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The Surviving Small 
Press:  Why Do You 
Want To Publish? 
 I get e-mail all the time from 
people who want to publish a book 
or start a newsletter or magazine.  
They ask how to go about it, but 
leave out the most important in-
formation I need to help them �  
why they want to do it. 
 �Why� is the biggest variable 
in the publishing equation, or any 
business decision for that matter.  
My father-in-law fixes lawn mow-
ers and sells them at a flea market.  
He does that because he�s retired 
and likes to work with his hands.  
The extra pocket money is just a 
bonus.  Another man may do the 
same thing to supplement his  
income.  Another may do it as a 
sole means of support.  Each man 
will go about it differently.   
 The same is true in independ-
ent publishing.  Some people pub-
lish for pleasure and are not con-
cerned with making a lot of money.  
They can afford to take their time 
and publish books that may sell 
slowly but surely.  In fact, a book 
that sells too many copies too fast 
could be a hardship to them. 
 On the other hand, someone 
who wants to make a living at it 
will have to be more concerned 
with raising capital, finding dis-
tributors, and producing titles that 
sell well enough to keep the busi-
ness going and provide a living for 
the publisher. 
 I got into publishing because I 
loved literary magazines and 
books.  I was fascinated by the 

processes of typesetting, printing, 
papermaking, and binding.  I loved 
going into little bookstores and 
pouring over the literary section for 
new small press publications.  And 
I would buy a lot of them. 
 Naively I assumed there were 
hoards of other people who did that 
as well, and if I published a maga-
zine and some books I�d have no 
trouble selling a thousand copies of 
each in no time.  After all, there are 
hundreds of colleges and thousands 
of English students all looking for 
the next Jack Kerouac or Alan 
Ginsberg. 
 There was some basis for my 
optimism in 1976.  You could still 
walk into a bookstore with an arm-
load of books and the manager 
would give them shelf space on a 
contingency basis.  If they sold, I 
got paid, if not the bookseller could 
give them back.  Now everything 
has to go through distributors and 
have bar codes � small press is not 
necessarily a mom and pop busi-
ness anymore. 
 Needless to say, I never sold 
enough books to make a living.  
And I had to adjust my expecta-
tions.  But I was publishing and I 
was happy enough with the results 
to keep going.  My rewards were 
getting to work with authors I re-
spected and the thrill that comes 
when you hold a new book in your 
hands that you made yourself. 
 Fast forward 26 years and the 
situation is much different.  There 
are still people who publish for 
pleasure, but there are many more  
 

(Continued on page 2.) 

From the Laughing 
Bear Inbox 
 Laughing Bear gets a lot of e-
mail from its website.  Some of it is 
used for article ideas and some for 
announcements, but I thought I�d 
start sharing some here with you as 
well.  My responses are in italics. 

 
 �Hello there -- 
�I�ve been sending folks to your 
site for definitions and information 
lately, but I have to tell you as s 
science fiction writer, fan, and 
sometime librarian, I find your his-
tory of small press in the US � 
(�The small press movement really 
got going in the late 1950�s with 
the Beat writers and became organ-
ized in the late 1960�s with the 
formation of COSMEP, the Com-
mittee of Small Magazine Editors 
and Publishers�) � is a bit light on 
essential information on the role 
the science fiction community 
played (through such organizations 
as FAPA, VAPA and etc.) in en-
couraging both amateur, semi-pro, 
and even professionals in the field.  
Ray Bradbury�s first publication 
was a fanzine, as was Damon 
Knight�s. 
 �At one point I was Curator of 
the UMBC Science Fiction  
Research Collection at the Albion 
O. Kuhn library � where I�d put 
together a collection of more than 
10,000 fanzines dating from the 
1930s on.  SF fandom was respon-
sible for coining the term fanzine, 
and for using the even shorter  
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Why Do You Want To 
Publish? (continued) 
who see publishing as their way 
into the business world and an op-
portunity to be independent and 
make a good living. 
 Publishing competitively these 
days is an expensive gamble.  In 
1976 I could publish 1,000 books 
for $600 and sell them for $2-$5 
apiece, or $5 for a magazine sub-
scription.  Now it can cost $2-$5 
just to produce each copy of a 
book, plus much more for promo-
tion and marketing � then postage 
is a couple bucks apiece to send 
books to reviewers, and of course 
you can�t get a book into a book-
store or newsstand without a dis-
tributor.  Every step of the way 
makes the book more expensive. 
 The possibility of making 
money on a book is much more 
realistic for a publisher today than 
it was in the late 1970�s.  The mar-
ket is larger.  Independently pub-
lished books are better produced 
and more widely accepted by the 
public.  If you can get a large dis-
tributor to handle your book or 
magazine, it will be on more book-
shelves.  But, the risk is huge.  
You�ve got to have the right publi-
cation at the right time in the right 
market right away. 
 There are easier ways to start 
out.  I hear from college students 
who want to start a magazine at 
least once a week.  I invariably 
advise them to find a magazine or 
newspaper in their area and try to 
get on as an intern.  Internships can 
earn college credit, build the per-
son�s credibility when it comes to 
finding investors and advertisers, 
and open the student�s eyes to the 
reality of being in business. 
 Beginning book publishers can 
start out with eBooks or publish-
on-demand books that don�t require 
a big investment, but can give them 
a feeling for the direction they�d 
like to take when they are ready to 
invest in a printed book project. 

