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			To my daughter, Ashandra, with my love and respect.
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			INTRODUCTION

			In the last decade of the twentieth century, African American writers made an indelible mark on the American book publishing industry, placing their works in newly significant numbers with mainstream book publishers. With the new millennium now in its infancy, this transformation shows every promise of continuing to astonish. Forget the grim pessimism of the past. Discard outmoded fears about those stubborn barriers of ignorance, neglect and apathy, maintained through default by publishers who barely squinted in the direction of black books, often conveniently consigning them to an indifferent afterthought.

			African American writers have arrived, proudly elbowing our way onto center stage of the national culture, and our creations are big business! The American publishing industry now acknowledges that there is a sizable black readership hungry for words and images by and about themselves—an ever-growing audience eager to support their authors as they meet that need with an increasingly commercial and literary output. As Cheryl D. Woodruff, associate publisher of One World, commented, “The African American market has exploded in the last six years and taken a quantum leap from relative infancy to surprising maturity. Averaging sales of more than 40 million dollars per quarter (more than 160 million per year), it is widely regarded as one of the fastest growing segments of the book-buying market. According to a recent Gallup survey, the African American market, 9.9 million readers strong, who purchase 39.7 million books in any given quarter, breaks down this way—57 percent of African American book buyers are women, 49 percent are college educated, and 35 percent are under the age of thirty-five. These readers are slightly younger and better educated than the population as a whole. In recent years the competition to serve this readership gold mine has heated up to an all-time high as auctions for top reprint and original authors have skyrocketed.”

			Today, national bestseller lists continually show a strong representation of black authors. Writing in every genre, they are surprising and challenging readers and reviewers through their imagination, craft, and applied knowledge.

			How are these writers doing it? Whom do they know in the business to get these opportunities? Is there a secret formula for getting published? It seems everybody wants to be a writer living the glamorous life at the start of the twenty-first century, but there are precious few guidebooks tailored specially for the African American novice wishing to get his or her work into print. Getting published requires more than mere luck, a knack for the clever phrase, or generous relatives in high places. Writing well will satisfy the artistic and creative part of you, but placing that work with an established publisher and seeing the final product on the bookshelf will provide you with a golden opportunity to offer your particular vision to the world while paying the bills.

			This book is the first of a new wave of reference guides targeting the black reader and writer in the rapidly morphing cyber-world of American publishing. Unlike anything currently to be found on the bookshelves, it is a how-to primer with a hint of soul. It offers the straight facts about how to get your work into print. For the African American writer, both novice and professional, this is an informative source to stack on top of your copies of Bowker's Literary Market Place (LMP), the Poets & Writers guides, and the Writer's Digest reference volumes.

			The core value of The African American Writer's Handbook is its demystification of the publishing world for the African American writer, reader, or anyone else considering or aspiring to a career in the industry. Books do not materialize through a mere gesture of Merlin's wrinkled hand in a mist of blue smoke. The young writer, or the novice of any age, full of ambition and dreams, must understand that a well-written, well-presented book—the finished product—is the result of countless hours of hard work—the writer's work, of course, but also that of collaborators, most of whom the author may never meet.

			Once upon a time, getting published meant just delivering your work into the hands of an editor, by whatever means possible. But in an era of superagents, megadeals and blockbusters, the time-honored dream of that gem of a manuscript, unaccountably shining forth from the publisher's slush pile and illuminating the desk of its fortunate finder, remains among the rarest of modern-day miracles in the realm of real-life publishing.

			Ask any popular African American novelist what is the most commonly asked question on his or her book tours and the reply will be: “Just how does somebody get published these days?” Unfortunately, competition for publication has soared as the number of writers has risen. And that number continues to increase. Countless manuscripts submitted by aspiring authors are rejected, returned to the sender for a lack of originality, poor grammar, and lackluster story lines. However, good writing will ultimately find a home with a publisher. Don't despair. In the succinct, commonsense opinion of John O. Killens, author of the novels 'Sippi and The Cotillion: “Folks want something new and well done.” Today, as never before, luck and happenstance carry little or no weight in influencing the decision of wary editors to publish a manuscript.

