, with enormous admiration, since ngxd
Colbert, the author, is not only my son, but a former agent/editor/
publisher who learned his lessons well and has successfully put them
into practice.

it’s your turn. ' '

?]r?l‘z;;tezul to David for permission to .include this portion of l}ils
proposal, as well as for his comments, wh;ch have helpec! shape 1t is
piece. I'm also grateful to Stacy Schiff, a writer of extraordinary talent
and a Pulitzer prize winner, for taking the time from he?r own writing
to offer a few suggestions as well. Finally, let me again reFommend

the books to which I've referred earlier, ?)y Richard Balkin .and by
Betsy Lerner, as being invaluable in learning, not how to write, but

how to be a writer.
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