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Best Sellers- 
How They Did It 
by Gene Curtis 
  
I‟ve been studying marketing for a number of 

years and book marketing specifically since 2004 
and what I‟ve learned is somewhat astonishing. 
The basic theory of marketing is: have something 
others want, let them know you have it and how 
they can get it. The problem often lies in trying to 
figure out what others want. More often than not, 
a seller will have something that potential buyers 
don‟t want and the problem becomes how to 
make them want it. Need I mention Ron Popeil‟s 
Veg-O-Matic or the Pocket Fisherman as 
examples of this? There are more ways to 
influence others in wanting something than Carter 
has liver pills and you‟ll see this tact used more 
often than not in book marketing.  

Another problem is that different sellers often 
have the same or very similar things and this fact 
often leads to price wars, pick-me campaigns and 
branding. For example, do you care if your 
bologna has a first name? I know plenty of people 
that do. 

Most books are not in a head-to-head 
competition with other titles. Relatively few book 
marketers resort to branding or price wars since 
most books are unique. There are exceptions, 
most notably with books on marketing, gardening, 
dieting & weight loss and other saturated 
categories.  

I used to believe that the single most important 
thing that drove books sales was word-of-mouth, 
one friend recommending a book to another. 
While word-of-mouth is important, the way it 
occurs naturally is insufficient to achieve the level 
of five thousand copies sold per week to reach the 
lowest level on the New York Times best seller list 
or even the eighty to one hundred copies sold per 
day for the lowest level on the Amazon.com best 
seller list. It takes a bit more than natural word-of-
mouth. 

I define a best seller as a book that has been 
listed at least once on a generally recognized best 
seller list or as a title that consistently sells well for 
more than a year. While some of the titles I review  

 
here have never made a best seller list, they 
consistently earn the author a living. 

Following, I give a brief synopsis of my 
findings on nineteen examples that have been best 
sellers. I researched many more than these, but 
these represent all the techniques I‟ve discovered 
so far. Some marketers used what I consider 
unethical methods to get there and a few where 
serendipity was the major factor. It‟s not the hype 
you usually find on publisher or author websites 
or in promotional material. For most of what 
you‟ll read I had to dig deep to find the 
information while others I watched as they did it.  

Way back in 2004 when I began studying 

options for self-publishing I came across 

Lulu.com which offered a way to publish books 

with zero upfront costs. This was a remarkable 

concept where the norm was for printers to 

charge thousands of dollars up front for a print 

run and leave it to authors to 

warehouse and market the 

books. I was a bit skeptical to 

say the least, so I started digging 

to discover the scam. There was 

no scam. I decided to give them 

a try, but before diving in I 

searched the site and discovered 

two other books similar to mine. One of the 

books, The Pocket and the Pendant, didn‟t do 

well at all. The other, The Didymus 

Contingency by Jerry Robinson, was steadily 

climbing the charts. It hit #1 at Lulu and peaked 

on the best seller list at Barnes & Noble at #72 in 

the USA and #2 in Canada as I recall. This was 

during the time when the Harry Potter books were 

dominating the charts.  

Robinson credits several factors to his rise to 
fame and fortune as a self-published author. First, 
superstar author James Rollins provided a great 
cover blurb for the book, “Jeremy Robinson’s novel THE 

DIDYMUS CONTINGENCY blends the cutting-edge science of 
Crichton with the religious mystery of the LEFT BEHIND series to 
create his own unique and bold thriller. It is a fast-paced page-
turner like no other. Not to be missed!”ñJames Rollins, author of 
Black Order. 
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Second, it‟s also a great story that a lot of 
people had fantasized about but no one had 
actually ever written a story about. Imagine going 
back in time to meet Christ. 

Robinson also relentlessly promoted the book. 
He had budgeted hundreds of dollars for this 
purpose which was spent mostly on sending out 
review copies. He reasoned that every copy sold 
through Amazon.com or Barnes & Noble.com 
would help the book‟s ranking in the charts, so 
that is where he ordered the review copies from. 
Just six books sold per week gave a book an 
approximate sales rank at Amazon of 100,000. At 
the time that was a magic number at Amazon; 
books with rankings better than that were 
sometimes randomly displayed on other pages at 
Amazon which meant much more exposure. The 
better the sales rank, the better the exposure. He 
also used other free Amazon promotional tools 
available at the time like “Listmania” and “So 
You‟d Like To...” Amazon hadn‟t become as 
entrenched as they are now; people used Amazon 
to research books but usually bought from Barnes 
& Noble. While the book hovered near the 3000 
mark at Amazon it skyrocketed at Barnes & 
Noble. 

He didn‟t just send books to Amazon 
reviewers either. He sent some to a large number 
of website owners and blog owners and he asked 
them to do interviews whenever and wherever he 
could. His name and the name of the book started 
showing up in quite a number of places on the 
web. He was even reviewed glowingly by POD-dy 
Mouth, the most prestigious self-published book 
reviewer in the world. 

Robinson‟s success led to: signing with the “A 
list” literary agency Trident Media Group, the 
book being translated into several languages, a 
three book deal with St. Martin‟s Press and his 
novel Antarktos Rising being made into a feature 
length animated movie to be released in 2010. 

 
Another Lulu book that was doing well at the 

time was, Day by Day Armageddon by Naval 
Aviator J. L. Bourne. This book hit #2 in Lulu 
fiction titles at Amazon in 2006. It never made it 
onto the overall best seller list, but it did very well 

(and continues to do so).  
I‟m mentioning this title 

because there hasn‟t been 
much marketing associated 
with it. Bourne was deployed in 
the Gulf when he wrote this 
book and has been deployed 
most of the time since then. 

