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War Behind the Scenes 
Lightning Source Inc. vs. amazon.com 

 
In the days of yore, there were only two choices 

for getting a book published. One could send a 

manuscript off to publisher after publisher and 

hope for the best, or one could prepare camera-

ready copy for a printer to do a print run. Finding a 

traditional publisher was hit-and-miss at best. 

Hiring a printer to print the books meant one 

would end up with a garage full of books with 

virtually no way to distribute them. There were 

many distributors for traditionally published books, 

Ingram and Baker & Taylor 

being the two largest in the 

US and they distributed the 

vast majority of books 

published in the US. 

(Ingram distributed books 

to mostly bookstores while 

Baker & Taylor handled 

distribution to libraries and 

academic institutions.) 

Enter amazon.com. 

Jeff Bezos brought 

amazon.com online in 

1995, during the beginning 

of the ‗dot com‘ era, as a 

virtual bookstore. It made perfect sense for him (or 

anyone else) to do it. His virtual inventory 

consisted of almost all the books listed in the 

electronic bibliographic reference, Books in Print. 
(The few exceptions included pornography and the 

like.) The important concept here was virtual 

inventory. Mr. Bezos didn‘t have too physically stock 

any books. All he had to do was have a book drop-

shipped to the customer when he received an 

order. Most of these drop-ship orders went 

through the book distributor Ingram. During the 

early years, amazon.com was able to struggle up to 

about a 5% market share, meaning they were selling 

about one out of every twenty books sold.  

The plot thickened. Also in 1995, Harvey 

Ross was granted US patents for his book-on- 

demand concepts and technology which were 

critical to print on demand book production. Two  

years later Ingram started a standalone company, 

Lightning Print, later to become Lightning Source, 

using this patented book-on-demand technology to 

offer publishers a way to keep back titles ―in print‖ 

while not requiring any valuable warehouse space. 

(Ingram and Lightning Source just recently 

prevailed in the lawsuit filed against them for using 

this technology without paying royalties to the 

inventor.) 

The Ingram Book Group was the most 

important distributor for commercially available 

books and very hard to get as a distributor, but 

Ingram automatically distributed titles printed by 

Lightning Source and this was significant since 

Lightning Source allowed 

discounts of up to 20%. The 

discount was the amount off 

the cover price that went to 

booksellers who bought the 

book, ie. a $10 book with a 

20% discount was sold to 

bookstores for $8. Normal 

distribution discounts were 

55% to 60%; so a $10 book 

with a 60% discount would 

normally be sold to bookstores 

for $4. Hence, physical 

bookstores were loath to stock 

print-on-demand books, but 

not so amazon.com as they 

listed these books for sale since they didn‘t have to 

buy and physically stock them. (amazon.com does 

physically stock a few of their bestsellers.) 

The combination of a short discount and an 

automatic listing with Ingram and amazon.com 

was a strong incentive for small to medium sized 

publishers to start flocking to Lightning Source as 

their printer, plus publishers could now offer their 

books without having the expense of warehousing 

their inventory. (On the dark side, it was also now 

easier and more profitable for scam artists and 

author mills to take advantage of unwary writers.) 

amazon.com grew. Most people figured 

amazon.com would go the way of the dodo along 

with all the other dot com startups that were failing 

as the dot com bubble began to burst, but over the 

next few years amazon.com continued its
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 growth and expanded its line of products. 

Consumers considered the product review feature 

on amazon.com to be a great thing. Not only did 

amazon.com quickly become the de facto 

bibliographic reference for books, but for other 

products as well. For example, anyone wishing to 

find out which camera was the best one to buy 

could now easily do so at amazon.com. 

Notably, toward the end of the year 2000, 

amazon.com began offering free shipping on 

orders over $100. In August of 2002, amazon.com 

lowered the free shipping threshold to $25. 

Customers were now more tempted to buy from 

amazon.com rather than going to a local merchant 

to make a purchase. This was especially true for 

books since a local bookseller often didn‘t have the 

book in stock that a customer wanted. The 

bookseller could order the book, but so could the 

customer. 

