Book publication

David Joy

At the risk of stating the obvious, an early decision to be made is which category seems most suitable for your aspirations: academic paper, general interest journal or book.  A key factor is the amount of text that you feel your chosen subject requires.  Between 6,000 and 8,000 words is widely considered to be an optimum length for academic papers.  Article lengths with general interest journals vary greatly but are usually less than 10,000 words.  If your researches are pointing to a text in excess of this length then book publication will generally be the preferred option.

Although RCHS members should need no such reminder, it is as well to be certain at this stage that what you are doing really is original research and not simply recycling previously published material.  If the latter is the case, the chances of interesting a serious publisher will be reduced.
The importance of publishing

Why write a book at all? It can take months and years, slaving away in a private world, shut off by the act of creativity from one’s family and friends.  Yet despite the agony and sheer hard graft, few things are ultimately so rewarding.  Putting words to paper brings a sense of achievement, especially at the end of it all when hopefully there will be a feeling that you have managed to express exactly what you were intending to say and have created something permanent.

Writing and publishing research should scarcely need justification, as research is arguably pointless unless the results are made widely available. The more difficult question is when the research should end and the writing begin. It should certainly not be when the very last detail has been discovered, checked and re-checked.  Historians in general — and transport historians in particular — have been guilty of falling into the trap of not committing finger to keyboard until they feel the research is one hundred per cent complete.  There is no such thing. I can think of a number of pre-grouping railway histories that have never appeared because the author insisted on unearthing the most tedious of minutiae before writing a single word.  The market has subsequently evaporated and sadly the potential readers who remembered such companies are no longer with us.

There is no precise moment when the writing should start but it makes sense to complete draft chapters as the work proceeds.  Although some of these may be fragmentary it does mean that the gaps are revealed and your researches can be slanted accordingly.  New information can then be added to the draft text, at first in substantial measure but gradually at a diminishing level as the gaps are filled.  There will come a point when what is being added will seem inconsequential in relation to the whole, and this is the moment to draw a line under your research endeavours.

Although this is a logical end to the relationship between research and writing, there is a lot to be said for approaching a publisher much sooner. In my publishing days I received several manuscripts of enormous size that clearly represented years of hard graft and yet had a potential readership that could be measured in little more than single figures.  They were excessively detailed, muddled, too long by half or simply had no market appeal.  An early approach to a publisher could have saved countless hours of wasted time, but the problem may have been that the author was unwilling to unveil his work to the world until he felt it was complete.  This is folly.

One other key area should be considered at this stage — and this is illustrations.  So often they are left until the text is complete, causing a long delay at the precise moment both author and publisher are anxious to proceed. It is far better to source pictures as you go along, short-listing those that you prefer and writing captions for them.
Approaching a publisher

A visit to any high street bookshop reveals that transport books have fallen out of favour with the larger publishers and are generally conspicuous by their absence.  The reasons were detailed by David St John Thomas in a thought-provoking article ‘Varieties of Railway and Canal History’ in the Society’s 50th Anniversary Journal (May 2004), but can be summarised in a phrase as over-production of mediocre titles.  Many books consist of nothing more than pictures arranged at random and kept apart by flimsy captions bereft of real information.

The paucity of transport titles should not induce despair. There are still many small and excellent publishers, producing quality books to a high standard and often specialising in particular themes or areas.  They can be located through the Internet, advertisements in transport magazines and journals, or by a visit to your local library or to preservation societies — these often have bookshops far more  impressive than the size of the undertaking might suggest. Several railway societies, including the RCHS and various company and line groups, also publish books that are too specialised to interest a commercial publisher.

Having identified a potential publisher, which will often be one with a list containing works similar to your own, what do you do next? There are certain clear conventions.  Write rather than phone — and be specific.  State why you are writing the book, exactly what it will cover and give an estimated completion date.  Include the total number of words — actual or projected — and indicate how the book will be illustrated.  Enclose a contents list and if possible a sample chapter.  Don’t be grovelling, overbearing, jocular, apologetic, or write at inordinate length.  Be brief and to the point, businesslike and professional.  Above all, convey the impression that your book will be accurate, authoritative and will have something new to say.  Although there is some truth in the belief that the transport market has passed its peak because all obvious subjects have been covered, there are nevertheless many openings for worthwhile new books.  This may well have influenced the thrust of your research in the first instance.  Take for example the area covered by my Lake Counties volume in the Regional Railway History series. The Furness Railway, the main company entirely within this region, still awaits someone to tell its extraordinary story in adequate detail.  [Later note: this has now been done.]  Little has been written on the Maryport & Carlisle since Jack Simmons’ pioneer work in 1947.  The whole saga of coal, iron and railways in West Cumberland has yet to be fully untangled.  As befits a legend in its own lifetime, the Settle–Carlisle has sustained a whole publishing industry but arguably the ultimate book on the line has still to be written.
From submission to acceptance

