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Last year my first book was 
published, a true-life tale 

called Bedpans & Bobby Socks 
about an eventful road trip 
undertaken by five British and 
Irish nurses in 1950s USA.

The idea for the book had 
come about several years ear-
lier when I read the letters my 
mother, Gwenda, had written 
to her parents during the three 
years she spent in America. She 
had flown to Cleveland, Ohio, to 
work at a large city hospital, and 
when her year of service was 
up, set off with four friends in a 
battered old Ford to see the rest 
of the country, writing home two 
or three times a week.

I had never been that inter-
ested in her stories before, yet I 
couldn’t help feeling that I had 
stumbled upon something spe-
cial. The voice that rang out from 
this correspondence was such 
an appealing one. It might have 

belonged to my mother, but it 
was my mother as a young, 
slightly naïve 24-year-old whom 
I had never known – a woman 
delighted and constantly sur-
prised by the modern new world 
into which she had been trans-
planted from post-war Britain. 

As I read about the young 
crew breaking down on the 
Alaska Highway near an Army 
camp, drinking tea at gunpoint 
in a Colorado ski lodge and rub-
bing shoulders with film stars in 
Hollywood, I knew that I wanted 
to turn these letters into a book.

It would actually take a couple 
of years before I found a pub-
lisher who shared my vision, 
but to cut a long story short, the 
book was finally commissioned 
by Little, Brown and 12 months 
later it was published.

As I proudly held the paper-
back in my hand, perhaps I could 
have been forgiven for think-

ing that my work on 
Bedpans & Bobby Socks 
was now complete,  
that it was time to 
move on to my next 
project. The book 
was being stocked 
by Waterstones and 
WH Smith, and in 

those early weeks was even 
promoted in some special 
offers and prominently situ-
ated in many of the stores. 
Time, surely, to sit back and 
wait for it to sell.

There was some promo-
tional work to do first that 
had been organised by my 
publisher – interviews to be 
given, articles to write, all 
of which contributed to 
strong sales. But after a 
couple of months this 
dwindled and Little, Brown 
– who I can’t thank enough for 
all they have done for me – inevi-
tably had to move their attention 
to newer titles. I was starting 
to realise that if this book was 
going to stay in the public eye, it 
was my job to keep it there.

And here is the crux of the 
matter: a book is like any other 
product in the marketplace – 
washing powder, say, or pet 
food. Once in the market it must 
fight to stay there. 

You only need to walk into a 
bookshop to see why this is such 
a struggle. The sheer volume of 
books is staggering. And while 
some might be laid out enticingly 
on tables, most are visible only 
as a narrow spine on a crammed 

shelf. If that’s your book, relying 
on chance sales is not going to be 
the best way to shift copies.

My first step in my new career 
as publicist was to dig out the 
plan my professional publicist 
and I had put together at a meet-
ing months before publication, at 
which we discussed which mag-
azines and newspapers would be 
a good market to spring Bedpans 
& Bobby Socks on. Thanks to the 
fairly broad appeal of the book, 
we had ended up with quite 
a long list, ranging from daily 
newspapers and general interest 
magazines to specialist nursing 
and travel titles. 

Now was the time to go 
through this list again and target 

the publications that 
had not responded 
to our earlier over-
tures. Having some 
experience of placing 
articles in the press 
as a freelance jour-
nalist, I knew that a 
lack of response did 
not necessarily mean 
a lack of interest. 
There were dozens of 
reasons why a busy 
editor might not 
have replied – from 
the sheer quantity 
of books and press 
releases she receives 
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each week to simply having fea-
tured a similar title too recently. 
There was certainly no harm in 
trying again.

And this time my approach 
would be personal – an email 
addressed to her with a subject 
line designed to catch her eye, 
plus a few concise paragraphs 
explaining why my book would 
make a great story for her pages.

And thus began a job that I am 
carrying out to this day. I doubt a 
week has gone by when I haven’t 
sent an email to somebody 
somewhere trying to gain some 
precious inches for my story!

The most important thing 
was to target the right pages of 
the right publication with the 
right story. I wrote about an old 
leprosy hospital where Mum 
worked before setting off for 
America for the local paper in 
the town where it once stood; 
about how her trip culminated – 
to the surprise of her friends – in 
marriage to a vicar for a Church 
of England paper. I offered my 
protagonists as subjects for inter-
view in the newspapers of their 
home towns; suggested a piece 
to family history magazines on 

the fantastic resource of Mum’s 
50-year-old letters.