New publishers sprung up. Many new, 

small to medium size publishing houses found that 

using the Lightning Source–amazon.com 

publishing model exclusively while ignoring 

traditional bookstores as a retail outlet was indeed 

profitable. Many new vanity publishers came into 

being too, as did a few print-on-demand facilitating 

companies such as Lulu.com. Lightning Source 

grew and as a result so did the amazon.com virtual 

inventory of print-on-demand titles. More and 

more people began waiting to shop at 

amazon.com until they had a list of items that 

would, when ordered together, qualify for free 

shipping. When anyone ordered several short 

discount titles, the profit amazon.com made didn‘t 

cover the shipping costs for the books. 

Shot across the bow. As significant as 

Lightning Source became, they weren‘t the only 

print-on-demand printer available. Prominent in 

the POD field were companies like 360 Digital, Adi 

Books and BookSurge. In April 2005, 

amazon.com acquired BookSurge and entered into 

head-to-head competition with Lightning Source. 

Lightning Source maintained a significant 

advantage over Booksurge with a perceived better 

quality product, lower cost of production and the 

lowest Booksurge discount was 40% while 

Lightning Source maintained their lowest discount 

of up to 20%, which meant more profit for the 

publisher.  

More shots fired. In an unprecedented 

move in late 2006, amazon.com insisted that 

publishers not sell books to retail customers for less 

than the RRP (recommended retail price or cover 

price). By this time, amazon.com had attained at 

least a 20% market share, meaning that for every 

five books sold, amazon.com sold one of them. 

Publishers, especially publishers using amazon.com 

as their major retail outlet, were forced to comply. 

amazon.com fired again. In July 2005, 

amazon.com acquired CreateSpace, an on-demand 

DVD distributor (print-on-demand for DVDs). By 

2007, CreateSpace had expanded to print-on-

demand books with a price structure slightly lower 

than the Lightning Source price structure. 

CreateSpace was using Booksurge as their printer. 

Still, very few publishers moved to CreateSpace or 

Booksurge, so amazon.com started turning off the 

buy buttons on publisher‘s books that hadn‘t 

moved to CreateSpace or Booksurge. This caused 

an outcry in the publishing community throughout 

the entire world. 

Ingram responded. Ingram brought 

Lightning Source under its corporate umbrella thus 

making Lightning Source an official branch of 

Ingram, no longer a standalone company. Now 

amazon.com was in the same boat that they had 

placed others in. If Ingram decided not to let 

amazon.com sell Ingram books, it‘s doubtful that 

amazon.com would receive just a bloody nose. 

amazon.com stopped turning off the buy buttons 

on most POD titles. This fight is likely to continue 

for some time. 

Meanwhile, back at the ranch. 

amazon.com had significantly damaged physical 

bookstore sales and there was nothing bookstores 

could do about it. It was absolutely impossible for 

any bookstore to physically stock all of the more 

than five million books in print. That would have 

required more than sixty miles of bookshelves.  

As of September 2008, amazon.com maintains 

the advantage with its virtual stock of almost every 

book in print and a market share of more than 

30%, but Ingram/Lightning Source have teamed 

with the Espresso Book Machine people. Espresso 

Book Machines are print-on-demand technology 

for point of sale distribution, like a vending 

machine for books. Any bookseller with an 

Espresso Book Machine will be able to print any 

book in the Lightning Source database, on the 

spot, and sell it to the customer right there and 

then. The customer won‘t have to wait for it to 

arrive in the mail. The first model book machine 
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 is already in service at a few locations in the US. 

The next generation machine is being build to be 

faster, better and cheaper. It‘s easy to predict that in 

the not-too-distant future not only will customers 

be able to have their digital pictures printed at Wal-

Mart, but will likely be able to have books printed 

at the same kiosk. 

Another skirmish of note. In mid-2006, 

another battle took place 

between amazon.com and 

print-on-demand facilitators. 