The book actually started as a hand written journal 
about a virus turning virtually everyone into the 
walking dead, similar to the movie, I Am Legend. 
(Bourne‟s work came first.) In 2003 he started 
posting the journal entries on a website as a serial 
and it didn‟t take long to develop a following. He 
installed a forum on his website for people to 
discuss the story and then published the story as a 
book. That‟s all he did. 

As a result of his success several publishers 
contacted him and he signed with Permuted Press, 
a small publisher. 

 
In June 1997, Bloomsbury published The 

Philosopher’s Stone (later titled The Sorcerer‟s 
Stone in the US) by J. K. Rowling with an initial 
print-run of 500 copies, 350 of which went to 
school libraries and 150 as proof/review copies. 
The Philosopher’s Stone reviewers liked it and it 
won the British Nestlé Smarties Book Prize. In 
February 1997, the novel won the prestigious 
British Book Award for Children‟s Book of the 
Year, and later, the British Children‟s Book 
Award. The Mail on Sunday 
newspaper rated it as “the most 
imaginative debut since Roald 
Dahl” (Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory). Still, there 
were only 500 copies in print.  

Bloomsbury didn‟t do a 
second printing of the first 
book until September 27, 1999 
to coincide with the American 
edition of the second book in the series, and then 
they only printed 4000 copies. The British 
publisher didn‟t have any hope for the book. 
Fortunately, literary agent Christopher Little had 
sold the American rights for Harry Potter to the 
publishing house Scholastic. Their first print run 
was 125,000 copies and a large number of these 
were given away at book conventions and trade 
shows. Shortly after this there was an outcry from 
organized religion, Mothers, donõt let your children read 
Harry Potter. It promotes witchcraft and the occult. That‟s 
curious; I don‟t recall such an outcry about The 
Magic Bed Knob: or, How to Become a Witch 
in Ten Easy Lessons by Mary Norton (movie 
title: Bed Knobs and Broomsticks) or the movie, Bell, 
Book and Candle, or the TV series Bewitched, all 
three of which promoted witchcraft and the 
occult. Did the church not care as much about 
these? It seems to me that something may have 
prompted this strong admonition against Harry 
Potter; the outcry seemed to happen relatively 
simultaneously all across the country and that 
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doesn‟t seem to follow the pattern of typical grass-
root campaigns. After all, it‟s a well known fact 
that if someone in a position of authority tells a 
kid that they can‟t have, do or use something that 
the kid will be prone to do that very thing. It‟s 
interesting to note that the Harry Potter book was 
not doing well in sales at all until after that 
proclamation by the church. It makes me scratch 
my head and wonder if Scholastic somehow 
pulled it off or if it did in fact happen naturally. 
Nobody is saying. 

 
Greg Stielstra was the head of the marketing 

team at Zondervan Press which published and 
promoted The Purpose Driven Life by Rick 
Warren. Stielstra is an expert marketer. He is often 
quoted as having said that if he promoted a book 
about quilting “to one-tenth of one percent of left-handed 
quilters,” he could land the title on the non-fiction 
bestseller list and prime it for even bigger success. 
The strategy he devised for Warren‟s book was 
cunning. Since author Rick Warren was already 
well known by evangelical pastors based on his 

previous book Purpose 
Driven Church and Purpose 
Driven seminars, Warren would 
contact twelve hundred pastors 
about holding a “40 Days of 
Purpose” campaign in their 
churches. Those churches had 
congregations totaling four 
hundred thousand.  

Zondervan supplied the 
promotional material to advertise the “40 Days of 
Purpose” campaign and even aired commercials 
on every Christian radio station local to 
participating churches. They supplied the pastors 
with lesson plans for this campaign complete with 
a copy of The Purpose Driven Life which the 
pastors used in the pulpit. They even 
promoted a way for members of those churches 
to purchase a copy of the book at a substantial 
discount. 

After the 40 Days campaign, Zondervan 
supplied the churches with posters and door 
hangers and encouraged the members to tell 
everyone how that campaign and that book had 
changed lives and grown churches within those 
twelve hundred congregations. Zondervan 
effectively developed a Christian army to 
evangelize the book. To date the book has sold 
more than twenty-five million copies. 

 
 
 

Further reading on this at: 
http://www.challies.com/archives/articles/pyrom
arketing-a.php 

and  
http://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article.cfm?
articleid=1605 

 
Christopher Paolini finished 

writing Eragon when he was 
sixteen years of age. A year of 
editing later he showed the 
manuscript to his parents. They 
published it through Lightning 
Source under their imprint, Paolini 
International LLC. Though self-
published, Eragon was available 
for order in all bookstores in the United States, 
including online booksellers. Paolini and his family 
toured across the United States to promote the 
book; more than one hundred thirty-five talks 
were given at bookshops, libraries, and schools, 
but sales were dismal. Paolini said, “It was a very 
stressful experience. I couldnõt have gone on for very much 
longer.” Acclaimed American novelist Carl Hiaasen 
saw the book and recommended it to the 
publishing house Alfred A. Knopf. Paolini signed 
with them and they immediately started promoting 
a “Cinderella success” story about the young 
author. Significant trade publications like 
Publishers Weekly eagerly ran the story and it 
didn‟t take long for the mainstream media to jump 
on the bandwagon. 

    
U.S. President 

John F. Kennedy 
included From 
Russia with Love 
by Ian Fleming in a 
list of his ten 
favorite books 
which was 
published in Life Magazine on March 16, 1961. 
This James Bond novel was the only work of 
fiction on the list. The James Bond series instantly 
became best sellers. 