The Scottish poet Thomas Campbell (1777–1844) once caused outrage at an authors’ dinner by proposing a toast to Napoleon.  He quickly redeemed himself when he explained: ‘I agree that Napoleon is a tyrant, a monster, the sworn foe of our nation.  But gentleman, he once shot a publisher!’  Many authors who have been driven to distraction in dealings with publishers will sympathise.

One of the biggest single causes of grief is total failure of communication, an ironic situation in a business that revolves round words.  It is easy to forget that your own work may be one of many submitted to your chosen publisher in a short space of time and has to be carefully assessed.  With the best will in the world there is simply not the time to explain to authors what is happening — or not happening — and patience can often be strained.  However, there is reason in all things and if silence still prevails after say eight weeks then it is time for a reminder.  This may precipitate a rejection, when again the overwhelming majority of publishers have neither the time to explain the reasons for refusal or consider it prudent to do so.  Words tend to become hollow at this stage and one of the best rejection notes I ever encountered simply said: ‘Sorry!’  

Again bearing in mind that the purpose of this article is to encourage, let us assume that the first publisher you approach accepts the work. The next stage is to negotiate an agreement. Transport publishing is very different to best-selling fiction, where the contract is everything, but this in no way means that an agreement is unnecessary.  Contracts vary greatly in scope and complexity but at the very least should make clear the position on copyright, the delivery date, royalties, responsibility for illustrations, arrangements with book clubs, author’s copies and remaindering.  A sound agreement will also provide that an author must be consulted on any alterations to the text but equally must pay for excessive corrections at proof stage.  Contracts are a complex subject beyond the scope of this article but several key points need to be made.  All authors should think carefully before parting with the copyright in exchange for a lump sum, no matter how tempting the initial prospect.  Do be clear whether the royalties are a percentage of the retail price or the receipts received by the publisher — there is a big difference.  As publishers no longer have any control over the price at which retailers sell books, it is becoming increasingly the norm for royalties to be based on receipts.  Common percentages are 15% of receipts on hardbacks and 10% on paperbacks, with a lower figure for sales through book clubs where the publisher’s profit margin is generally slim.

Authors often ask about likely financial returns, but a precise answer cannot be given as sales are influenced by so many factors and vary greatly from title to title.  Money should not be the prime motive in writing transport books.  Take say a hardback retailing at £20 with a print run of 1,500 copies.  After trade discounts the publisher will receive an average of around £12 per copy.  At 15% this gives a royalty of £1.80 per copy and an ultimate return of £2,700 if the entire print run is sold.  This is not a lot for the number of hours involved — and many print runs are less than 1,500.

Another issue related to the agreement is that of reproduction fees for illustrations.  Fees charged by many museums and picture libraries are often high if not excessive and it is essential to know whether these are being met by the author or the publisher.  
Finally, authors should not only receive a specified number of free copies of their book — generally six — but should also be able to buy additional copies at a substantial discount.

Some of these points do not apply to a book placed with a society rather than a commercial publisher but several are still relevant and should not be overlooked by either party.
The craft of writing

Whether your work is in embryo form or well advanced when you approach a publisher, it will benefit from a complete reassessment once a contract has been agreed and it is destined to be put before what you hope is an eagerly awaiting public.

How can the text be made as readable as possible?  How can the content be best arranged?  Have all relevant aspects of the subject been properly considered?  Readability has much to do with style and there is a school of thought that this cannot be taught.  You can either write with a literary style or you can’t.  Equally, there are those who aver that participating in a writing course or subscribing to one of the magazines aimed at aspiring writers will bring great benefits.  Be that as it may, there is much to be said for looking at past transport books that have stood the test of time and are still as readable today as the day they were written.  A pioneer example is The Midland Railway: Its Rise and Progress first published in 1876.  Its author Francis Williams was one of the first with the ability to put technical railway matters across to the layman in a light and almost chatty way.  E L Ahrons, whose writings came to occupy an exclusive niche, wrote in similar vein.  An engineer, he combined sound technical knowledge with keen observation and a mischievous sense of humour.  Such asides as Cardiff Queen Street possessing ‘all the architectural attributes of a glorified fowl-house’, and the fate of Lancashire & Yorkshire passengers ‘becalmed’ at Todmorden, unquestionably helped the reader to cope with the mass of technical data that he also imparted.

