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The Washington Post’s coverage of the launch of PublicAffairs in 1997.

Big-Picture Books
The Washington Post
By David Streitfeld
May 29, 1997
Washington investor Frank Pearl must have been having a good time with Counterpoint,
his literary press here, because yesterday he announced the creation of a second publishing house.
More imprints—“either formed from scratch or acquired”—will be announced in the
coming months. “We are encouraged that our idea that you can do high-quality publishLQJSUR¿WDEO\LVFRUUHFW´VDLG3HDUOZKRPDGHKLVIRUWXQHGRLQJOHYHUDJHGEX\RXWVLQ
the 1980s with former treasury secretary William Simon and other partners.
The new house is called PublicAffairs, and will naturally specialize in books by public
¿JXUHVDQGMRXUQDOLVWV,WLVWKHEUDLQFKLOGRI3HWHU2VQRVZKRZDVKHDGRI7LPHV%RRNV
until last fall. His authors included Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, Robert McNamara, Paul
9ROFNHUDQG%RULV<HOWVLQDVZHOODVPDQ\MRXUQDOLVWV
These are, as ever, rocky times in the publishing world, and serious books that specialize
LQ:DVKLQJWRQRULHQWHGLVVXHVDUH¿QGLQJWKHJRLQJHVSHFLDOO\EOHDN(DUOLHUWKLVPRQWK
+DUSHU&ROOLQVIROGHG%DVLF%RRNVRQHRIWKHOHDGLQJQRQ¿FWLRQLPSULQWVLQWRWKHSDUHQWFRPSDQ\$GGLVRQ:HVOH\DQRWKHUIRUPHUIRXQWRIVHULRXVQRQ¿FWLRQKDVDOVRDQnounced severe cutbacks. Other houses are cutting back more quietly.
:KHQ2VQRVOHIW7LPHVKHVDLGLWZDVLQFUHDVLQJO\GLI¿FXOWWRSXEOLVKWKHNLQGVRIERRNV
KHZDQWHGZLWKLQWKHFRQ¿QHVRILWVSDUHQWFRPSDQ\WKH5DQGRP+RXVHFRQJORPHUDWH
More and more crossword puzzle books and brain-twister compilations had to be acquired to pay for books on, say, tax reform.
PublicAffairs is an attempt to control costs and manage distribution in ways that are
GLI¿FXOWIRUWKHODUJHSXEOLVKHUVZKLFKKDYHKXJHRYHUKHDG'HDOVDUHEHLQJZRUNHGRXW
with PBS’s “Frontline” documentary show and the Twentieth Century Fund to develop
SURSHUWLHV MRLQWO\ ZKLOH PDUNHWLQJ DFFRXQWLQJ DQG RWKHU VXSSRUW VWDII ZLOO EH VKDUHG
with Counterpoint and the future imprints.
“We want to provide authors with the means to be able to write these books, and we want
to be able at the same time to meet all the costs and demands of running a business.
That’s the equation we have to bring together,” Osnos, 53, said yesterday from New
York, where PublicAffairs will be based.
:KLOHWKH\HDUROG3HDUOLVWKHPDMRULW\RZQHURI3XEOLF$IIDLUVWKURXJKWKH3HUVHXV
&DSLWDO LQYHVWPHQW ¿UP KH UXQV WKHUH DUH D KDOIGR]HQ PLQRULW\ LQYHVWRUV LQFOXGLQJ
ABC News anchor Peter Jennings, former C-SPAN chairman Robert Rosencrans and
Osnos himself. The press will issue 25 to 30 books a year, starting in the fall of 1998.
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3XEOLF$IIDLUV2VQRVVDLGLV³DWULEXWHWRWKHVWDQGDUGVYDOXHVDQGÀDLURIWKUHHSHUVRQV
who have served as mentors to countless reporters, writers, editors and book people of
all kinds, including me”: the late muckraker I.F. Stone, former Washington Post execuWLYHHGLWRU%HQMDPLQ&%UDGOHHDQGIRUPHU5DQGRP+RXVHFKDLUPDQDQG+XPDQ5LJKWV
Watch founder Robert L. Bernstein.