 
The Hunt for Red October by 

Tom Clancy was originally published 
by the U.S. Naval Institute Press, 
considered a University Press. It was 
the first fictional work they ever 
published and they only printed 5000 
copies. Clancy‟s rise to the top of the 
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charts came when President Reagan said to a 
reporter who had spotted him carrying the book, 
“It‟s un-put-down-able.” 

 
Mr. Young, author of The 

Shack, teamed up with three 
friends that had experience in 
the self-publishing arena: Wayne 
Jacobsen, Brad Cummings and 
Bobby Downes. Jacobsen and 
Cummings already had a large 
following for their podcast The 
God Journey (an Internet version 

of a radio show), and they promoted the book on 
that show and on a website.  They knew the book 
would be at least a small success when they sold a 
thousand orders before the book even went to 
press.  

The book resonated with a lot of people who 
started buying copies for friends, not only through 
the website but also through bookstores. This 
didn‟t happen by accident; listeners of the podcast 
and visitors to the website were encouraged to buy 
additional copies for others for various reasons 
such as: ñIf youôve been touched by the wonder of this book and 

want to help make it available to others at a wider level, we invite 
you to participate in The Missy Project!ò (Missy is the name of the 

young girl character in the book that was killed.), and ñIf you are 

as taken with the message of this book as we are, you may 
already have some unique ideas as to how you can best let 
others know about it. Here are some ideas to help you about 

ways to let others know about this remarkable book...,ò and ñIf 
you have a website or blog, consider sharing a bit about the book 
and how it touched your life. Donôt give away the plot, but 
recommend that they read it as well and link to 
http://www.theshackbook.com.ò  

 
Lisa Genova Ph.D, author of 

Still Alice, spent a year trying to 
find a literary agent before 
deciding to self-publish. She went 
with iUniverse. After the book was 
available she spent a lot of time 
listing it in such Internet places as 
MySpace.com, Goodreads.com, 

Shelfari.com and other social networking sites as 
well as maintaining her own website and blog.  
She used David Meerman Scott‟s The New 
Rules of Marketing and PR and John Kremer‟s 
1001 Ways to Market Your Books as guides for 
generating buzz about her book. She even hired 
the Kelley & Hall Book Publicity and Promotion 
Company to handle newspaper, radio and TV 
advertising. As a result her book was chosen for 
book clubs, staff picks at some bookstores, it was 
a finalist in General Fiction in the 2008 Next 
Generation Indie Book Awards and it won the 

2008 Bronte Prize for best-love-story in North 
America, but she didn‟t sell a lot of copies. Her 
novel was about an Alzheimer‟s patient and it 
didn‟t take off until she convinced the Alzheimer‟s 
Association to let her write posts for their official 
blog [http://www.actionalz.blogspot.com/], but first she 
convinced them that they needed a blog; as I 
understand it, they didn‟t have one at the time. 
She signed all of her many blog posts: Lisa Genova, 

Ph.D., author of Still Alice, www.StillAlice.com. Doing 
this positioned her as an Alzheimer‟s expert that 
knew and understood what Alzheimer‟s patient‟s 
families were going through and not just another 
novelist with a story to sell.  

 
Natural Cures by Kevin 

Trudeau was #1 on the New 
York Times best seller list in 
September 2005, and had been 
on the list at various positions 
for twenty-five weeks. It has 
sold more than five million 
copies. Trudeau‟s various books 
are promoted with infomercials; perhaps you‟ve 
seen one. Also, Trudeau has been convicted of 
fraud and sued several times by the US 
government for making false claims in and about 
his books. 
[http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kevin_Trudeau] 

Even with all the negative reviews at 
Amazon.com such as: 

 
• This book deserves zero or negative stars,  
• More False Advertising,  
• Kevin‟s Book Is Only Good To Burn In 

Your Fireplace,  
• Very poor. Save your money...,  
• WARNING!!! DO NOT GIVE 

NATURAL CURES YOUR CREDIT 
CARD INFO!!!,  

• I wouldn‟t buy this trash with your 
money. 

 
 People still buy this book. “Whatõs driving sales is 
not people buying the book but people buying the 
infomercial,” says Sam Catanese, president and 
CEO of Infomercial Monitoring Service, which 
tracks the direct-response television marketing 
industry. In fact, according to Catanese‟s data, 
“Natural Cures” was recently the most-run 
infomercial on television -- 139 times in one week. 
(The runner-up was a distant second, appearing 96 
times.) July 2005, excerpted from 
http://dir.salon.com/story/books/feature/2005/
07/29/trudeau/index.html 
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In the early 1980's Matthew Lesko was running 

his company, Washington Researchers, whose 
primary function was to sort through government 
information in search of grants for private 
companies. He discovered the key to expanding 
his business was self promotion. He began 
wearing brightly colored suits in public and 
especially at The National Press Building where he 
also handed out weird fliers about his business. 
This practice earned his business a bit of press 
coverage which led to more business; Proctor & 
Gamble even hired him. The business grew from a 
one man show to about thirty employees.  

Someone recommended that he write a book. 
Since he failed English in college and knew he 
couldn‟t write a book; he did the next best thing, 
from his perspective: “I donõt write,” Lesko says. “I 
plagiarize.” He went to the Government Printing 
Office, ordered a copy of The Catalog of 
Federal Domestic Assistance and proceeded to 
cut and paste (with real scissors and glue) the 
sections into his own manuscript. He redid the 
titles of these sections to be exaggerated and 
catchy. For example: the section on The Urban 
Homesteading Act, he changed to Houses for a Dollar! 
When he was finished he sent the manuscript, 
Getting Yours, off to Viking Penguin They accepted 
and published it.  

