BOOKSELLING & MARKETING

Editor: Daisy Maryles

Creative Merchandising, Attention to Detail
Help a Feminist Bookshop to Flourish

ERHAPS because they are so at-
P tuned to the special interests of
their customers, booksellers
who specialize in certain fields some-
times develop unusual methods of mer-
chandising that, given a few changes,
could be adapted by other booksell-
ers—especially those in personal book-
shops where there is a close and abid-
ing relationship between customers and
owner.

Take for example a system of ‘‘mini-
reviews’’ that has been introduced at
Old Wives’ Tales, a feminist bookstore
in San Francisco. Here customers
browsing for a new book by a favorite
author may find it displayed above a
handwritten note tacked onto the shelf
by a member of the staff. Such a note
usually provides a brief description of
the book’s contents, a reference to the
author’s previous works (or to other
books in the field), and a personal
recommendation by the person who
reviewed it. Most often the review is
favorable, such as co-owner Carol Sea-
jay’s note on ‘‘Taxi’’ by Helen Potre-
benko (New Star Press), in which she
describes the author as ‘‘a Vancouver
woman who drove a taxi for five
years’’ and who brought to this book
‘““‘some of the best social analysis I've
read anywhere in the last couple of
years.”” Sometimes the mini-review is
mixed, such as one signed ‘““OWT"’ to
indicate that the whole staff at Old
Wives’ Tales got in on the debate—
about ‘‘The Eagle and the Raven’’ by
Pauline Gedge (Popular Library): ‘A
very strange book about a wonderful
Amazon—it would appear—but she
only makes three bit appearances be-
fore page 700! We think that a few mass
market houses have decided to ‘cash in
on the Amazon fad.” We’d be interest-
ed in any experience you’'ve had with
this.”

Such comments and recommenda-
tions are highly valugd by customers at
Old Wives’ Tales, for like other femi-
nist bookstores, this store is recognized
on its own turf as a center for informa-
tion on just about every aspect of the
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women’s movement. A few weeks ago,
when co-owner Sherry Thomas taped
up a positive mini-review of Joanna
Russ’s latest novel, ‘‘On Strike Against
God”’ (Out & Out Books), the store
sold out its supply of 60 copies within
seven days. Similarly, although Carol
Seajay’s personal backing of Sally
Gearhart’s ‘‘“Wanderground™ (Per-
sephone) prompted a series of success-
ful in-store promotions, the mini-re-
view displayed next to the book helped
build the sale to an astonishing 780
copies in this store alone within 12
months.

Mini-reviews also stimulate sales of
hardcover titles such as ‘“The Writer
and Her Work,’’ a book of essays edit-
ed by Janet Sternberg (Norton) that so
far has sold 20 copies at $14.95. And
there is no doubt that the positive mini-
review taped below copies of Louise
Bernikow’s ‘‘Among Women’’ (Crown)
helped to build this sale to 71 copies at
$12.95 over six months.

In-Store Review Clout

But perhaps the best example of the
power of the mini-review can be seen in
the sales history of a relatively un-
known first novel called ‘‘Give Me
Your Good Ear’’ by Maureen Brady
(Spinsters Ink). During its first eight
months of sale, customers bought this
title at the rate of about four copies per
month. Then, after a staff member put
up a positive review of it, sales jumped
to 30 copies a month. Finally, after the
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note was taken down, sales dropped
again to about four copies a month,

While totally negative reviews are
not posted for a book, store personnel
will verbally let a customer know if the
book was not well received. Generally,
when the customer brings the book to
the cash register, one of the owners or
store staff might say: ‘“This is not very
good. A better book on the subject
might be. . . .’ or “‘This book is not as
good as the author’s previous
work(s).”” According to Seajay, such
comments have often caused the cus-
tomer to buy the recommended titles
and/or earlier works by the same au-
thor.

But the fun of experimenting with
mini-reviews is only one advantage of
operating a special interest store, ob-
serves Thomas. ‘‘The best part about
specializing is that it makes your buy-
ing decision easier because it forces
you to focus on the interests of your
customers and the books that will ap-
peal to those interests. We go a step
further here because our staff not only
shares those interests but also feqls a
personal commitment to certain princi-
ples behind them. For example, we
refuse to stock any book that carries
oppressive images of women, but we
insist on carrying a broad rang_e.of
books that aren’t necessarily femml_St.v
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r use the term—but they have a great
eal to say about women, and that’s
hat we hope this store is all about.”