Meanwhile, women’s maga-
zines and the women’s pages of 
national newspapers declared 
themselves impressed by the 
pioneering nature of my hero-
ines, at a time when most women 
of their age were settling down 
and having babies. Travel pages 
responded favourably to news 
of a recent trip made by Mum to 
the States.

The possibilities, I came to 
realise, were as varied and limit-
less as my imagination. Many of 
them came to nothing, but when 
they did, it felt as if all that effort 
had been worth it. And most 
importantly, sales almost always 
increased in their wake.

Very occasionally, if I still 
heard nothing from a publica-
tion I had pinned my hopes on, 
I followed up my email with a 
polite phone call, reasoning that 
emails, too, can be overlooked 
by busy editors. And I was glad 
I did as during one of these calls 
a big women’s magazine imme-
diately decided they would like 
a story about Mum.

I realised early on that I 

shouldn’t take bookshops for 
granted, either. Most seem to 
have some autonomy to promote 
local authors – or simply books 
they like. 

I knew it was impossible to 
befriend every bookseller in the 
country, but made a point of 
getting to know my local ones. 
I have built up excellent rela-
tionships with branches in my 
current home town and in my 
native North East where the story 
begins and where my mother 
still lives, and these shops have 
made efforts to display the book 
imaginatively and are conse-
quently where it sells better than 
anywhere else. (I have just heard 
that we are number nine in the 
annual bestseller list in one of 
these stores!)

Saleswomen
Mum and I have also supplied 
some local businesses – includ-
ing my favourite secondhand 
bookseller – with copies to sell, 
not so much as a money-earner 
but simply as a way of getting the 
book seen by people who might 
not otherwise encounter it.

I know of some authors who 
spend a lot of time trawling 
bookshops doing signings and I 
now know myself what reward-
ing, though difficult, work this is. 

A few weeks before Christmas, 
we spent a day signing books in 
two branches of Waterstones on 
Tyneside. I’m not sure either of us 
is the most natural saleswoman 

– and the fact is, unless you are 
in the league of John Grisham or 
JK Rowling, this is what you will 
need to be! – but our efforts still 
contributed to what was our best 
sales week for a long time and 
we met some lovely people in 
the process.

Somehow I have found time 
to write another book, though 
keeping Bedpans & Bobby Socks 
alive has often felt like a full-
time job in itself. 

And today there is that extra 
pressure to build an online pres-
ence, too – to join the writers who 
are out there tweeting, blogging 
and being active on Facebook. I 
do have a blog, which I am using 
to record our exciting year since 
publication, but I honestly think 
that if I was a prolific user of 
Facebook and Twitter as well, I’d 
never have a spare second in the 
day. No doubt someone will tell 
me I am missing out on valuable 
opportunities by not being part 
of those communities!

Some outcomes of my labours 
have been a total surprise. I’ve 
always been generous about 
giving out free copies to indi-
viduals with whom I want to 
share the book, who are unlikely 
to come across it themselves. I 
deliberated for ages over whether 
to include a copy in a letter to a 
prominent health authority fig-
ure in Newcastle, where Mum 
did her training, throwing one 
in at the last minute. A few days 
later I had a phone call from 
the recipient telling me that he 
had read out excerpts of the 
book to a conference of several 
hundred nurses!

Almost a year later we’ve had 
features in local, national and 
even American newspapers and 
magazines, been interviewed on 
local and national radio – and 
seen a corresponding rise in sales 
in their wake.

But it’s been hard work. And 
demoralising. And also hugely 
rewarding. And I’ve no doubt it 
will continue to be so. 

Gone are the days when the 
writer simply sits back and writes 
(if they ever existed). Somebody 
has likened the situation to cross-
ing a mountain range: you think 
you have only that mountain to 
climb that you can see in front of 
you, but once you have reached 
the top you see there is another 
one behind it… and another one 
behind that.

There is only one thing to do: 
keep going.

• Bedpans & Bobby Socks is pub-
lished by Little, Brown, priced £6.99. 
See Barbara’s blog at bedpansand- 
bobbysocks.wordpress.com
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after the delivery: a book’s
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Gwenda and pals at 
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