Lesko hired college student Eric Yaverbaum to 
set up radio and TV 
appearances for the new book. 
One of the first ones he set up 
was an appearance on Larry 
King‟s Arlington, VA talk-radio 
show. Lasko hammed it up and 
kept King‟s listeners very 
entertained. This led to Lesko 

doing many more radio shows 
and his becoming a standard 
fill-in when scheduled guests 
didn‟t show for late night TV 
programs like The Tonight Show 
and The Late Show with David 
Letterman. Getting Yours 
became a national best seller. 

Lasko has since published 
more than a hundred titles using 
the same cut & paste method 
and sold more than thirty-five 
million copies averaging more 
than an estimated thirty dollars 
profit per book. He also 
switched from traditional 
publishing to self-publishing. 

 
Dan Poynter spent eight years researching 

parachutes in the late 1960s. Realizing no 
publisher would be interested in a technical 
treatise on the parachute, he self-published, 
promoted the book and sold a bunch of them. “I 

began with books on parachutes and skydiving. I am a 
skydiver and was a parachute designer, and I know how to 
reach my market through parachute stores, skydiving 
centers, skydiving clubs, parachute catalogs, the 
International Parachute Symposium and so on.” 
[http://www.associatedcontent.com/article/360091/interview
_with_ 
dan_poynter_successful_pg2.html?cat=38 ] 

In 1973, he became interested in hang gliding, 
researched the topic, had the book Hang Gliding  
printed and sold more than 130,000 copies using 
the same techniques, a best seller by most 
standards.  

Poynter is widely considered one of the best 
people to advise first time self-publishing authors, 
especially those on a limited budget. Poynter‟s 
seminars were instrumental in making him the 
leading authority on book 
marketing, promoting and 
distributing. He says he wrote 
The Self-Publishing Manual 
because so many self-publishers 
wanted to know his secret to 
selling so many books. Since 
1969, Dan Poynter has written 
and published more than 100 
books. 

 
In 1990, Mark Victor Hansen and Jack 

Canfield were internationally renowned 
motivational speakers. Hansen was a well known 
speaker among Fortune 500 companies and 
Canfield was the founder of Self Esteem Seminars 
and The Foundation for Self Esteem. Both used 
powerful stories of inspiration, motivation and 
encouragement in their talks and attendees 
routinely asked when they were going to put the 
stories into book form. After three years of 
collaboration Chicken Soup for the Soul was 
released on June 28, 1993. Starting with the people 
from previous speaking engagements, the duo 
promoted the new book and 
encouraged them to buy extra 
copies as Christmas gifts. They 
also say they used a lot of the 
principles and techniques from 
John Kremer‟s book, 1001 Ways 
to Market Your Books, which 
was like the guiding light for 
their rise to the best seller lists. 
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When searching the Internet 

for websites about book 
marketing John Kremer‟s site, 
bookmarket.com will likely be 
on the first page of results. He is 
considered one of the world‟s 
foremost authorities on book 
marketing.  

In 1984 he did research on having his first 
book printed and compiled a list of short-run 
printers to help him decide which printer to use. 
He thought the list would benefit other self-
publishers so he turned it into a book, Directory 
of Short-Run Book Printers. People that bought 
the directory wrote to tell him how much money 
they had saved by using his information, but they 
now had the problem of selling the books. He 
knew 101 ways, so he wrote another book. Five 
editions later the book is now 1001 Ways to 
Market Your Books. 

He began writing, speaking, and consulting 
about book marketing for the self-publisher. 
Every single day he did something to promote his 
books. He says, “You can generate a lot of publicity with 
a good letter, follow-up phone calls, and some persistence. 
Most authors give up way too soon when approaching 
media that reaches the audience for their books. Most donõt 
even follow up once after sending out a review copy or news 
release. Without that follow up, youõll never book the major 
media that can make a huge difference in the sales of your 
books and your reputation as an author. 

“Do the work. Make the phone calls. Publicity 
requires follow-up if you want anyone to notice. That means 
making phone calls. Lots of them.”  

1001 Ways to Market Your Books has sold 
more than 80,000 copies. 

 
Mile Litman and Jason Oman used what they 

termed ethical bribes to send Conversations with 
Millionaires: What Millionaires Do to Get 
Rich, That You Never Learned about in 
School to #1 at Amazon.com for slightly more 
than a day, twenty-nine hours to be exact. It didn‟t 
take long for the book to fall into obscurity after 
that.  

First they pitched a deal to many email list 
owners in their field, mainly e-zine newsletter 
publishers on how to be successful at Internet 
Marketing. The marketing spiel to the list owners 
was basically; Here is an offer you can tell you subscribers 
about that will make them feel youõre really looking out for 
them by telling them youõve secured $250 worth of 
marketing advice products for them for free.  

They even gave the list owners an email to 
send to their subscribers so the list owners didn‟t 
have to do much work. This email basically said 
buy this book on such-and-such a date and you 
get this valuable product, but wait... not only will 
you get that product but you also get this valuable 
product, and that‟s not all; you also get this 
valuable product, and...  

You can read about it in more detail at: 
 
Getting Your Book to #1 at Amazon—

http://www.bookmarket.com/jason.htm 
 
I‟ve watched many authors (more than a 

dozen) use variations of this tactic; most of which 
only blipped onto Amazon‟s best seller list for a 
few hours at best before 
experiencing a rapid plunge 
back into the doldrums. I‟ve 
also watched others use this 
tactic and not make it anywhere 
near the list. Conversations 
with Millionaires:‟s Amazon 
sales rank currently bounces 
back and forth between about 
200,000 and 400,000; a far cry from #1, but even 
so, this author rightfully gets to attach the words 
“#1 National Best Seller” to his name and his 
books for the rest of his life. 