But Thomas adds that there are dis-
dvantages to specializing as well:
‘For one thing, there is an incredible
ount of detail and extra work in-
wolved in keeping your inventory up-
o-date and complete, and in finding
pose hundreds of specialty suppliers
whose books are never listed in tradi-
jonal publishing/bookselling directo-
jes. It takes much more effort to find
and purchase such titles as ‘Feminist
apan,” ‘The Changing Role of Women
Southeast Asia,” or ‘The Legal
Rights of Battered Women in Califor-
gia,” but to our audience it’s absolutely
rucial that we stock these titles here.”’
As it turns out, Seajay and Thomas buy
rom no fewer than 2500 suppliers—
1500 book publishers and 1000 suppli-
rs of nonbook merchandise (feminist
ecords, greeting cards, posters, jewel-
and magazines). Nonbook items ac-
count for 30% of total sales, and many
of them are carried on consignment.

In addition to keeping track of all
hese suppliers, Seajay and Thomas
have perhaps doubled their workload
by insisting upon ordering extremely
mall quantities of every title or item
they buy. This ordering system was
devised by Seajay when she first
opened the store with former partner
aula Wallace (who has since gone on
to open her own store, Full Circle
Women’s Books in Albuquerque,
.M.). At that time (1976) Old Wives’
Tales began with an $8000 loan and an
inventory of 1500 titles housed in a
tiny, 450-square-foot store. Today, fol-
owing a move down the street to larger
quarters (900 square feet of selling
space), the store carries 7000 titles,
employs four full-time people and last
year grossed a very healthy $200,000.
Throughout, ordering in small quanti-
ties has been ‘‘the only way,”” Seajay
says, ‘‘that we could stay current with
publishers and at the same time gradu-
ally expand our inventory.”’

Thus inventory records of the Pocket
Books edition of Maxine Hong Kings-
ton’s ‘“The Woman Warrior’”’ show
that this title was reordered 40 times
over a period of three years, for a total
sale to date of 400 copies. Similarly, the
Bantam edition of Toni Morrison’s
*“Sula’ has been reordered 50 times for
a sale to date of 286 copies. And the
Norton edition of ‘‘Dream of a Com-
mon Language’’ by Adrienne Rich was
reordered 41 times in three years, for a
total of 347 copies. Even in-store best-
sellers, such as Dorothy Bryant’s ‘““The
Kin of Ata Are Waiting for You” (Ran-
dom House and Ata Books), which sold
400 copies over the last four years, had
to be reordered in lots of 10 on each of
the 40 reorders made for that title.

It takes about 10 to 12 hours a week
for Thomas and Seajay to keep this
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system current. Every Saturday they
take the carbon copies of their front
counter sales book and check stock on
each title purchased that week. ‘I
know that some booksellers prefer to
transfer sales information onto inven-
tory cards rather than physically check
the stock from shelf to shelf,”” says
Thomas. ‘‘But in a small store we have
found it helpful to work with the books
themselves so that we can come away
from a stock check with an absolutely
up-to-date, visual image of what we
have on sale.’’ This working familiarity
with their inventory has given Seajay
and Thomas an accurate mental record
of updated stock information on about
4000 out of the 7000 titles in their
inventory. ‘““With so many reorders
made in such small quantities,”’ says
Seajay, ‘‘we feel we have to carry this
information in our heads—otherwise
we couldn’t serve customers as effi-
ciently as we need to in this store.”’