 Anyone interested in publish-
ing can start with a website and do 
a book or magazine later if their 
site arouses enough interest.  I�ve 
said many times before that having 
a website is a great way to promote 
or sell a book, but the opposite can 
also be true � there have been nu-
merous examples of books being 
published as a natural extension of 
a popular website. 
 But why do you want to pub-
lish?  That�s the ultimate question.  
Publishing is a primal urge within 
human beings.  When a caveman 
drew stick figures representing a 
bison hunt on a sandstone wall, that 
was publishing.  We have a need to 
share what we know, what we 
think, what we feel.  And we have a 
need to preserve those things in 
some way so others can learn from 
them or marvel at them.  It may be 
by word of mouth, through stories 
or songs, drawings, letters, books 
or magazines, but it all comes 
down to communication. 
 As publishing became more 
sophisticated, it became necessary 
and desirable for the publisher to be 
reimbursed for their time and trou-
ble.  And in many cases, profit be-
came the motive, but that�s okay 
because it encouraged more com-
munication and some of it has en-
riched our lives. 
 But if you want to publish, 
don�t feel like you have to do it like 
everyone else.  If you can afford to 
publish and promote a trade paper-
back for $20,000, great.  If you 
have the resources and stamina, 
you�ll probably make your money 
back.  But if you just want to lay 
down your family history or share 
your poetry or preserve some reci-
pes, you run off a few dozen copies 
on a $100 bubble jet printer.  Two 
of my most treasured volumes are 
family histories done by two of my 
sisters and bound in three-ring 
binders.  It would be nice if they 
were bound books, but then again 
they�d never have been published. 

 Don�t be restricted by today�s 
technologies.  I can�t tell you how 
many times I�ve heard, �But I can�t 
use a computer.�  Well, don�t use a 
computer.  There were a number of 
good books written and published 
before personal computers.  Type it 
on a typewriter and photocopy it, or 
hand write it even.  Just do it. 
 Here�s an example of one of 
the e-mails I have gotten that is 
typical.  The writer is starting a 
magazine called Full:  �I read your 
web page and I loved the informa-
tion I received. I would like to 
know where would one go for 
grants and loans to get this Full 
project off the ground. I have laid 
out my blueprint. Now I need to 
know how to get the advertisers as 
well as the financial backing other 
than my life savings. I know that 
will not be enough.� 
 How can I answer that?  What 
is Full full of, and why do you 
want to do it?  So I have to go 
through a maze of assumptions.  If 
Full is a literary magazine, go here, 
but if it is a regional magazine, go 
there.  If it is an entertainment 
magazine, as are most are that peo-
ple want to start up lately, you need 
to do this, but if it is a trade maga-
zine you need to do that.  How old 
are you?  What do you do?  What 
do you want to do?  Are you doing 
this by yourself, or will you have a 
staff?  Paid or volunteer?  Are you 
going to write it yourself or bring 
in writers?  How will you pay 
them? 
 It is likely the person writing 
the e-mail does have specific goals 
and plans, but they have a hard 
time expressing those plans in 100 
words or less.  They�ve thought 
everything out, they have a rough 
plan, but they haven�t gone through 
the motions of writing it out. 
 That�s going to have to be their 
first challenge in getting their pub-
lishing company underway.  If 
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Why Do You Want To 
Publish? (continued) 
you can�t tell me what you want to 
do, how are you going to explain it 
to readers, subscribers, distributors, 
advertisers, investors, suppliers, 
partners, or employees? 
 You need to articulate your 
vision, and the most common way 
to do that in business is with a mis-
sion statement.  This is a 25-100 
word statement that encapsulates 
what your business is, what you 
want it to do, and how you intend 
to get there. 
 Granted, many companies 
have turned their mission state-
ments into meaningless propaganda 
to be used for self-promotion.  I 
think there must be an MBA class 
in writing long, lavish statements 
that say nothing whatsoever.  
That�s not the purpose of a mission 
statement. 
 The mission statement is a tool 
to help you define your business 
and what you want from it.  It 
doesn�t have to be profound.  This 
would be a good start for a maga-
zine:  �Horn magazine takes a fresh 
look French horn players with pro-
files of young musicians and inter-
views with professionals.  With 
aggressive marketing to school and 
collegiate music programs, we pro-
ject growth of 15% per year.� 
 That is by no means a great 
mission statement, but it is a start, 
and much better than, �I�m want to 
start a magazine called Horn.  Now 
what?� 
 Once Horn has published an 
issue and tried promoting it, the 
publisher will take what they�ve 
learned and revise the mission 
statement.  And they�ll continue to 
do so throughout the life of the 
magazine.  The same applies to 
book publishing and any other 
business for that matter. 
 One reason to do a mission 
statement is to keep you honest.  
With magazines, especially, it is 
easy as time goes on to lose sight of 