It takes about eighty to one hundred books 
sold a day to stay on the Amazon best seller list at 
#100. About four hundred to five hundred books 
sold per day will keep a title somewhere around 
#10 and the #1 spot requires approximately ten 
thousand books sold per day. These numbers are 
approximate and vary according to time of year, 
approximately doubling for the Christmas season. 

The logic used by the authors using this tactic 
is that since Amazon‟s sales rank numbers are 
computed hourly you can hit the best seller chart 
by selling five books in one hour for the #100 
spot for just one hour or twenty books in one 
hour for just one hour for the #10 spot and so on. 
(Five books an hour is one hundred twenty books 
a day and twenty books an hour equals four 
hundred eighty books a day.) What I‟ve actually 
witnessed is that it takes about one hundred books 
in the first hour to let Amazon‟s computers know 
that there is significant interest in the title and to 
actually get the title listed on the best seller chart. 
The number of sales the title makes in the next 
few hours will determine if it rises or falls in the 
ranks. 

Other authors with a couple thousand dollars 
have coupled this technique with making the 
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initial purchases themselves and sending the 
copies to reviewers, family and friends and then 
the hourly/daily sales help maintain the title on 
the chart significantly longer. The benefit of being 
on the best seller list for days or weeks is that a lot 
of people use Amazon‟s best seller list to make 
book buying decisions and books on the list are 
promoted heavily by Amazon‟s computers by 
placing the cover image, title and short description 
in many places on Amazon‟s website. This causes 
the title to be exposed to more people, some of 
whom check it out. Good reviews cause sales to 
increase resulting in a rise in the charts and more 
promotion by the computers. This is a self-
perpetuating process and the process continues 
until people lose interest in the title. Bad reviews 
kill a book‟s rise faster than anything else so 
authors usually follow up with the people they 
have sent free books to and ask for an honest but 
glowing review. 

             
Morris Rosenthal began selling books online in 

the late 1990s. That was 140 years ago in Internet 
Years, back when MS Windows was just catching 
on, double density 3.5 inch floppies were state of 
the art and just after Al Gore had invented the 
Internet. He actually got started by accident. He 
had written a guide, Troubleshooting and 
Repairing Clone PCs for some co-op students 

he had trained and decided to 
put the guide online for others 
to use too. (A website came 
free with his Internet 
connection.) This led to him 
receiving many questions by 
email and he started adding 
these questions and his 
answers to his website. He 

added one per night in a 
section called “The Midnight 
Question” and this became 
the most popular draw to his 
website. The original guide 
and the questions became the 
core of his first book The 
Hand-Me-Down PC 
published by McGraw Hill, 

October 1, 1997.  
Rosenthal published Start 

Your Own Computer 
Business in 2002 by using the 
print-on-demand company 
Lightning Source and began 
tracking sales through various 
outlets. Since he believes in 

using great quantities of quality 
information on his website to 
attract visitors he posted his 
sales chart for Amazon and 
visitors started flocking to his 
website. To date, this chart is 
still his biggest draw to his 
website. In 2004 he published 
Print-On-Demand Book 
Publishing because he was 
getting so many questions 
about how he did it. 

Rosenthal now makes his 
living through self-publishing 
a few books on computers 
and his self-publishing book. 
He has a ton of information 
about what he does and how 
he does it on his website. If you‟re interested, this 
link will take you to the Amazon sales rank chart 
on his website: 
http://www.fonerbooks.com/surfing.htm  

           
With the advent of 

desktop publishing Aaron 
Shepard began his-
publishing career in the 
early 1980s writing 
nonfiction books and 
booklets for adults. He 
followed the advice given 
in books such as: 101 
Ways to Market Your 
Book by John Kremer (now 1001 Ways to 
Market Your Book), The Self-Publishing 
Manual by Dan Poynter and The Complete 
Guide to Self-Publishing by Tom and Marilyn 
Ross.  

In 1985 he became involved with storytelling 
and reader‟s theatre and discovered he loved 
telling stories to kids. Reader‟s theater is the 
dramatic reading of a story by several people from 
a script; similar to the old style radio plays. In 
1987 he added children‟s stories to what he wrote 
and sold his first children‟s magazine story in 1989 
to Cricket magazine, a US illustrated literary 
magazine for children. He sold his first children‟s 
picture book, Savitri: A Tale of Ancient India, 
to Whitman, Morton 
Grove in 1991 and the 
next year sold two more 
picture books to 
Macmillan/Scribners 
(Later Simon & 
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Schuster/Atheneum) and one 
to Clarion Books. 

A few years later Shepard 
returned to his first loves: 
desktop publishing and reader‟s 
theater. He started self-
publishing again, but focused 
on using print-on-demand 
technology and the Internet. He 
became an expert at using 
Lightning Source to print his 
books and selling them at 
Amazon. His turning point 
came when he published 
Aiming at Amazon and 
Perfect Pages, two books 
filled with information that 
other self and small publishers 

were actively seeking.  
He says, “I feel very lucky, because Iõm doing exactly 

the kind of work I want. Some people canõt do that, 
because they have too many responsibilities. Others could do 
it, but they donõtñbecause it seems too hard, or they donõt 
want to live on less money, or theyõre just afraid. So they 
stay unhappy. If thereõs one thing I want to tell young 
people, itõs this: Follow your dreams.” 

