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Dear Reader

This is a book for everyone – given that essentially we’re all the same . . .
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A big THANK YOU to everyone who has been involved in this book. To Duncan Proudfoot, who came up with the title and encouraged me on. To my editor, Hugh Barker, who picked up the ball and ran the extra mile with it; who did so much to help craft it. To The Brothers McLeod, who captured the spirit of it and enhanced it with their enchanting illustrations. To Chelsey Fox, who did what the best agents do. To GN, for his support and creative input, particularly the A–Z; for being there. To publisher Nick Robinson, ‘an unsnobbish gentleman . . . who preferred not to fish in the main river’, now gone but whose spirit of fine publishing lives on. To the pluckiness and determination of aspiring authors, who inspired, shocked and entertained in equal measure.


 

 

 

 

 

 

slush: partly melted watery snow; liquid mud, mire; excessively sentimental language, literature, etc. Slush or slosh, liquid mud, probably of Scandinavian origin, as in the Swedish slask, meaning wetness, liquid filth, and slaska, to paddle or wallow

Not to be confused with slurry or sloshed or slush fund

Akin to sludge, mire, ooze and slutch

pile: a heap of things of considerable height, laid or lying on one another [Old & modern French for heap, pyramid, mass of masonry, from the Latin pila for pillar, pier, mole]

Not to be confused with pile, as in a dart or arrow or a heavy javelin carried by a Roman foot soldier. Nor down nor hair. Nor haemorrhoid (usually plural)

Akin to pile as small castle or tower

slushpile or slush pile: the term for the accumulated stack of unsolicited manuscripts sent to a publishing house with a view to publication. Note unsolicited, as in unsought, as in uninvited, dispatched by aspiring authors unrepresented by a literary agent, who would otherwise match author to publisher

origins the resemblance of a pile of typescripts, all black ink and white paper, to slushy snow. Or perhaps a nod to the leftover nature of unsolicited work – not part of the mainstream publishing event, left to melt and vanish without trace

purpose to discover and publish previously unpublished voices


Who’d Be a Slushpile Reader?

Sammy Looker was Constable’s long-serving slushpile reader. He joined the firm in 1923 and was still there four decades later. Looker by name, Looker by nature; with a name like that, he had to be searching for something, and in his case it was authors.

It was Looker’s job, and the ongoing task of those who succeeded him, to read and assess the unpublished work that arrived each week, to report favourably on anything that showed promise or otherwise recommend rejection. Looker’s colleagues knew when he had passed them a manuscript to consider as some of the pages would be stuck together with the fishpaste from the sandwiches that he liked to eat while reading.

Slushpile reading was, and remains, a job akin to panning for gold. You might spend years knee-deep in earth or mud, caked in it up to your armpits; panning, sifting, squatting in a flowing river; finding nothing, until one day Bingo! Mining records from the days of the California gold rush describe finds on land so rich that sometimes gold in excess of £50,000 might be sifted from a single pan. Wealth like that, whether in gold prospecting or book publishing, is rare – as Pulitzer Prize-winning author James Michener recalled from his own personal experience.

Michener had at one time worked as a slushpile reader, a role he later talked about during an interview with author and New Journalist Tom Wolfe. When Wolfe asked Michener if he had ever worried about the competition from up-and-coming writers buried deep within the slushpile, Michener replied that if Wolfe had ever read a slushpile he would know that there was little to worry about.

Michener’s view might sound jaundiced, but most slushpile readers start off jaunty and full of optimism, hopeful of striking publishing gold. But, at some stage, there is a rude awakening – with submissions that just don’t fit a publisher’s list, genres that individual firms don’t publish (a fact easily established before sending); topics too esoteric and noncommercial; proposals overly academic for a trade publisher with a commercial readership and vice versa; submissions that are well written but poorly targeted; good ideas but badly executed; the quite off beam or simply preposterous. So the time has come for a ruminative rummage through the slushpile, to sample its wonders and its weirdness, its comedy, its tragedy and all points in between.
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