Selective Remaindering

Ordering frequently and in small
quantities may ease cash flow prob-
lems, but it can slightly cut into the
bookseller’s profit margin, and it does
take time. So at Old Wives’ Tales a
number of attempts have been made to
push up the gross, including a surpris-
ingly lucrative system of selling select-
ed remainders. ‘‘Our customers have
always resisted hardcover prices,”’
Seajay observes, ‘‘which is why trade

At right, a mini-review
up close; below, handmade
gondolas (by Carol Seajay)

sit on rollaway casters and can
be moved to the sides of the
store during autograph
parties. The little squares

of paper tacked at various
angles on the shelves

are mini-reviews

paperbacks and mass reprints comprise
85% of our inventory. But these cus-
tomers also value hardcovers of au-
thors they care about” (Kate Millett,
Germaine Greer, Rita Mae Brown,
etc.). Thus Sea_|ay and Thomas, work-
ing closely with remainder distributors
who are attuned to feminist markets
(such as Daedalus in Washington,

D.C.), will sometimes buy as many as
100 copies of a hardcover remainder,

place 70 on sale over a gradual period
of time, and keep the remaining 30 to
sell at full retail price when the book
has officially gone out of print. Mean-
while, during the sale of the remainder,
every attempt is made to pass on extra
savings to the customer. The hardcover
edition of Rita Mae Brown’s ‘‘Six of
One’’ (Harper), for example, currently
sells for $2.25—25 cents less than
copies of the Bantam edition sitting
alongside it.

Interestingly, price resistance to new
hardcovers among women book buyers
has declined in recent years, Thomas
says, ‘‘primarily because the difference
between prices of trade paperbacks and
hardcovers is no longer as large as it
once was. We noticed this a short time
ago when both ‘Gyn/Ecology’ by Mary
Daly (Beacon, $14.95) and ‘Women
and Nature’ by Susan Griffin (Harper,
$12.95) sold 50 copies each in hardcov-
er. At one time a sale of 10 each would
have been excellent for this store.’”

Still, with prices of hardcovers in-
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The sign on the table reveals a great
deal about the bookstore’s political
and professional commitment
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creasing dramatically, Thomas and
Seajay have designed a new in-store
rental library that they believe will help
their less affluent customers read more
books and will also add to store profits.
‘“We tried a rental library once before
and lost about 600 books,’” recalls Sea-
jay with a grim smile, ‘‘perhaps be-
cause we were committed to an honor
system that was too loosely defined at
the time.”’ That system required rental
customers to pay $5 for a lifetime mem-
bership and 25-cents per week per book
rented. ‘‘At those rates we had no way
of keeping track of the books rented
out,”” she says. ‘‘But even though we
lost money on it, the library pulled in so
much traffic that we feel it’s worth it
now to try again.”

The new system requires the custom-
er to pay a $15 deposit and $2 per week
per book rented. If the book is not
returned, its list price will be deducted
from the $15 deposit. If it is returned,
the deposit remains with the store (un-
less the customer wishes to withdraw
her membership. Then, if the customer
decides to buy the book, the $2 rental
fee is deducted from the retail price.
“If on the average we can rent each
selection four times in seven weeks,”’
says Thomas, ‘‘we will have made our
cost back when the publisher’s bill is
due. Say for example we rent a $10
hardcover three times in a month,
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charging the $2 rental fee each time—_
that means that $6 will be returned tq
us in 30 days, which (at an average 409,
discount) is the amount we then owe
the publishers on that book. After that
every rental is pure profit, and whep
the book is taken off the rental list we
can sell it as a used book and add more
profit from that sale.”’

But “‘the only way this will work,”
says Seajay, “‘is if we select books that
will appeal to our particular custom-
ers—that’s why I suspect an in-store
rental library could work brilliantly ip
special-interest stores. Last fall, for
example, we sold four copies of ‘Sister
Wolf,” a hardcover novel by Anp
Arensberg (Knopf, $9.95) relatively
quickly, and it occurred to us that this
would be the kind of book we could use
as a rental leader—we would probably
sell the four copies anyway, and mean-
while we could rent it to many other
customers and generate the kind of
word-of-mouth that would lead to more
sales. This is why we don’t feel a rental
library hurts publishers’ sales—in the
long run it might actually generate
sales.”” For the bookseller, however,
“There will always have to be a break-
off point: the book can’t be less than
$8.95 or we might lose sales, but it
can’t cost us more than $15 wholesale
or we would lose money if the copy
weren’t returned.”’