       
[From NYT July 9, 1990] When John Javna and 

Julie Bennett were discussing how to publish 50 Simple 
Things You Can Do to Save the Earth, they 
considered offering it to a commercial book company. òBut 
we wanted it out in a hurry at an affordable price, so we 
decided to publish it ourselves,ó Mr. Javna said. The $4.95 
book, published under the imprint of Earthworks Press, 
has been on the New York Times best-seller list for 22 
weeks - 10 weeks as No. 1.  

I emailed Mr. Javna and asked him what 
promotions he did to get 50 
Simple Things to debut at #1 
on the NY Times best seller list. 
The answer I received 
surprised me. He already had 
several books published by St. 
Martin‟s Press of which Uncle 
John’s Bathroom Reader and 
The TV Theme Song Sing-
Along Songbook were doing 
quite well. His publisher 
rejected the manuscript for 50 
Simple Things believing there 
wasn‟t a market for it.  

I fully expected to hear that 
Javna had used display ads in 
magazines like Mother Earth 
News or how The Sierra Club 

ran his press release in 
its newsletter or how he 
convinced the 1990 
Earth Day organizers to 
adopt it as an official 
book for the worldwide, 
much published event, but that‟s not what 
happened. He says he was an author that 
promoted his own books and he knew the ins and 
outs of all aspects of publishing except how to get 
the books printed. He became friends with the 
sales manager at Publisher‟s Group West which 
was then a fledgling distribution company for 
small and independent publishers. PGW also 
offered short-run printing. 

 Promotional copies of the book were sent out 
for reviews and such. Javna says, “A reporter from 
the LA Times happened to see our publicity copy on the 
desk of a colleague, and asked if he was going to do 
anything with it. He wasnõt, and gave it to her. She decided 
to write an article about it, and the article became a front 
page story in the entertainment / living section of the 
Sunday paper. Everyone in LA reads the entertainment 
section of the Sunday Times, and the response was so crazy 
that it got news media all over the country writing about it. 
Also, the LA Times piece was widely syndicated. But even 
before that, there were signs that the book was simply 
selling itself. There are a lot of factors that went into its 
success, but the main one was timing. It was exactly what 
people wanted at that moment. Price factored into it, too. I 
insisted on charging only $4.95, because Iõd seen many 
times what happens when you overprice a book.” 

Javna cautions that the tale of how this book 
became a best seller is strongly atypical of the 
norm. He says, “Also I donõt really think that story is 
going to help people understand the importance of 
marketing and promotionñwhich really is the motherõs 
milk of book sales. My story makes it sound as though a 
bookõs success is all happenstance. Itõs not. A good sense of 
how, when and where to promote a book is essential for 
most successes. It canõt be underestimated. A guy like 
Wayne Dyer could probably be of help there. He hawked 
the hell out of his first book until it became a big seller. 

 
 
In 1995, the authors of The Discipline of 

Market Leaders conspired to maneuver their 
book onto the best seller charts. 
The writers allegedly purchased 
over ten thousand copies of 
their own book in small 
quantities from strategically 
located bookstores whose sales 
are reported to Bookscan, the 
company that records books 
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sales from retail locations. Because of the fringe 
benefits of making the NY Times best seller list 
(speaking engagements, more book deals, more 
book sales and consulting) the authors felt that 
buying their own work was an investment that 
would pay for itself. It did. The book climbed to  
#8 on the list and remained there for fifteen  

weeks. It made it to #1 on the Business Week best 
seller list. Since such lists hold the power of a 
market cascade, people making buying decisions 
based on what others are buying, chart success 
often begets more chart success. This kind of 
activity is not illegal, but it is considered highly 
unethical by the public. 

 
National Arbor Day is April 24 
 

There Used To Be Oak Trees: 
A Poem From The Future 

 
I think, 

 Perhaps, 
I would like to see, 

The exquisite beauty of a grand old oak tree, 
Standing tall and strong as iron, proud and wise from time, 

Inspiringly wondrous it must be. 
 

I think, perhaps, 
I would like to see, 

The green leaves, swaying with the wind on the old oak tree, 
Sun's bright warmth making leafy shadow puppets on the ground, 

Innocently dancing in the cool breeze. 
 

I think, perhaps, 
I would like to see, 

A cocooned butterfly emerging from the sanctuary of the old oak tree, 
Dangling -it would shimmy to and fro and escape transformed, 

A new life in the sky eager to perceive. 
 

I think, perhaps, 
I would like to see, 

A tiny songbird nestled deep in a crook of the old oak tree, 
Patiently and longingly singing a sweet and beckoning cradlesong, 

More beautiful than any mere melody. 
 

I think, perhaps, 
I would like to see, 

Good and nurturing soil caressing the roots of the old oak tree, 
Quietly supplying warmth and food from the earth‟s great bounty, 

Lightly presumed as it‟s supposed serenity. 
 

With great anguish, 
I envision what I would like to see, 

Refreshing rain cascading from above and encompassing the old oak tree, 
Drizzling down uncounted prism colored droplets of life's sweet nectar, 

For the birds, 
The butterflies, 

The trees, and me. 
 

by  D. S. Curtis 
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Lowku 
by Tammy Tilotson 
 

What‟s High in Haiku? What‟s Low in Lowku? 
Who Cares? 

 
Many writers are familiar with Haiku as a 

traditional Japanese form of poetry.  Haiku 
consists of 17 syllables arranged in a 5–7–5 
metrical format and often contains a seasonal 
reference.  Most writers probably remember trying 
their hands at carefully constructing a few of these 
traditional haiku poems in elementary school.   