your original purpose.  You start 
signing the wrong advertisers or 
printing the wrong articles and 
gradually you move away from 
your subscribers.  Then they, inevi-
tably, leave you.  Your mission 
statement is a touchstone to help 
you keep focused on what is impor-
tant to you and your business. 
 Once the mission statement is 
done, you need to work on a busi-
ness plan and budget.  A business 
plan is just an outline of what you 
want to accomplish and how to get 
there without expending all your 
resources along the way. 
 Your business plan should 
project expenses and goals as far as 
you can foresee them � at least a 
year, preferably several.  And be 
realistic in your expectations, The 
Enron and dot-com disasters  
happened because of exaggerated 
projections. 
 The plan is what you�ll have to 
present to loan officers, advertisers, 
and anyone else you want to invest 
their money or services to your 
endeavor.  It is absolutely essential 
if you hope to win grants or get 
loans to help you get started and 
support you along the way. 
 You wouldn�t start a garden 
without knowing how much space 
you have for planting, the soil con-
ditions, what kind of plants you 
want to raise, which will do well in 
your area, and how much money 
you have to spend. 
 If you didn�t pay attention to 
those things, you�d probably end up 
with an expensive, dead garden.  
The best of intentions won�t make 
tulips bloom in the desert. 
 The same is true in publishing.  
Wanting to do it is not enough.  
You�ve got to look at why you 
want to do it.  The gardener could 
say, �I want to raise tulips to make 
my yard colorful.�  Well, do some 
research and plant flowering cactus 
instead.  Or move to another part of 
the country.  You�ll have better 

results and reach the same goal.  

Laughing Bear Inbox  
(continued) 

�zine� that was later adopted by the 
larger self-publishing and small 
press community. 
 �Yeah, I know, it�s only  
science fiction, but I like it�. 
 �Thanks for the informative 
site!! 
 � Steve Miller 
 Liaden Universe, co-author � 
http://www.korval.com 

 
 �Hello,  
 �My friends and I want to start 
a free music mag. We are going to 
pay all the costs out of pocket but 
are at a loss about how to get the 
magazine printed. At first we 
thought that going to Kinkos would 
suffice, however we calculated the 
cost to be staggering. we want 
about 1,000 copies and we were 
wondering if you knew of a 
cheaper way to get our mag 
printed.� 
� Anonymous 
 �For 1,000 copies, you will do 
better going with a regular printer 
than photocopying. Try some local 
print shops and get estimates. 
You'll probably get a better price 
from a small independent shop than 
from one that belongs to a chain 
since you can bargain a little. Re-
peat business is very important to 
them, so tell the printer you intend 
for this to be a ongoing relation-
ship with them and they will proba-
bly give you a better price. They 
can also be helpful with your layout 
� are your margins big enough, did 
you leave enough room in the mid-
dle for the gutter (center fold), etc. 
Remember, if you have any images 
that bleed � in other words, ink is 
going to have to go all the way out 
to the edge of the paper, it will cost 
you a lot more. If you have them 
fold and staple the magazines, it 
may cost more, but you may save 
enough on printing to pay for it.  
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Laughing Bear Inbox  
(continued) 

It'll save a lot of time, you won't  
have to buy special equipment, and 
it will look better.� 