The technical proficiency 

required and cost of the 

required software to use 

Lightning Source prompted 

several companies to fill a niche 

and make it easier for 

publishers and writers to get their works in the 

Lightning Source database. Examples of the 

companies were CafePress, Outskirts Press, and 

Lulu.com. The basic question fought over was, Just 

exactly who was the publisher of these books? Was it the 

facilitator or the author?‘ The result was a very simple 

and precise definition of a publisher as the owner 

of the ISBN.  

An ISBN (ī-es-bē-en) or (îz-bin) in some circles, is 

the ubiquitous barcode number on the back cover 

of books as well as the printed number on the 

copyright page. ISBN stands for International 

Standard Book Number and one number is 

assigned to a publisher for every unique edition of a 

book. In the US, R. R. Bowker is the agency that 

assigns the numbers (for a fee in the US).  

This definition changed the listing of who the 

publisher of record was on many POD titles. 

Before this battle, it was common practice for a 

facilitator to purchase a large block of ISBNs and 

sell one number at a time to their customer making 

the customer the publisher of record. After the 

battle, the listed publisher of record was the 

facilitator. This battle also changed the policy at R. 

R. Bowker. Before the battle, the smallest block of 

ISBNs anyone could buy was ten. Now Bowker 

allows the purchase of a single ISBN. 

Right after this scrap over who the publisher 

was, amazon.com‘s CreateSpace started offering 

‗free ISBNs‘ when using their service to publish a 

book. What they were doing was printing the 

barcode on the back of the cover and letting the 

author/publisher know what the number was so it 

could be added to the copyright page, but they 

weren‘t filing any information with R. R. Bowker. 

CreateSpace/amazon.com owned the numbers 

and simply used the number as an ASIN, Amazon 

Standard Identification Number. No ISBN was 

ever officially assigned to the book. Titles created 

like this thru CreateSpace were only available thru 

CreateSpace and amazon.com. Even if you had 

your own ISBN, the title was still only available 

thru CreateSpace and 

amazon.com, but having your 

own ISBN allowed you to use 

Lightning Source (or any other 

printer) to make your title 

available through bookstores in 

conjunction with CreateSpace 

and amazon.com. (These rules 

are still in place.) 

Is using CreateSpace a bad deal? Not really. 

Physical bookstores are still loath to carry POD 

titles for a number of reasons. The majority of 

POD sales still occur online, primarily thru 

amazon.com with BN.com (Barnes & Noble.com) 

coming in at a distant second place.  

Conclusion: Any way you slice it, print-on-

demand is the new, next-now thing in publishing 

with worldwide distribution a normal part of the 

package. We are living in an unprecedented time in 

history to be published. Are you there yet? The 

world is waiting.  
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It is fitting that Thanksgiving comes before 

Christmas. Much like a prelude, Thanksgiving 

provides a time of reflection, a time to remember 

and be thankful for God‘s faithfulness and 

provision. The simplicity of Thanksgiving enables 

us to focus on what is important-what really 

matters. If we let it, Thanksgiving can spill over 

into Christmas and allow us to weed through the 

busyness of the season and grasp its real meaning, 

the celebration of Christ coming into the world for 

all mankind. 

I recently re-read a book, which I bought while 

visiting the Biltmore in 2003. It is entitled, 

THANKSGIVING, A Time to Remember, by 

Barbara Rainey. In it she writes:  

―We gather together to ask the Lord‘s 

blessings.‖ So begins a wonderful hymn often sung 

at Thanksgiving. Although most Americans‘ lives 

don‘t center around a literal harvest anymore, many 

of us do gather together every year on the fourth 

Thursday of November to enjoy family and partake 

of the abundance of this land. Increasingly I‘ve 

heard people say that Thanksgiving is their favorite 

holiday. Is that surprising? Though it‘s a holiday 

sandwiched between the increasingly popular 

Halloween and the overwhelmingly merchandised 

Christmas, Thanksgiving remains the holiday of 

‗coming home.‘ It‘s a holiday of rest—in stark 

contrast to the frenzy of obligations and spending 

that threaten to destroy the essence of Christmas.‖ 

Reading this part of the introduction brought 

back to my conscious thoughts words I had penned 

on Thanksgiving many years ago. Further reading 

Rainey‘s book reminded me of the hardships 

endured and sacrifices made by our forefathers in 

coming to and settling this new land which is now 

ours to enjoy, both with its beauty and its bounty. 