My own memories of haiku involve celebrating 
spring by scrawling 17 syllables on a construction 
paper kite and then gluing a piece of yarn to one 
point so my kite had a tail.  Since kites fly “high” 
up in the sky, kites were an integral aspect of this 
object lesson plan because they demonstrated and 
reiterated the “high” concept so students could 
more easily remember “haiku,” despite the 
simultaneously created confusion since the 
English word “high” and the Japanese word 
“haiku” both sounded alike but were spelled so 
differently! 

I must admit, that from my initial struggle with 
how to spell the word, I have personally always 
found haiku challenging.  Haiku is one of those 
poetic forms that always looks so incredibly 
simple and beautiful on paper, as I think to 
myself, anyone should be able to write three short 
little lines in 5–7–5 format and then voila!  A 
poetic work of art appears!  Yet, somehow, I can‟t 
ever recall feeling like I remotely captured the 
same essence of a haiku poem, at least that which 
the Japanese initially intended.   

It wasn‟t until I was much older that I learned 
Haiku, in its most traditional sense, is perhaps the 
most difficult poetic form to write, because a true 
Japanese Haiku poem is written not only in 5–7–5 
format, but as a perfect palindrome, which means 
the words in the poem can be read identically 
forward or backward.  Wow!  Now that 
tremendously raises the bar of difficulty and 
makes me feel so much better.  Since the only 
word that immediately comes to my mind is 
“stressed,” which is “desserts” spelled backward, I 
have no problem easily admitting yes, true haiku is 
something I‟ll never master even with the aid of a 
ton of sugar and caffeine and the assistance of an 
endless supply of ink and paper. 

In this respect, I started to think of the 
traditional Japanese “Haiku” as a form of “High 
art,” at least in a literary sense, and admittedly 

drawing from the terms “high art” and “low art” 
from perhaps the better known art arena.  Though 
many argue these labels are no longer important, 
or necessarily valid, as the boundaries have 
become so blurred within the representations of 
what is considered “art” within our society, for the 
intent of this article, and for the benefit of those 
who may not be familiar with the social 
distinctions between “high art” and “low art,” it is 
helpful to have a loosely defined understanding of 
what constitutes each of them.            

“High art” generally refers to types of art 
whose careful techniques have withstood the 
scrutiny of time, and they are often marked or 
indicated as the most pivotal achievements at the 
height of an artistic challenge, accomplishment, or 
career.  High art is often associated with the 
intellect and the appreciation of finery and skills.  
On the other side of this spectrum, “Low art” 
generally refers to types of popular art which 
appeal more to mass culture.  Low art is often 
made out of seemingly inferior materials which 
cater to what is trendy, marketable, or popular 
within culture at the time.   

To illustrate the inherent difficulties in how to 
define or think about the two terms, one might 
feel hard pressed to explain which work of art has 
been more important throughout history – 
Leonardo da Vinci‟s Mona Lisa or Andy Warhol‟s 
Campbell Soup?   

Since Leonardo da Vinci‟s 16th century oil 
painting was not very well-known or appreciated 
until the mid-19th century, one might argue, at the 
sake of upsetting historians, artists, and art 
enthusiastics everywhere, that at the time of its 
conception, Mona Lisa may have been considered 
somewhat “low art” and that it was not until 
several centuries later when it truly became 
esteemed as “high art.”  It would probably seem 
equally as painful and insulting to consider any of 
Warhol‟s Pop Art as “low art.”  Or, if we accept 
that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, then it 
would at least be fair to suggest that each 
individual might experience the distinctions of 
“high” and “low” art differently and uniquely.  
Then, of course, someone could certainly argue 
that not all art is beauty and that even ugly art is 
still art.  So, indeed the mere existence of “high” 
and “low” labels seems ambiguous and only 
perpetuates this vicious cycle.   

In any case, whether with Mona Lisa, Campbell 
Soup, or works by artists such as Barbara Kruger 
and Jenny Holzer, the comparison is not apples-
to-apples nor oranges-to-oranges, and the blurred 
boundaries of distinction between what is “high 
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art” and what is “low art” would appear to be 
much more fluid and permeable.  For that very 
reason, when I recently came across a brief 
mention of “Lowku” poetry, I was instantly 
intrigued.  Having always struggled with writing 
the more traditional forms of haiku, the idea of 
“low” haiku immediately incited my writing muse!   

Lowku is basically Haiku that is written more 
on the “low” side of importance.  Like Haiku, 
Lowku consists of 17 syllables arranged in a 5–7–5 
metrical format.  Lowku does not have to contain 
a seasonal reference, and it strives to address the 
small, the mundane, the unimportant, the 
unpleasant, the overlooked, the disgusting, and the 
discarded aspects of simple things in everyday life.   

As a writer, who strives to arrange words in 
such a way they convey a unique idea, thought, or 
expression, what could be more fun?   

Here are a few of my own Lowku examples, 
along with some quick explanations and a few 
photographs of the objects which inspired them.  
I hope they will help get your own muse started or 
help your writer‟s eye begin to look for these 
moments of inspiration as you go about your day. 

 
While outside 

several weeks ago, I 
noticed two trees 
directly across from one 
another.   

The striking 
similarity between the 
two objects inspired the 
following lowku poem:  

 
miniature brown gourd   
remnants of a blue jay‟s feast 
or red ant‟s new home? 
 
