Interview with Peter Honsberger of Cold Tree Press

As a prelude to an article I was working on, I did a follow up interview with Peter Honsberger, the CEO of Cold Tree Press. 

Cold Tree Press was the publisher I selected for my third book, Jennifer’s Plan. While working on that POD article, I thought I would present his views on publishing and POD in general. Here is that interview.

* * * * *

1) Do you mind if I refer to Cold Tree Press as "A boutique publisher out of Tennessee"?
I think I’d prefer that Cold Tree be referred to either as a premium self-publisher or a hybrid publisher. Our definition of a hybrid publisher, is one who does not accept every manuscript that is submitted and focuses on the quality of the writing, most of the manuscripts we now publish have been professionally edited. Other than the fact that we accept a fee from our authors to publish their books and currently don’t actively market the books, we operate very similar to a traditional press. More on that below.


2) What made you, (Cold Tree) enter the POD arena? I remember when I did my first book there were five or so, by the time I did my first article there around 20, now I hear there are over 40! Isn't that a pretty crowded field to compete in?
When I started Cold Tree Press in 2000-2001 you are right, there were only about 15-20 out there. As with any growth industry many players have entered the marketplace to glean a fast buck. Most of these will publish anything that comes through the door as long as the author pays the fee. Though there are a few out there who feel as we do, but we are currently in the minority. From the onset we have always envisioned becoming a hybrid press, somewhere between self-publishing and traditional publishing, as I felt eventually that is where the industry was headed. That is very close to becoming a reality. This new version of self-publishing is ringing true with authors out there that want the highest quality possible in the publication of their work. We have seen that proven this year as we have strategically moved in that direction. The manuscripts we now receive, for the most part, are well written and have been well edited.

The other goal I set out to achieve, was to create an environment where the author felt comfortable and knew they would be well taken care of. A reversion to the days when publishers really cared about the authors and the work they published. Some of it goes back to my own personal philosophy of treat others as you would want to be treated. This I felt was sadly missing in the publishing world. Having gone through the submission process with traditional publishers and receiving the anonymous form rejection letters, some with encouraging notes attached, but not many, I know how hard it is to make a dream come true for an author. So I guess you could say I walked in their shoes before I began. That is one of the reasons why, even if we reject a manuscript, our editor and myself will include notes as to why it was rejected and encouragement as to what can be done to improve the work. Some of these authors have then gone away and reworked the manuscript and resubmitted, and we have then accepted the work. All of those have thanked us for not accepting it the first time, knowing that now it was a work they could be proud of. We have this criteria, because we want success for our authors as much as they want it for themselves. They only get one shot out there and we want it to be the best it can be.

3) As I'm sure you know, POD has a pretty nasty stigma, largely do to the fact just about anything can get published (and usually dose). How do you decide what to take on, or more specifically not to take something? Or do you? Let me put you on the spot here. If someone is willing to fork over the cash, do you (can you) really say no? I already know the quality of your product, but if the words inside are pure crap (which estimates put at around 95% of all POD books) can you really put the book out? Would you?
Since you signed with us we have gotten very strict about our acceptance of manuscripts and now clearly state that on our site. All manuscripts are reviewed by our editor before we will publish the work.  We have always been so, but for the most part have been very lucky to have received a lot of excellent work in the previous years. From the onset we have been pretty picky about the work we accept. A manuscript that comes to us now, should have been professionally edited or we can edit it for them. Many times we do a light edit here for free, but don’t spread it around. Given the reputation we have worked very hard to build, we now only have to turn down about a third of those we receive. When we first instituted this policy we were unsure if this would really hurt our bottom line, but felt it was a necessary step to take. To our surprise, the number of manuscripts we receive actually increased, as well as the level of the quality of the writing. So it seems our instincts were correct in that serious writers were looking for a place that they could be assured that their work was well taken care of with a self-publisher that focused on that level of quality.

4) Returns. Care to elaborate on that? 
This one’s easy, all our books are returnable at no charge to the author. We keep trying to remove as many obstacles as possible for the self published author. As I said above, we do this because we want the author to succeed as much as they want to succeed. It helps us all.

5) From our conversations and working with you, I know first hand what sets Cold Tree apart from the others. However, as you continue to bridge the gap between being just another POD mill and continuing to incorporate the taste of traditional publishing into your process, working closely with each author, where do you go from here to further close that gap? What other features will you add (have added) that continues to make you a unique publisher? What's on the horizon for Cold Tree?
Actually, there are a couple things that should help us and our authors complete the circle. First, as of October we will have a step-by–step marketing plan and manual that will give an author a full blown foundation program to promote their book. There will be one for fiction and one for non-fiction. This plan will be given to the author as soon as they sign with us and contains a checklist for the scheduling of each phase of the promotion, which is explained in detail within the manual. Once received, this plan will be customized, with our input and assistance, to fit each books needs and genre. We will be following up with them throughout the process to monitor their checklist and schedule. This will be free of charge to them as a Cold Tree author. This will not be a pamphlet that so many are offering, but a real plan to improve sales. All authors will be receiving this plan, existing, as well as new.

The second big news is that we have in the works a traditional independent press as well. It will be a sister company to Cold Tree Press. The name is still up in the air, but our first book is scheduled to be released in October. It is “From A Standing Start: My Political Odyssey” by Winfield Dunn one of the former Governors of Tennessee. And I don’t know whether you are aware, but we sponsored the Parthenon Prize in its inaugural year. A benefactor provided funds to offer an $8,000 cash prize for the contest and we agreed to publish the winner through our new press. Each manuscript was judged and read by an independent panel and moved through a series of screenings. The final judge for the 2007 competition is Tony Earley, author of Jim the Boy, Here We Are in Paradise, and Somehow Form a Family. It is in his hands now. We did this because we really believe in giving new and unknown authors an opportunity to see their work published. The entrepreneur and I saw eye to eye on this.

How does this new press affect Cold Tree authors? We will, as funds and manuscripts allow, be offering select Cold Tree authors the opportunity to move to our traditional press. The manuscripts will go through a stringent review process by an independent panel to be offered a contract. However, other factors will figure in as well. The enthusiasm the author has shown for promoting their work, our overall feeling of the quality of the story, marketability of the work and sales record as a self-published work. And to some extent a gut instinct. This press allows us to enter the independent traditional press arena, while letting Cold Tree serve as a proving ground for authors that may have been turned down elsewhere. Should their manuscript be accepted for the traditional flip, they won’t have to leave the people they are used to working with to enter that market. I’ll be heading up both companies and many of the same people will be involved in the flip. Our contract for this new press is significantly different than what is currently being offered in the marketplace, to the authors benefit.
 
6) Anything you would like to add?
I would, I continue to fight the battle to bring self-publishing into the legitimate arena and have it viewed as more of a proving ground for serious writers, than a step sister to the publishing world. I do feel a little bit like Don Quixote at times, but will not give up the fight. “It’s always been this way,” is not a good enough answer. I want to know why, both for myself and our authors. We are trying to do our part to not let self-publishing head down the road of the old vanity presses, which in my opinion, were a disgrace and scam from the start. I believe this industry can strongly benefit from this new technology and the opportunity that it allows new authors in breaking into the marketplace.

* * * * * 