In the mid 70‘s while attending a circle meeting at 

our Church, the program leader put a paper plate in 

front of us on which she had placed six kernels of 

corn. At that time, these six kernels represented the 

world‘s food supply and the corn left on the cob 

represented the food in the United States. I don‘t 

know the current ratio of food in our country to 

that in the rest of the world, but I‘m certain it is 

tilted in our direction. With all of our country‘s 

problems, which are increasing daily at this writing, 

we continue to have bounty, and, yet, with this 

bounty, there are people in the United States who 

don‘t have adequate food for their families. Did 

you ever wonder how many hungry people you‘ve 

passed on the street while on your way to eat in a 

restaurant? 

Most likely when you read this article, I will be 

in the western part of our country. Our son is 

getting married on October 11 in Lake Tahoe. My 

husband and I are driving to the wedding and are 

looking forward to enjoying the sites as we go. We 

feel blessed. A plaque hangs at my back door that 

reads, ―Simple pleasures, abundant blessings, 

grateful hearts.‖ That sums up my feelings. When 

we arrive back home, the ―season of coming 

home,‖ as Rainey called it will be on the horizon. 

With the responsibilities of Christmas pressing, I 

want to take a long pause at Thanksgiving. I want 

to reflect on my blessings, one of which is the 

young lady who grew up on the opposite side of 

our continent has made our son very happy. For 

that and many other things, I am very grateful. 

 

Barbara H. Shaver 
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Gert Slabach: A Mennonite Poet with a Flair for 

Everyday Life 

Gertrude Slabach writes about ordinary stuff. 

Her inspiration comes from home, family, and faith 

in God. She writes most of her poems when she's 

cleaning the house, and her house must be clean 

before she feels comfortable enough to write. 

 Slabach is the busy wife, mother of six children, 

and nurse. In addition to her many duties at home, 

she works two to three days a week in nursing. She 

is inspired to write to "express what's in my heart." 

And she says that, "God is good even when life 

hurts." 

She needs no special inspiration to write poetry 

and can write on demand. Recently she received a 

request to write a poem for her class reunion about 

former students who  are no longer here. 

 She also writes personal poems for her family 

on birthdays and anniversaries. Plus she's been 

published in many church publications including 

the Church Conference Newsletter. 

Slabach discovered that she had a gift for 

writing in the 6th grade. Her teacher told her that 

she has a gift, and Slabach said that she was 

honored. Writing mostly in the free-verse style as a 

teenager, she now writes more traditional poems 

that rhyme. "It just comes out that way," she said. 

She also said that she writes mainly for personal 

fulfillment. "I write not to fill somebody else‘s soul, 

but to empty mine." 

She's been published in several Writer's Studio 

venues and has written a regular column for the 

Boston Banner, a regional newspaper. Some of 

these writings have been compiled in a book 

entitled Southside Glimmers, and it can be purchased 

at the Windmill Bakery in South Boston, Va. 

Those days at Northern High School 
When we thought the world was ours 
And we set out to conquer 
And reach beyond the stars. 
 
Those days are now behind us; 
We've conquered, and we've failed. 
But memories linger with us 
Of those in our hearts we've held. 
 
So as I look around me, 
It's quite plain to see 
That some who used to join us 
No longer keep us company. 
 
Their friendly smiles are absent; 
Their time on earth has passed. 
Still we cherish that we knew them; 
Though they're gone, their memories last. 
 
Gertrude M. Slabach 
July 11, 2008 
Written for the 35 year reunion of the 
NHS class of 1973 

 

 

 

Shirley Mandel 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Ink QUARTERLY 

 

The crocheted afghan is worn and tattered.  

Seventeen years of naptime and nighttime have left 

loosely-hanging fringes and fading colors.  Two 

aunties on both sides of her family and a gracious 

neighbor have loosened edges of yarn, re-crocheted 

the edges, and tied knots at corners, multiple times.   