			Every writer wants to be read. Success in that quest today requires a business-minded sensibility and a well-mounted campaign to get and stay in print. That is where The African American Writer's Handbook is most useful. Anyone needing vital information on the dos and don'ts of the publishing business can turn to these pages, which reveal how the first-time writer can research the various publishing houses and their commercial needs even before submitting a book proposal.

			Other essential elements within these covers will help you succeed as a writer, whether you write fiction or nonfiction. You will learn from the experts about a wide range of topics critical to the writer:

			
					
					the query letter

					

					
					the foolproof proposal

					

					
					multiple submissions

					

					
					agents and editors

					

					
					contracts and copyright protections

					

					
					sales, promotion, and marketing

					

					
					small-press publishing and self-publishing

					

					
					current trends in publishing

					

					
					Internet publishing resources

					

			

			Beyond informing you on the basics, The African American Writer's Handbook explains the process of “making a book,” from its genesis in the writer's original idea through its editing to the final packaging, marketing, and publicity. Other areas explored include advances and royalties, booksellers, grants and awards, vanity publishing, bestsellers, movie sales, tax tips, writing workshops and retreats, writers organizations, and writer reference publications. Unlike many other guides to book publishing now on the market, particularly those that unduly stress obstacles and pitfalls, this book is designed to arm you with nuts-and-bolts tools and insider information that will boost your confidence and expertise in your quest to publish your creative work. Every chapter of this book is aimed to support you in fully committing to your goal of publishing your manuscript.

			An added plus for African American writers is the inclusion of highly informative and entertaining sections featuring profiles and interviews with established yet sometimes unknown writers, past and present, talking about the craft of writing and about their own unique journeys to publication. Their experiences become all the more valuable when one considers the scope of the talent involved: among novelists, people such as Ann Petry, Toni Cade Bambara, Albert James Young, Carlene Hatcher Polite, John A. Williams, and Kristin Hunter Lattany; among poets, the likes of Dudley Randall, Naomi Long Madgett, and Haki Madhubuti—legendary voices presenting readers with much to consider in their words concerning craft, alternative publishing, and African American poetic tradition.

			Publishing in the twenty-first century is a rapidly evolving, highly technical business, influencing almost every aspect of our society and world. With African Americans now numbering about 3.4 percent of the managerial and editorial workforce of the book publishing industry, chances are that an African American writer will work with a white editor. Writers of color with a steadfast commitment to Afrocentric publishing houses can find a worthwhile alternative to mainstream publishing in the black publishers listed with the National Association of Black Book Publishers. The African American Writer's Handbook candidly discusses the issue of low minority representation in the publishing industry and its impact on the quality and number of authors published and the kinds of books produced. Another related section offers a detailed look at the major publishers even as it seeks and finds insight among the smaller independents.

			To assemble this book, I logged hundreds of hours of research time in libraries and on the Internet. I read every book and periodical I could locate that was relevant to the topics addressed in this handbook. Also, I spent countless hours and days interviewing authors, editors, and agents to gather the information presented here. Officials at various writers organizations opened the door to still other resources and alerted me to a host of important issues concerning authors. Their contributions helped to make this effort a much better book, exceeding even my expectations. Perhaps yours as well?

			Ultimately, The African American Writer's Handbook: How to Get in Print and Stay in Print can be used as a tool for fashioning a lasting career as a writer by way of comprehensive and helpful information on the publishing industry in an era of intense competition and startling literary variety. What enables the productive, committed writer to sell his or her work is a profound understanding of the creative and economic demands of the publishing business. The aim of this book is to help make that sometimes long, yet rewarding, journey much easier.
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			“To be responsible as a writer means that every word of mine will have been written truly, as truly as we knew how at the time of the writing. That is only the beginning, however, because writing, though done in solitude, is a social act. It needs the reader to complete it. Writing is a relationship in which we who write and you who read meet in the silent places of your soul. If I have written well and you have read well, we learn a little more about what it means to be wholly human.”