The following three lowku poems were 

inspired by lost and found items, or trash, on a 
local playground: 

 
rosy red cheeks smile 
watch children go down the slide 
fancy, that ketchup 
 
ivory poodle 
swallowed by a sea of bark 
an unleashed barrette 
 
balloon on a limb 
deflated, with no message 
(plastic bag – no receipt) 
 

The lowku below 
accidentally happened 
on a day my pen ran 
out of ink.  The pencil 
shaving reminded me 
of the ruffs worn 
during the mid 16th to 
mid 17th centuries, 
which were often seen 
worn by Queen 
Elizabeth.  

pencil shaving – or 
a sharp goffering iron‟s 
miniature ruff? 

 
The lowku below describes an interesting tree I 

saw on the side of the road one day. 
 
bent over backward, 
crippled, weather beaten brow– 
pine for yesterdays. 
 
The following two lowku poems are about 

quirky little things I noticed while cleaning the 
house. 

 
gold corn muffin crumbs – 
or pyrite wedged in between 
highchair crevices? 
 
seen caught on the fly – 
a small tag:  remove before 
washing or wearing 
 
As you can see, the least 

little things can be looked at in 
a way that is very simple and very interesting.  If 
Haiku is the kite, perhaps Lowku is the hovercraft 
– skirting along the edges of nothing really 
spectacular – or perhaps Lowku is just the kite‟s 
crash landing when the wind disappears!  Either 
way, since what goes up must also come down, I 
look forward to Lowku becoming a more popular 
form of poetic expression in the future. 

 
Still need some inspiration?  Check out 

www.thundersquee.com.  Twice a week, 
Thundersquee displays an unusual or shocking 
image.  Readers are invited to respond to the 
image using words that add up to 17 syllables 
which are arranged in the 5–7–5 form.  Winners 
of the previous challenge are announced and a 
new image is posted on Monday and Wednesday. 

 
Let your muse out to have some fun!    
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Poet’s World 
  

Ruthann Anderson:  
An Animal Lover  
from the Get-Go 
 
by Shirley Mandel 
  
     Ruthann Anderson‟s parents were animal 
lovers, and Anderson caught the bug early in life. 
“I started chasing bumble bees when I was about 
two-years-old,” she said. 
    Then, when she was a young child a mother cat 
brought her two kittens to Anderson for her to 
care for them. “I guess she trusted me,” Anderson 
asserted. 
      As a child she always had a collection of 
animals: gold fish, domestic and wild turtles, a 
blue parakeet, and a beagle. “This hunting dog 
that I owned found everything that was injured 
and brought it to me,” she said.  
      “My life as a wildlife rehabilitator really began 
when I moved to Georgia,” Anderson said. “I 
lived across the street from a duck pond and the 
poor animals were always getting hit by cars and 
attacked by dogs.” 
      When she met an experienced rehabilitator in 
town her own career began in earnest. “I was her 
extra pair of hands,” she said. 
      But rehabilitating wild ducks became her 
primary interest. So hence she became known as 
the “Duck Lady.” 
      “When a duck was hurt people would say, 
„take it to the Duck Lady,‟” Anderson explained. 
“Even the police would call me the „Duck Lady.‟” 
      Anderson has many fascinating stories to tell 
about her experiences with ducks. “Once there 
was a duck with major injuries from a dog attack. 
The dog owner was ordered by a judge to pay for 
the duck‟s care and to confine the dog,” she said. 
“The duck won the court case,” she added. 
      Anderson has written an entire book of duck 
stories entitled Duck Tails from Quaker Inn, 
published by Gateway Press in Baltimore, Md. 
      She has written many funny things about wild 
animals and her friends have urged her to write 
the stories down. Anderson doesn‟t just love 
ducks, she loves all animals. “My favorite animal is 
any animal,” she said. 
      After writing her first book about ducks, she 
then began to share her stories with children. She  
 

 
spoke at individual schools while still living in 
Georgia. 
      When she moved to Virgilina, Virginia she had 
a chance meeting with an elementary school 
principal at a “Meet the Author‟s Night” at the 
local museum in South Boston, Virginia, and she 
was invited to speak to the children at the 
elementary school in Virgilina. A new speaking 
career had begun. “Others heard about me 
through word-of-mouth, and they have been 
calling ever since,” Anderson said. 
      She has also been active in the Reading is 
Fundamental Program, National Book Month, 
and Career day at school. 
      Anderson also writes poems on all subjects. In 
the near future she hopes to self-publish a large 
book of poems-this prolific writer has written 
about 500 poems. “My poems are not flowery or 
fancy, they are about everyday life,” she said. 
     Her poems have been published in local 
newspapers, used by the church, and used by 
private people at funerals. “I was so thrilled and 
touched that people wanted to use my work that 
way,” Anderson said. 
     In addition to the book of poems, Anderson is 
currently finishing a book on cats and dogs 
entitled Fuzzy Faces and Wagging Tails. 
      She credits the Writer‟s Studio for inspiration 
and ideas. “The constructive criticism is fantastic.” 
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GOODBYE, MY FRIEND 
 
Our neighbor had an old cat;  
Leroy was his name.  
He dearly loved his family  
And my husband and me the same.  
Leroy came to visit often,  
Usually every day.  
Whenever he was lonely,  
He came to me to play.  
Many years came and went;  
Leroy began to show his age.  
Then I didn‟t see him  
Until three days had gone by.  
I knew what he was doing;  
He was looking for a place to die.  
Leroy crossed the street to visit me  
For the final time.  
He had come to say goodbye---  
This black furry friend of mine.  
I never saw Leroy again;  
I knew his time had come.  
He had lived long and well,  
Now to death he had succumbed.  
 

by Ruthann P. Anderson 