Indeed, for a while Osnos toyed with the idea of naming the publisher BSB, after the
WULR¶VLQLWLDOV:KLOHWKDWQRWLRQZDVXOWLPDWHO\UHMHFWHGHDFKERRNIURPWKHSUHVVZLOO
KDYHDQHPEOHPZLWKWKHLQLWLDOV%6%DQGDQRWHDWWKHEDFNH[SODLQLQJLWVVLJQL¿FDQFH
“Well, God love him” Bradlee commented yesterday. “It’s original. Because it means
something to him, it means a lot to me, too.” Stone and Bernstein were, he added, “good
company.”
The press is a tribute to a fourth pioneer as well: Morris B. Schnapper, who for decades
UDQDQRZGHIXQFWRXW¿WFDOOHG3XEOLF$IIDLUV3UHVV6FKQDSSHUQRZLQKLVHLJKWLHVDQG
living in Silver Spring, gave his blessing to the enterprise.
Schnapper published Harry Truman, Gandhi, Arnold Toynbee and over 1,000 others, but
things have changed since his heyday. The problem, Osnos said, is that costs are out of
control. “If I give you $100,000 to write a book, you’ll give 10 percent to your agent and
$30,000 to Uncle Sam. If it takes 18 months to write the book, you’ll be working essentially for minimum wage,” he said.
Say the book sells 12,000 copies, which is often considered a good sale. This doesn’t
earn the publisher enough money to cover the expenses as well as the author’s advance.
For everyone, it’s a losing game.
Said Osnos, “The author isn’t getting what the author needs, and the publisher isn’t getWLQJZKDWWKHSXEOLVKHUQHHGV7KHRQO\ZD\LWFDQZRUNLVLIWKHUHDUHERRNVWKDWVLJQL¿cantly exceed the royalty advance, and pick up the slack for all the others”—a high-risk
style of operating that can yield big losses more easily than it brings bonanzas.
Adam Bellow, editorial director of the Free Press—owned by Simon and Schuster, it is
the most prominent public affairs imprint—said he wished Osnos luck and hoped the
venture would succeed. He added, however, that “there’s a reason why the big publishers
DUHWXUQLQJDZD\IURPWKLVW\SHRIERRNVDQGLW¶VQRWMXVWWKHFHOHEULW\DXWKRUV\VWHPRU
the high cost of doing business in a conglomerate. There’s still a limit to how many
copies of a serious book you can sell on a policy issue.”
7KHVHGD\VSROLWLFDOERRNVDUHLQDWURXJK³,MXVWGRQ¶WWKLQNWKHUH¶VDQDXGLHQFHIRU
them,” Bellow said. “People are not paying attention to politics, because there doesn’t
seem to be anything at stake. There’s a mood of distemper.”
/\QQ&KXOLWHUDU\DJHQWIRU+RXVH6SHDNHU1HZW*LQJULFKDQGRWKHU:DVKLQJWRQ¿JXUHVFRQFXUUHG³,MXVWJRWUHDOO\VLFNRIUHDGLQJWKHVDPHUHSHWLWLYHWULSH´VKHVDLG
“Conservatives are so boring. They keep repeating themselves. Who cares? And the
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Democrats are even worse, as usual. The left is dead. I supposed that’s good. But someKRZLW¶VQRIXQDQ\PRUH:KDW\RXOLNHWRVHHLVDJRRGKDQGWRKDQG¿JKW´
Osnos, who spent the early part of his career as a reporter and editor for The Washington
3RVW¿UPO\EHOLHYHVWKHUHLVDPDUNHWIRU:DVKLQJWRQRULHQWHGERRNV³7KHDXGLHQFH
I’m interested in are the millions of people who listen to NPR, C-SPAN, ‘Frontline’ and
Jim Lehrer.” He’s convinced he can make the economics work. So is Frank Pearl. His
attempt to form a new style of publishing conglomerate ranks among the most ambitious
LQWKH¿HOGLQWKHSDVWGHFDGHZKLFKKDVWHQGHGWRVHHPRUHVKXWGRZQVWKDQVWDUWXSV,W
will probably push the deeply private Pearl further into the spotlight. “I hope not,” he
said uneasily.
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