			       —JULIUS LESTER

			       From Falling Pieces of the Broken Sky
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		THE PUBLISHING INDUSTRY TODAY

		
			“At its best, publishing is one of the crucial elements of
our culture. It possesses the most potential for presenting
the work of our best minds to the masses at a time
when their creativity and vision are very much needed.”

			—JOE WOOD

			Editor, The New Press

		

		There has never been a better time for African American writers in the history of American publishing, with so many books coming from such a wide range of black creators on almost every topic imaginable. Black writers, for the most part, have made the critical adjustment to view the publishing industry as a business, understanding the need to merge their art with the demands of the consuming public. Although they want, like all writers, to get their work into print, they comprehend that the publishing industry is in a state of intense transition, that creativity and imagination will not guarantee a successful career when the level of competition among both publishers and writers has greatly increased. Still, a substantial number of African American writers are getting published and carving out an ever-growing share of the reading market.

		Indeed, times have changed drastically for the publishing world. The formerly genteel pastime for gentlemen is now a high-risk, big-stakes business. Corporate publishers are wrestling with the pressing question of what to do with the present stagnancy of growth in overall readership in the face of competition for recreational space with the Internet, cable TV, movies, and video games. With increasing foreign ownership of American publishers, one fear has been that mergers will spell the end of the midlist author, who sells far fewer books than the marquee author. Half of the top twenty American publishing houses are foreign owned, comprising a 28 percent share of the market. The publishers say that they want to acquire good books that hold their own in the marketplace. But what sells? Few, if any, guarantees prevail in the publishing world; no book seems to be a certain sell-through, for even many of the brand-name authors have suffered dips in their sales numbers.

		According to the 1998 Consumer Research Study on Book Purchasing, the unit purchases of adult books in 1998 fell 2.8 percent to 1.04 billion last year. The 1997 unit sales figures had moved up by less than 1 percent. Even mass-market paperback sales slid to a new low, tallying up the biggest drop in book units, nearly two-thirds of the decline. Hardcover sales also fell, but trade paperback sales held steady.

		One theory is that there are books on every subject under the sun and too many books are being published. Some critics of the industry insist that a portion of the business's woes can be placed on bad judgment in title acquisitions, poor management, and an overemphasis on celebrity books, which often are purchased with huge advances. Publishing executives, aware of the complaints, have moved quickly to tighten their spending, keeping a closer watch on the editorial, production, and promotion departments—no more lavish parties or other costly job perks. Because it is now understood that two or three of these megabooks purchased with huge advances can affect the fortunes of an entire publishing house, the matter of author compensation is under closer scrutiny. However, not all in the industry are convinced that the present situation is as dire as many pundits would have us believe—that is, that the entire business is just minutes away from a total economic collapse. Some industry analysts say it's simply a major reassessment and readjustment in how the industry operates in a highly competitive society where leisure time is often impulsive or determined by discretionary income.

		Many of those who monitor the publishing industry are optimistic, despite some significant changes:

		
				
				The consolidation of independent distributors and wholesalers and a loss of overall competition

				

				
				The shrinkage in the number of independent booksellers and fewer options for the discerning book buyer

				

				
				The growth and dominance of the large bookselling chain stores in almost every major national region

				

				
				The consolidation of the major publishing houses, resulting in fewer outlets for writers and agents, and a reduction in publishing slots

				

				
				The widespread view within the industry of the author as a business commodity and no longer as a mysterious, glamorous artist, leading to a major policy change in the publicizing and promoting of published writers.

				

		

		With over 63,000 books published yearly, no one will tell you that all of them are volumes of quality or substance, or possess real commercial potential. The new push in the industry is to locate, cultivate, and grow new markets among the nation's very diverse readership. Some efforts have been hit-or-miss, such as to exploit the exploding Latin market, but other markets have shown some promising results—the Asian and African American audiences, along with the lucrative gay readership. And the editors are scouting for new readers in previously silent communities, hoping to bring them cost-effectively into the mainstream.