Nevertheless, it keeps unraveling, with frayed edges 

dangling forlornly.  I sometimes wonder just how 

much longer this blankie will last! 

It was a newborn baby gift from her 

grandmother and from me.  Months before the 

birth of each of my children, I chose and purchased 

yarn for an afghan.  Then, because I don‘t enjoy 

crocheting, I gave the yarn to my mother-in-law 

who graciously and lovingly crocheted a baby 

afghan for each unborn child.   Sarah Beth‘s afghan 

was one of the last baby afghans her grandmother 

completed.  Merely nine months after our 

daughter‘s birth, her grandmother went to Heaven. 

Her three older brothers owned grandma-

crocheted afghans as well; they used them for a few 

years, and then each outgrew the need to sleep with 

a special blanket.  So their blankets are safely stored 

in moth-proof, mouse-proof tubs in our attic, 

awaiting the right moment to be returned to their 

owners.  But this princess has chosen to keep hers, 

and she still uses it, almost nightly.   

What is so special about it? I‘ve asked my teen. 

―My grandma made it for me, and I can run my 

fingers through it when I sleep,‖ she responds. 

Even as a baby, she‘d entwine her fingers with 

the yarn as I rocked and nursed her.  Later, she‘d 

cuddle with the blanket in her crib, pushing pudgy 

fingers through the openings between the yarns.  

As she grew older, her blanket went along with her 

anytime she slept at someone else‘s house.  It was 

her comfort, her security, and her reminder of 

home. 

Once, when the extended family was together 

for a weekend, each person was to bring something 

that reminded them of Mom Slabach or else share a 

memory about her. 

 ―I want to hear my uncles and aunts share their 

memories of my grandma,‖ another granddaughter 

had requested.  ―I want to know more about her 

from those who knew her well.‖ 

So that evening, with over forty of us in one 

room, we took turns sharing things we 

remembered. Sarah Beth had her blanket with her 

that evening.  ―I never knew Grandma, but it‘s 

special to me to have this blanket that she made for 

me.  I like knowing that her fingers and hands 

touched this afghan even before mine did,‖ she told 

her family. 

The other day I found the blanket in her room 

when she was out of town.  I decided this was a 

good time to wash it.  When she came home, her 

blanket was folded neatly on her bed, faded from 

wear, but clean. 

―You washed my blanket!‖ she wailed.  ―It 

doesn‘t even smell right now.‖ 

But she slept with it that night, weaving her 

fingers through its stitches.  I was sure that, within 

a few days, the familiar scent would be back. 

In less than a year, she‘ll be heading off to 

college.  There is no doubt in my mind that her 

blanket will go with her, reminding her of those 

who loved her even before she was born.  She will 

still feel that love, I am certain. 

Even though there are other blankets that are 

cleaner, less frayed, less tattered, and less worn, this 

is the one that will be sure to go with her.  I like to 

think that, when she‘s feeling lonely and adrift in an 

unknown sea of faces and events, she‘ll sleep well 

in her bed, her blanket nestled beside her head.  

And, as she laces her fingers through its threads, 

she‘ll think of us and of home.  Surely she will 

remember that she is special and that she is loved 
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Virginia Author Joe Tennis 
“The Route 58 Book Guy” 

 
The first time I saw Joe Tennis, someone said, 

―You know who he is. The Route 58 Book Guy.‖ 
  
Joe Tennis is the author of Beach to Bluegrass: 

Places to Brake On Virginia’s Longest Road (The 
Overmountain Press, $17.95). This informative, 
more-than-just-a travel guide takes its readers on a 
driving tour of history, legend and lore to hot spots 
on or very near Virginia‘s US Route 58.  
Beach to Bluegrass: Places to Brake On Virginia’s 

Longest Road is Tennis‘ third book. In just over four 
years he has written four books and each book is a 
testament to Joe‘s love of folklore and the history 
of Virginia and Tennessee. His 
fourth book has just been 
released, Sullivan County, 
Tennessee: Images of America 
(Arcadia Publishing) and his 
other books are Southwest 
Virginia Crossroads (The 
Overmountain Press) and The 
Marble and Other Ghost Tales of 
Tennessee and Virginia (Backyard 
Books).   