The in-store rental library, remainder
sales, mini-reviews and Thursday night
readings by such authors as Louise
Bernikow, June Jordan, Isabel Miller,
Dorothy Bryant, Esther Broner, Mary
Daly, Kathleen Berry and Marta Ran-
dall have all helped to enlarge Old
Wives’ Tales’ market beyond a close
circle of feminists to the larger commu-
nity of general women readers that
includes many professional women,
scholars of women’s studies, teachers
of female hygiene, mothers at home
and women who have reentered college
or business.

This expanding community has been
so supportive, Seajay says, ‘‘thatit has
made things happen twice as fast.
When word got out two years ago that
we were relocating to a larger store, 50
customers showed up and helped US
move the entire inventory in one day-

Surprisingly, the new store provide
twice the display space, while the ln‘;
ventory (about 5500 titles then) staye
the same—yet sales after the mOX‘;
increased by an incredible 41%.
think that’s probably a lesson for all 0
us in the value of displaying boO
face-out,”’ says Thomas. But what

i that the 41%
even more surprising was ¢ e
never levelled offi—it simply KeP el
creasing until January of 1981, W
the store took in $23,000 in sales
senting an astonishing 91% 10€
over sales in January 1980. o

How to account for such af ©20
mous growth rate? *‘I think it's & €55

pUBLISHERS WEEK

pination of circum

are huge markets v
community; and
{growth of the wc

ery day.

pect it is sprea
country as well.
reason why Seajz
of other femin
launched the |
Newsletter, an ic
formative aqd of

the U.S. and C:
subscribers cont
sales, autograph
ing, bill paying
tions; wonder in
bility of launchi
collective, a ne
store conventiol
Women In Dist
distributor of wc
out of business

van N
distril

Lustnr
publishe!

Nude: 1

Edited by Jain
executed, this
today’s finest |
by Manuel Ah
Clergue, Ralp
Kertesz, Dual
pages. 176 hz

Fashio

Edited by Ca
provides botf
photography
internationall
David Bailey,
Erica Lennai
| 137 halftone:

{7 v

MARCH 27, 19

repre” "




ee each time__
be returned ¢
an average 4(9;
t we then owe
00k. After thag
ofit, and when
€ rental list we
K and add more

1us will work,
lect books that
icular custom.
€ct an in-stor
rk brilliantly ig
L?ISI fall, for
opies of ‘Sister
ovel by Anpp
95) relatively
- 1o us that this
'k we could use
vould probably
vay, and mean-
to many other
e the kind of
1d lead to more
n’t feel a rental
* sales—in the
nally generate
ller, however,
: to be a break-
’t be less than
> sales, but it
$15 wholesale
ey if the copy

ary, remainder
Chursday night
ors as Louise
Isabel Miller,
Broner, Mary
1d Marta Ran-
> enlarge Old
eyond a close
larger commu-
| readers that
ional women,
idies, teachers
hers at home
:ntered college

unity has been
/s, “‘that it has
wice as fast.
years ago that
arger store, 50
ind helped us
y in one day.”’
store provided
while the in-
s then) stayed
ter the move
ible 41%. ‘1
:sson for all of
slaying books
But what was
s that the 41%
mply kept 10-
f 1981, when
in sales, repre-

91% increasé

30.
such an enor
nk it’s a com-

ISHERS WEEKLY

]

pination of circumstances,”” responds
seajay. ‘‘The store is getting better
own and better equipped every year.
publishers are beginning to see that not
only is there a huge women’s market
out there’ somewhere, but also there
are huge markets within markets in this
ommunity; and finally there is the
growth of the women’s audience for
pooks—it just gets larger and more
isible and more hungry for books ev-
ry day.”’
Obviously something very dramatic
happening with that audience in San
Francisco, but Thomas and Seajay sus-
pect it is spreading throughout the
ountry as well. This is perhaps the
eason why Seajay, backed by owners
of other feminist bookstores, has
launched the Feminist Bookstores
ewsletter, an idea-packed, highly in-
formative and often entertaining peri-
pdical that is mailed out every two
months to 130 feminist bookstores in
the U.S. and Canada. In it, member
subscribers contribute ideas for swap
sales, autograph parties, store advertis-
ing, bill paying and in-store promo-
tions; wonder in print about the possi-
bility of launching a feminist ordering
ollective, a national feminist book-
tore convention, or a replacement for
Women In Distribution (WIND), the
distributor of women’s books that went
out of business in 1979; provide tips

and lists on new books from hundreds
of different suppliers; argue about is-
sues within the movement, such as the
difference between oppressive images
of women as presented in books from
‘‘established’’ houses and positive im-
ages of women in books from women’s
presses; and provide, finally, a running
account of the state of the women’s
book industry in North America today.