		While article after article proclaims that the industry is no longer about publishing what is good but instead is focused on what can show a profit, it would be foolish to regard every book printed as a product of greed or to think that publishers care for nothing beyond achieving the largest possible market share. Among many of the publishing houses, there exists a staunch commitment to publishing books that make a difference, to taking artistic and commercial risks. Some true prestige is added into the industry when a house finds a work that is both literate and highly commercial. In fact, many houses use the large profits of their front-line, bestselling authors to bankroll more challenging titles that promise a limited audience. This approach is also taken for the benefit of first novels, poetry from new voices, and nonfiction for a specific niche market.

		The fear is that limited consumer demand may end the days of publishers as advocates of provocative, cutting-edge art, despite these supposed glory days of a sound economy and more disposable income. Will the ongoing merging of the large mainstream publishers really transform the business and lift its artistic sights? Will reorganization and downsizing help matters? Will the reduction of overhead costs, the merging of departments, and the slashing of staff really help to sell more books? What will happen to the books of dialogue, debate, and discourse? Will bigger equal better?

		Unfortunately, the hardcover may cease to be the spine of the publishing business, especially if the electronic book catches on. Still, there are those readers who will never tire of buying and handling the traditional format of a book, despite the conveniences of technology. For the worker bees of publishing—the people who edit, design, and produce the books—nothing can ever replace the joy of witnessing the evolution of an unedited manuscript to a handsomely printed book. They fear they're witnessing the passing of a Golden Age where the art and craft of book editing, design, and production will be soon forgotten.

		The problem here is that the book, a product born of the creativity and imagination of the writer, must rely on the buying habits of the reader. Yes, even your number-one bestsellers do not produce the kind of box-office revenue that hit films generate, but something will be tragically lost if the profit motive completely dominates the acquisition process of the publishing world. Many fewer titles will be published, and the bar of quality may be lowered to accommodate popular appetites. But commercial trends are fleeting and fickle.

		However, one thing is certain. No matter what adjustments are made within the publishing industry, the future of books is not as precarious as some naysayers would have you believe. Two real indications of health within the industry are the rapid growth of various regional bestseller lists throughout the country and the Oprah Book Club phenomenon; both trends show that people are continuing to read books in significant numbers. Publishing has become the realm of the commercially targeted book, which is a good thing in that more areas of the American reading public are being serviced than ever before. And African Americans, who are among these targeted groups, are seeing more diversity in the range of books being offered. Yes, black writers are becoming more visible throughout the evolving publishing business. We must work even harder to make our presence felt all throughout the industry— as writers, editors, publicists, sales personnel, management, and publishers. The time is right for a greater push in all of these areas. In the final analysis, good books are still published and continue to find their way into the hands of those people who love them.

		A PARTIAL LIST OF MAJOR AMERICAN PUBLISHERS

		This select list of the more important publishing houses can assist you in targeting the appropriate company for your submission or query. Many of the bigger houses publish books under several imprints, so it's essential to research them to find the best home for your work.

		Trade Hardcover Houses

		Addison-Wesley

		Ballantine

		Bantam Doubleday Dell

		Basic Books

		Beacon Books

		Carol Publishing

		Crown

		DoveBooks

		E. P. Dutton

		Farrar, Straus and Giroux

		The Free Press

		Grove/Atlantic

		Harcourt Brace

		HarperCollins

		Henry Holt & Co.

		Houghton Mifflin

		Hyperion

		Alfred A. Knopf

		Little, Brown & Co.

		Macmillan Publishing Co.

		William Morrow & Co.

		The New Press

		W. W. Norton & Co.

		Pantheon Books

		Penguin Putnam

		Random House

		St. Martin's Press

		Scribner

		Simon & Schuster

		Times Books

		Villard

		Walker & Co.

		Warner Books

		Mass-Market Houses

		Avon

		Ballantine/Del Rey/Fawcett/Ivy

		Bantam

		Berkley

		Dell

		Harper

		New American Library/Signet/Onyx

		Pocket

		Warner

		Zebra
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			“It is one of the tragedies of life that one cannot have all the wisdom one is ever to possess in the beginning. Perhaps, it is just as well to be rash and foolish for a while. If writers were too wise, perhaps no books would be written at all. It might be better to ask yourself ‘Why?’ afterwards than before. Anyway, the force from somewhere in space which commands you to write in the first place, gives you no choice. You take up the pen when you are told, and write what is commanded. There is no agony like bearing an untold story inside you.”