More recent writers with the same ability have included John Thomas, with his many books on Scottish railway history, and L T C Rolt, who successfully embraced both canals and railways.  They also recognised that history divorced from the people who shaped it can be duller than the murkiest ditch-water.  How for example can someone write at length about the Settle–Carlisle railway with scarcely a mention of the thousands of men who strove on the bare Pennine hills to build the line against impossible odds?  Yet it has been done on more than one occasion.

Achieving that elusive concept of readability is not easy but there can be no excuse for sloppy arrangement.  Facts on a specific topic should be marshalled so that they appear in a logical order rather than scattered all over the place.  Quite what that logic should be is not always easy to decide, especially if the book has a regional basis.  If for instance it is looking at a series of branch lines, taking an overall chronological approach will obscure the development and decline of each branch.  Yet describing each line in a separate chapter or section masks the broad trends in the region as a whole.  It is a matter of assessing the best approach for your chosen subject or trying to steer a midway course and have a series of chronological chapters within which are separate thematic sections.

Some of the facts to be marshalled are obvious.  At the very least a railway text should include incorporation, construction, opening, route description, locomotives and rolling stock, accidents, train services and, where applicable, closure.  Some historians stop there but there is so much more that can be added to bring the book alive.  Who were the people closely associated with the line?  How many passengers were carried and were they travelling in comfort or squalor?  What goods were conveyed and where were they going?  What effects did the railway have on the surrounding landscape and communities?  Similar considerations apply to a work on canals.

One failing that kills many an otherwise good railway book is the overuse of initials.  Phrases such as ‘the GSWR and NBR asked the RCH for advice on their dispute with the CR regarding WCJS’ are not only dire but mean nothing to the non-railway reader.
The last lap

Eventually there comes the welcome moment when the book is virtually complete.  The introduction should be written at this stage and not as might be imagined at the outset.  Leaving it until last means that a broad overview can be taken of all the threads in the various chapters.  References and/or a bibliography need to be added and this is the moment when the chore of compiling the index has to be addressed, although the actual page numbers cannot be inserted until proof stage.  Taking what might appear to be the easy option and leaving the entire indexing until the book is in proof is likely to cause serious delays in production.  Give the text a final check and polish.  Be satisfied that you have avoided sesquipedalianism, an appropriate term for using long-winded expressions when shorter words will suffice.  Most books these days are written on computers with all sorts of aids intended to help, but you should never rely entirely on spell checks.  Often American-based, they also have the failing of being utterly logical and, as a simple example, will not advise that you should have written ‘from’ instead of ‘form’.  Carefully check the punctuation and especially correct use of the dreaded apostrophe.  The surprising 2003 best-seller Eats, Shoots & Leaves: The Zero Tolerance Approach to Punctuation by Lynne Truss is both helpful and a good read. If the publisher has not already advised you, it is prudent to check on ‘house style’ — for instance, use of single or double quotation marks, or whether numerals should be printed as figures or words.  Ensure that such usage is consistent throughout the text.

Then comes the emotional moment of parting with something that has occupied your waking hours for months on end. Most publishers now ask for the text to come on disc, or even as an e-mail attachment, so that it can go straight into production without the need to typeset.  Yet they should still be supplied with hardcopy text, if only because locomotive names, newspapers and the like are normally shown in italics and this is a face that is often lost in electronic transmission.

Once the publisher has received the manuscript it should in theory be placed before an editor.  It has been said that a good editor is beyond price, which is perhaps why standards of editing now vary enormously.  Yet no matter how outstanding you regard your text there is no doubt that an editor has a key role to play.  It is all too easy to get too close to what you have written, overlooking such fundamental failings as lack of clarity, tediously complex sentences and basic grammatical errors.  Try to work constructively with your editor and not be what publishers categorise as a Difficult Author — a tiresome individual who phones daily, argues over everything from a changed comma to the publication date and then does a total re-write at proof stage.

Now that most books are no longer typeset a key element of proof checking has in theory been overtaken by progress, so this should be a straightforward operation with minimal changes.

The final milestone is when copies are delivered to your door.  No matter how many books you write, this will always be an exciting moment. Few things in life can exceed the pleasure of seeing what was a heap of notes, pictures and muddle emerge as a printed book that is a joy to handle and — vanity of vanities — carries your name on the cover.

So go to it and begin writing, remembering the American humorist Peter de Vries who quipped that he wrote when he was inspired — and made certain he was inspired every day.