Expanding the Network

With some reluctance and after a
great deal of debate, FBN subscribers
will now accept subscriptions ($25 per
year) from anyone who is committed to
feminist principles (previously only
women who worked for women-con-
trolled businesses could join) and will
also accept advertising at $250 per
page. Publishers can rent FBN’s sub-
scriber list for $25, and Seajay also
offers rentals of WIND’s two-year-old
customer list of 1800 booksellers, li-
brarians and heads of women'’s studies
departments.

Like Carol Seajay, Sherry Thomas is
visibly active in women’s issues. A
former editor of Country Women maga-
zine and ¢o-author of the popular (near-
ly 60,000 copies sold in trade paper-
back) Doubleday/Anchor title, ‘‘Coun-
try Women,’’ she has just written a
new book, again for Doubleday/An-
chor, called ‘“We Didn’t Have Much

But We Sure Had Plenty’’—a book of
true stories about rural women.

To Thomas, sales statistics at Old
Wives’ Tales may portend other possi-
bilities within the women’s bookselling
community in general. “‘If in this store
alone we can sell close to 800 copies of
one title [‘“Wanderground’’] in one
year,”” she muses, ‘‘imagine what
would happen if all of the 90 feminist
bookstores in the U.S. got behind one
title—if each of us sold, say, 500 copies
of a book we all believed in, why that
would mean 45,000 copies sold before
the book even got distributed to general
or chain stores.

‘““What I mean to say is that there is
an extremely responsive women’s mar-
ket for some particular books, and
frankly the established major houses
are not yet ready to publish to it—they
still see this as a very specialized audi-
ence. But since there is a need for these
titles—especially reprints of out-of-
print feminist classics, first novels by
good women writers, nonfiction ana-
lyses by women essayists and scholars,
etc.—there is a chance that those of us
who work as booksellers in this market
could begin to publish to these needs
ourselves.”” Wouldn’t that place a
heavy risk on an already strained cash-
flow situation? ‘“We don’t see it as a
risk,”” Seajay responds. ‘“We see it
more as a personal commitment.”’ [

van Nostrand Reinhold is pleased to announce
distribution of new and backlist titles from...
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publishers of

Nude: Theory

Edited by Jain Kelly. Brilliantly conceived, beautifully
‘executed, this work explores the private thoughts of
today’s finest figure photographers. Included are images
by Manuel Alvarez Bravo, Harry Callahan, Lucien
Clergue, Ralph Gibson, Kenneth Josephson, Andre
Kertesz, Duane Michals, and Helmut Newton. 175
pages. 176 halftones. $19.95 paper, $35.00 cloth.

Fashion: Theory

Edited by Carol DiGrappa. This stunning volume
provides both a portfolio of outstanding fashion
photography and an insight into the ideas of many
internationally noted photographers. It includes work by
David Bailey, Anthony Barboza, Arthur Elgort, Horst,
Erica Lennard, and Chris Von Wangenheim. 175 pages.
137 halftones. $19.95 paper, $35.00 cloth.
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$15.95 cloth.

Cheshire Books

publishers of
The Wind Power Book

Jack Park. Here is a sound guide to beating sky-
rocketing fuel and electricity costs. It fully explores and
explains water pumping, home heating, and other wind
power uses. Approx. 280 pages. Over 200 diagrams,
photographs, maps, charts. $11.95 paper, $17.95 cloth. A
Popular Science Book Club featured alternate selection.
An Engineers Book Society main selection.

A Golden Thread
2500 Years of Solar
Architecture & Technology

Ken Butti and John Perlin. Foreword by Amory Lovins.
Placing solar energy in a rich historic context, this
fascinating book shows how man has used the sun to
heat homes, fuel industries, solve energy crises. Looking
at yesterday, it provides meaningful ideas for tomorrow.
303 pages. 261 illus., photographs, maps. $9.95 paper,
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Company, 7625 Empire Drive, Fl
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