			—Zora Neale Hurston

			From Dust Tracks on a Road
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		THE WRITER'S CRAFT

		Before a book can be published, it must be written, and that is not an easy task. Many people dream of being a writer, the large advances, the signings, the movie deals, the TV tie-ins, the parties, the premieres, all the glory and trappings of fame and fortune. Unfortunately, the majority of writers do not live the Good Life or enjoy the fabled glamorous existence often connected with the celebrity writer. For many, writing is a way of life, a profession without the limelight, a job to keep food on the table and a roof over one's head. Yes, this commonplace reality differs greatly from the glittering fantasy one sees in films and on television.

		Most established writers speak of the need to write almost as if it were an addiction, a compulsion beyond their control, a natural extension of their true selves as much as breathing or eating. They say it's more than the incredible rush of emotion that comes from seeing your work in print for the first time or reading your words published between the covers of a book. It's something more than that. Often the need to write is a combination of factors, possibly the same characteristics of the personality that moved you to fill the pages of a diary or to write sappy poems that you never showed to anyone or to toil thankless hours rewriting copy at the high school newspaper.

		In preparing for the quest to bring your book to print, it's essential that you understand your motives for starting a writing career. Without a doubt, your parents or your significant other may not share this hunger that compels you to stare at a blank sheet of paper for hours or to tap away on the keyboard of your computer in your room deep into the night without a break.

		With all of the sacrifice and hard work a lifetime membership implies, what are your reasons for wishing to join the Holy Order of Writers? Figure that out first before quitting your day job or investing in a top-of-the-line computer. Don't register for those expensive creative-writing classes before you understand your choice, because you will not become wealthy overnight. Writing, for the committed, is not a frivolous hobby but serious business.

		
			SITTING IN a Paris café in the late 1950s, Richard Wright divulged to William Gardner Smith, the author of the popular post–World War II novel The Last of the Conquerors, Wright's surefire formula for a successful book. First, he said, the writer must be concerned with the total impression he wants to make on the reader. That impression must underline every word, sentence, paragraph, and chapter of the work. Next, generous portions of story, bearing such essential elements as surprise, suspense, movement and characterization, must be added. After producing a blazing first draft, the writer would take three drafts to sharpen the plot, setting and atmosphere, and to shed all excess verbiage before applying the final polish. A book was finished when there was nothing left to fix, concluded Wright before leaving.

		

		Once you've decided why you want to write, read, study, and absorb the work of the writers recognized as masters of their craft for their fine literary style. The next step is to select your specialty, your preferred genre, your area of greatest reading interest. Go to the library or a bookstore and look around.

		Ask yourself the following questions as you consider the start of your new writing career:

		
				
				What type of book do you like to read most?

				

				
				Who are your favorite authors?

				

				
				Whose writing style do you admire most?

				

				
				In what areas do you have some expertise or workexperience?

				

		

		This is a good start for a beginner, but the dedicated writer, with skills and an uncertain project in mind, must go further in understanding his temperament and abilities. Are you a novelist or someone who would be more comfortable writing a biography of jazz pianist Bud Powell, a travel guide of scenic Rio de Janiero, a study of the Geechee folklore and customs, or some other form of nonfiction? While browsing at the megastore, see what books are in demand and get a good idea of the quality of your competition. Keep in mind that because there are fewer titles being published today, your work must be marketable. If you want to be published, you must write something that sells.

		If you think your life story, like that of activist Angela Davis or baseball slugger Willie Mays, might make an excellent memoir, be sure that it contains something fresh, original, and fascinating for the reader. It is not often that one can read autobiographies of the caliber of the Delany sisters, Malcolm X, Billie Holiday, or Piri Thomas. Indeed, there are stories so important, so inspiring that they must be told, people so singular in character and deed that they must be analyzed and remembered in print, and events so monumental that they must be faithfully recounted on the page. Be brutally honest with yourself about what you have to offer to the literary world. Do not delude yourself or sell yourself short.