 
 �What is your thought about 
buying an existing magazine? 
 �What should the price be?� 
 Thanks,  Jim Herrera 
 �It depends on how healthy the 
magazine is and why the previous 
owner wants out. Buying an exist-
ing magazine that has a reasonable 
circulation and, more importantly, 
a strong rates of subscriber re-
newal could save you a lot of 
startup costs and time. You need to 
have all the circulation numbers, 
from renewals to new subscribers, 
for the past few years.  
 �You need to find out the  
liabilities of the magazine � out-
standing debts and loans; contracts 
with suppliers, advertisers,  
distributors, legal actions, and even 
writers that you are going to have 
to be responsible for if you become 
the new owner; real estate or 
leases, condition of equipment, 
warehousing for back issues.  
These are all factors that could 
cause you problems. 
 �You also need to find out 
what the magazine's assets are. 
That could also include contracts 
with writers and advertisers, as 
well as any real estate, equipment, 
and inventory. 
 �You need to take a look at the 
business plan for the magazine and 
tax returns, and ideally have a law-
yer and/or accountant look at them 
too. This is kind of like buying a 
very expensive used car. It may 
look nice on the outside, but it's 
what's under the hood that counts 
in the long run. 
 �As to a fair price, you need to 
weigh the liabilities against the 
assets and especially the circula-
tion figures. Then based on its  
current condition and rate of  
return, decide how long you can 

wait for it to turn a profit for you. 
In overly simple terms, if it costs 
$100,000 and has shown a profit 
(not gross income) of $25,000 a 
year, it would take four years be-
fore you see a cent. That's assum-
ing you pay cash and continue to 
run it as it has been run in the past 
� no loans, boost in marketing, or 
other new expenses. 
 �That may sound expensive, 
but startup costs can be propor-
tionally much more for a brand 
new startup that has to build a 
market from scratch. A new maga-
zine can easily spend five years 
losing money before you'll know 
with certainty whether it has a vi-
able, long term market. 
 �There have been very few 
overnight successes in the maga-
zine industry that have survived the 
first few years. Look at John Ken-
nedy, Jr.'s George � a huge success 
a first, but ultimately a huge bust. 
And The Atlantic and Vanity Fair 
have been resurrected every decade 
or so since time began. Even Life 
and The Saturday Evening Post 
have been around the block a few 
times.  
 �You need to look closely at 
why the magazine is being sold. If 
the current owner is retiring due to 
age or health, that's one thing. But 
if they are trying to sell because 
they see a decline coming, that's 
another. The only way you can be 
assured of their motives is to do 
some research. If they don't want to 
show you the information you need 
to establish a fair price, walk away. 
Same goes if they try to rush you 
into a commitment. If they need 
money fast, something is definitely 

wrong.�  

 
Announcements 
 The Poetry Connection (http:// 
www.ThePoetryConnection.com) 
is a newsletter listing editors and 
publishers, as well as other re-
sources and information for poets. 
 

 

Advertising:  Insert ads, in the form of 
flyers to be inserted in newsletter mail-
ings, are welcome.  Send 200 copies of 
the ad with $50, and the ad will be 
mailed with the next issue of the news-
letter.  Contest and other events or 
promotions that solicit money in the 
form of reading or other entry fees will 
not be accepted. 
  Authorization to photocopy items 
for internal or personal use, or for the 
internal or personal use of specific 
clients, is granted by Laughing Bear 
Press, provided that US$ .30 per copy is 
paid directly to Copyright Clearance 
Center, 222 Rosewood Dr., Danvers, 
MA 01923 USA.  For those organiza-
tions that have been granted a photo-
copy license by CCC, a separate system 
of payment has been arranged.  The fee 
code for users of the Transactional 
Reporting Service (unlicensed users) is 
1056-0327/$ .30.  Please write that 
code on your check. 
 

 Writing To Be Seen (Bob 
Grumman and Crag Hill, eds.; 
1708 Hayworth Rd., Port Char-
lotte, FL 33952; $24.00 ppd) is 
the title of volume one of the 
first major American anthology 
of visual and related poetries in 
30 years � not Waiting To Be 
Seen, as I erroneously reported 
in issue 132. 
 The Proofreaders� Proof-
reader (Jessica Keet, 1530 S. 
Saltair Ave., Ste. 11, Los Ange-
les, CA 90025; http://www. 
proofreadersproofreader.com; 
phone/fax 310-826-8310) is a 
professional proofreading ser-
vice.  Contact Jessica for a free 
quote on proofreading or copy 
editing. 
 Paragon Prepress Inc. 
(Shailander Malhotra, N-31, 
Kalkaji, New Delhi-110019 
India; phone: 91-11-622-4451; 
http://www.paragonpress.com) 
provides services for publishers 
from typesetting, layout and 
design to computer graphics. 
 Keith Larson (Keithtoons 
@yahoo.com) is a magazine 
cartoonist who has done illus-
trations for a self-publisher and 
would like to do more books. 
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