US Route 58 is the 
Commonwealth‘s longest road 
stretching for more than 500 
miles from Virginia Beach to 
the border of Kentucky at Cumberland Gap. 
Among Beach to Bluegrass: Places to Brake On Virginia’s 
Longest Road‘s 58 chapters are stories told of the 
―Last Capitol of the Confederacy,‖ ― Tragedy on 
Tobacco Road,‖ ―Confederate Graffiti,‖ ―Fake 
Lake‖ and ―The Real Mayberry.‖ Other stories 
include points of interest including lighthouses, 
covered bridges, waterfalls, swamps, accounts of 
bloody rebellions, forts and Civil War sites, haunted 
hotels, mountain music and accounts of famous 
people such as Jefferson Davis, Daniel Boone, 5-

star General Douglas MacArthur, Gregory Peck, 
George Washington, Eleanor Roosevelt, Adolph 
Coors, R.J. Reynolds and Johnny Cash. 

For me, reading Beach to Bluegrass was very much 
like a walk down memory road. Do you remember 
car trips when you were a kid? I can remember like 
it was yesterday, we would all pile into the old Blue 
Ford Station Wagon (the kind with the fold-away 
seats that could hold not only all our family but the 
neighborhood kids too) and we would just drive. I 
can remember visiting a few of the spots that Joe 
points out. Collecting Fairy Stones at Fairy Stone 
National Park, climbing Mt. Trashmore, spending 
the day at the beach off Atlantic Avenue and 
fishing at Lake Drummond, Bugg‘s Island and Kerr 
Dam Reservoir. I have been to the Commodore 
Theatre in Portsmouth many times (Hi Fred), and I 
have seen Decatur‘s Tomb and the cannon ball still 
in the outer wall of St. Paul‘s Episcopal Church in 
Norfolk. My mom always had her Brownie Camera 
and we still have gobs of pictures from all those 
occasions. In my adult years I have canoed in the 
Dismal Swamp Canal, bought freshly ground corn 
from Mabry Mill, hiked in Breaks Canyon, seen the 
sunset over the Blue Ridge and the sunrise over 
Bugg‘s Island, I have drank from Buffalo Springs 
and I have seen the mural of the ―Old 97.‖ All are 

fabulous memories and time 
very well spent. 

Joe has many photos 
throughout the book which 
tempt me to explore places 
that I hope to see soon. At the 
end of each chapter you will 
find detailed directions to and 
from the attractions. In the 
back of the book he has 
included a quick reference 
resource guide with addresses, 
phone numbers and web sites. 

Beach to Bluegrass: Places to 
Brake On Virginia’s Longest Road  

and Tennis‘ other books are available through 
bookstores and online with signed copies available 
at museums and souvenir shops local to US Route 
58 including but not limited to: The South Boston-
Halifax County Museum of Fine Arts and History, 
Danville Museum of Fine Arts and History, 
Galleria On the Lake in Clarksville, Occoneechee 
State Park in Clarksville, The Martin Collection in 
South Hill and The Peanut Patch in Courtland 
Virginia. 

 

http://search.barnesandnoble.com/booksearch/imageviewer.asp?ean=9781570723230
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About the Author 
 

Joe Tennis, a 
Radford University 
graduate, studied 
journalism and 
political science is 
currently employed 
as a features writer 
for the Bristol Herald 
Courier. He is an 
award-winning 
journalist and 
photographer and his 
articles on music, 
recreation, travel, 

and history have won awards from the Virginia 
Press Association, Tennessee Press Association 
and Society of Professional Journalists. He is also 
a frequent contributor of articles and photos to 
Blue Ridge Country and Appalachian Voice. Upon 
meeting him you come to know a good natured, 
down-to-earth close knit family man. He now lives 
in southwest Virginia between Bristol and 
Abingdon, (also along Route 58) with his wife 
Mary and their two small children Abigail and 
John, ages 7 and 2. 
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