		
			J. CALIFORNIA Cooper's richly textured novels are frequently praised for their strong, enduring women, but she insists they're only a reflection of real life. “They have to work hard but they get out there and make it,” the wise griot of The Wake of the Wind notes. “That is what the stories are written for, telling people to put their minds on their business, their options, their choices, and to see that they have some.”

		

		Along with autobiographies and memoirs, there exists an extensive range of categories that fit neatly within the realm of nonfiction. Review the list and determine which category best suits your ability:

		
				
				biography

				

				
				autobiography/memoir

				

				
				travel

				

				
				inspirational

				

				
				self-help

				

				
				business and personal finance

				

				
				humor/satire

				

				
				true crime

				

				
				cookbook

				

		

		No matter whether a writer is working on a nonfiction project or shaping a novel, the urge must be to push your imagination and abilities to their limit, to probe your topic or characters to their emotional and spiritual depths, to question not only the ways of the world but your role and place in it. That excavation of information or search for truth in your writing can produce astonishing moments of surprise and revelation not only for you but for the reader as well. Although every novelist wants his or her work to reach the widest audience possible, there is a telling difference between commercial and literary fiction, with the emphasis often coming both in how the story is told and in the characters depicted.

		
			MARGARET WALKER says that her landmark novel, Jubilee, took ten years of research and nearly thirty years of writing before it was complete. The heart of the inspiring, epic story of black survival and the terrors of slavery and Jim Crow came from a bedtime tale told to the young Margaret by her grandmother.

		

		Commercial fiction often emphasizes the storytelling aspects of fiction, with much stress placed on using known formulas to reach the widest audience possible. The popular works of E. Lynn Harris and Terry McMillan are the bestknown examples of this type of novel. In literary fiction, great care is taken to craft the narrative with style and nuance, using intricate plots and complex characters to attract a more sophisticated and demanding reader. When readers think of literary novelists, names such as Toni Morrison, Bebe Moore Campbell, Charles Johnson, Ernest Gaines, and Tina McElroy Ansa come immediately to mind. These writers delve deeply into the emotional and psychological lives of their characters.

		None of this talk about literary novels is to denigrate the value of good storytelling, for to re-create a fictional biography of a person's life from beginning to end is no easy feat. Nothing can be harder than putting the most effective words and sentences on the page to influence and manipulate the thoughts and emotions of a reader. In commercial fiction as well, the author possesses the goal of creating the best book possible for the reader, accomplishing that aim with a final product that reads easily and effortlessly.

		In fiction, both commercial and literary, there are several key genres, all demanding a certain mastery of language and narrative voice. You may find some of your favorites among the following:

		
				
				mystery novels

				

				
				romance novels

				

				
				Western novels

				

				
				horror novels

				

				
				fantasy novels

				

				
				science-fiction novels

				

				
				children's/young-adult novels

				

				
				thrillers

				

		

		What does it take to be a good novelist, other than a skill with language and imagination? Returning to our discussion about literary versus commercial fiction, both require the persistence and discipline to sit down at the desk, shut out all distractions, and focus and concentrate for long periods of time. Most novelists keep notebooks full of snatches of ideas, random thoughts, intriguing turns of phrase, and general observations about how people think and speak. While some writers may wrestle with finding time to work, others approach the task with eagerness, joy, and much anticipation. As the saying goes, a writer writes, and nothing interferes with that process once it has started.

		
			NIKKI GIOVANNI, a poet and educator whose militant fire has not dwindled over the years, once spoke candidly about why writers continue to write even after a book becomes an unqualified financial success. In her words, you're only as good as your last book. “God wrote one book,” she told an interviewer. “The rest of us are forced to do a little better. You can't live forever on that one book. No matter how interesting, or how great, or how whatever, you are forced to continue, to take a chance.”

		

		A novelist maps out his plot, its action and dialogue, its characters with all of their conflicts and contradictions, the ideas and themes of the work, and overall content. Using a severe analytical eye, he homes in on the form and structure of the narrative, checking for any rough spots or snags that may break the spell of the novel. If he wants to improvise along the way, he is careful not to let that spontaneity get in the way of the story line.

		Patience must be a chief trait of the novelist, for rushed, forced writing will result in a self-absorbed, selfish book that will distract the reader, leaving no room for him to participate in the unfolding of the story. Some writers will even read the work aloud to ensure that the narrative flows smoothly and cleanly. The flow, rhythm, and sound of the text is important in conveying the power of the story. Don't be afraid to rethink your ideas or to revise wherever the narrative seems uneven or ineffective. It is very rare that a novelist will get everything right in a novel on the first try.

		Always keep your audience in mind. They must identify fully with your characters and their fictional experience, because if the readers lose interest in their choices, actions and stories, then it is highly unlikely that the book will be read to completion. Write according to your own pace. There is no artistic mandate that insists that you produce a novel a year. If you are serious about your art, you will remain a student of words, language, and ideas throughout your career. Never become complacent or overconfident about your ability. Continue to study and read, searching for new ideas, themes, and techniques. Cultivate friendships with accomplished writers, for there is much to be learned in those exchanges.

		
			WRITING CAN be a dangerous business, and you must be prepared. The Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist James Alan McPherson, of Elbow Room fame, recalls that another renowned scribe, Ernest Gaines, author of The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman, always placed a gun on his desk when he began to write.

		

		Organize your work. Plan a writing schedule with all of your tools in place. Establish a routine or a ritual if you must. Stick to it as you would an exercise regimen. Learn to utilize your time wisely. Allow nothing to interrupt the time you have set aside for your writing. Once you have started a project, stick with it unless it lacks the quality and passion you find essential to your work. Often a writer can begin a bad habit of routinely beginning and stopping a novel at the first sign of difficulty. The history of publishing is full of one-book wonders, writers whose creative well ran dry as soon as they finished the one book in their system. Some writers never arrive at that level. They quit when the going gets tough. Every writer runs into a rough patch when the writing can become arduous, slow, even torturous, but dedication and commitment to the process will ultimately win out. Stick with it. Don't give up. Good writing takes time, discipline, and a professional attitude to create something of lasting value.

		
			READERS OFTEN romanticize the life of the writer, forming their opinions from Hollywood, Broadway, and other segments of the media. Connie Briscoe, the bestselling author of Sisters & Lovers and Big Girls Don't Cry answering an inquiring reporter concerning the freedom that comes from her book revenues, quickly added: “You have a certain amount of freedom in terms of when you will work. I say a certain amount because at some point, if you want to keep your fans you have to produce. You must sit down and write.”

		

		Lastly, remember that each book you write is another building block toward a long, productive career. Don't expect a miracle overnight, a huge bestseller and instant fame. The writing careers of those authors who have become household names took years to build, going through peaks and valleys of both successes and setbacks, before producing the esteemed body of work.

		So get started, begin writing, and let nothing and no one deter you from achieving your dream. You'll be amazed at what you can accomplish. Imagine getting paid for something you love doing. Imagine seeing your work displayed in a bookstore for sale. Well, it's possible if you just believe!

		
			MAYA ANGELOU recalled how she almost turned down a life of letters. In 1967, the writer James Baldwin took her to a dinner party held at the home of the cartoonist Jules Feiffer. The guests swapped stories after their meal, and Maya, in rare form, stunned the others with her tales. Feiffer's wife later called an editor, who phoned Angelou to ask her about writing an autobiography. Angelou repeatedly said no, despite the editor's continued offers. Only when the editor issued a challenge that it was nearly impossible to write an effective autobiography did Angelou yield. The result was the writer's classic first book, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.

		

		
			[image: ]

			“There is no such animal as ‘Art for Art's Sake.' Like I have said many times before, all art is propaganda, all propaganda is not art. Art is social and political, takes a position for humanity or against. Art is functional.… In the great white institutions of learning, one is taught that there is nothing new under the sun; everything has been said before, it is from now on merely a question of form, craft, or rephrasing. But my great-grandmother used to say: ‘The half ain't never been told.' It is probably true that Western man has nothing more or new to say to humankind. It is time (long overdue) for black men to speak, to create a new vision for mankind, a vision oriented to man, not to things.”

			—John O. Killens

			From Amistad 2

			[image: ]

		

	
		THE LEGACY OF AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE

		
			“I have however deep concern with the development of a literature worthy of our past, and of our destiny, without which literature certainly, we can never come to much. I have a deep concern with the development of an audience worthy of such a literature.”

			—STERLING BROWN

			From “Our Literary Audience” (1930)

		

		At the start of the twenty-first century, African American literature now is generations old, with a stellar list of writers and thinkers forming a legacy that would make any people proud. That achievement has not come without its measure of difficulty, sacrifice, and suffering. From its humble beginnings with Olaudah Equino, Phillis Wheatley, and Jupiter Hammons, black literature seems to have taken on a back-breaking share of social responsibility and moral conscience in its many texts, from the early slave narratives to the fictional proclamations of race pride through the protest novels to the current explorations of African American culture and relationships.

		When the poet and critic Sterling Brown made the above-quoted statement in 1930, African American writers were not commonplace nor were they deeply appreciated, not even in their own community. The lack of popular support has never stopped black writers from being creative or productive, so a long legacy of fine work exists as a foundation for those who follow. The multitalented W. E. B. Du Bois, Paul Lawrence Dunbar, and James Weldon Johnson all continued the quest of building on that memorable start with artistic contributions, in every aspect of the literary field, during the early years of the twentieth century. Very few writers can match their prolific output in quality, variety, or creativity. Their pioneering efforts set the stage for the tremendous eruption of imaginative black voices in the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, introducing such writers as Countee Cullen, Langston Hughes, Alain Locke, Zora Neale Hurston, Wallace Thurman, Nella Larsen, Jessie Fauset, and Claude McKay. Collectively, they saw art and literature as effective race-building and race-affirming tools, the ideal means to gain more recognition for African Americans in their ongoing fight for equality and fuller access in this society. Unfortunately, only a small number of the key writers from that crucial period survived the onset of the Great Depression and the passing of the publishing world's brief infatuation with black culture.

		All that changed with the overwhelming 1940 success of Richard Wright's Native Son, the first novel by a black author to become a Book-of-the-Month Club Main Selection, selling over a quarter of a million copies in three weeks. This type of popular reception caught American publishing completely off guard, and the search was on to find another black author to duplicate the groundbreaking feat. While the majority of the “protest” novels printed were less than impressive, quite a few of them were notable, such as William At-taway's Blood on the Forge (1941), Carl R. Offord's The White Face (1943), Chester Himes's If He Hollers Let Him Go (1945), Ann Petry's The Street (1946), Alden Bland's Behold a Cry (1947), and William Gardner Smith's Last of the Conquerors (1948). Understanding the dynamics of the American publishing marketplace and reading audience, some African American novelists experimented with fiction containing a black view of a white world, using white characters to provide another manner of analysis into the mainstream culture. Several of the most accomplished efforts came from the pens of Ann Petry (Country Place), William Gardner Smith (Anger at Innocence), and Richard Wright (Savage Holiday). Writers Willard Motley and Frank Yerby would take a similar approach to their novels but for different, mainly commercial, reasons.

		As the postwar period of the 1950s began in earnest, there was a hope among many blacks that the old Jim Crow ideology that ruled America would wither, especially given the growing preoccupation with communism and atomic warfare. In the words of Chester Himes, this view was summed up: “White folks got a lot more to worry about than us.” Some African American writers grew tired of the noble pleas and grumbles of so-called protest fiction and started to see it as an impediment to the evolution of black literature.

		William Gardner Smith was one of the writers calling for an expansion of focus, themes, and artistic imagination, making that imperative a key argument in his 1950 article, “The Negro Writer: Pitfalls and Compensations”: “It is often hard for the Negro writer to resist polemicizing. He is driven often to write a tract, rather than a work of art. So conscious is he of the pervading evil of race prejudice that he feels duty-bound to assault it at every
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