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THE CUCKOO VILLAGE - Cover Letter and Basic Proposal report
May 1, 2009

Cover Letter - Layout and presentation

e The overall feel is professional, but stick to left justified text and no more than two fonts —
one for the headings (if any) and one for the rest of the text.

e There isn’t a huge amount of white space — increase the margin sizes and consider 1.5
spacing on the text.

e Don’tinclude a photo of yourself in the cover letter. It’s fine in your biography, but is out of
place here. Make the photo (where appropriately placed) as professional as possible — a
beach shot is not ideal.

Cover Letter - Text
Dear sir/madam,

e Not agood move in a cover letter. Address your letter to an individual. If you can’t get a
name by researching online or from a directory, phone the company and ask for a name.
Otherwise it looks like a) you haven’t tried, and b) you are sending identical letters to many
people.

After publication of articles in History Chronicle and Discovering History magazines, and
seven years researching local history as a lecturer at Harpenden College, I was struck by
the huge responce I had to a recent article I contributed to BBC History Magazine.

e Don’t use underlining for emphasis — this is a manuscript convention to indicate italics. Use
italics. If you are going to use emphasis on titles, use it consistently — it should be applied to
the BBC History magazine too.

e Quantify your huge response — your idea of huge might not be someone else’s.

e Starting with a sentence that establishes your qualifications to write this book and a sign of
interest from potential readership is fine, but make sure this isn’t too long. We want to know
what the book is about.

e Watch your spelling (responce) — it will be noted.

This is a topic that interests me deeply. Ever since a child I have been told stories around
the subject and they fascinated me. It’s like a foundation stone of my past. This is what
links me to my grandparents.

o  Why should we care? If you were famous, this might be of interest, but you need to engage
the reader’s interest, and knowing about your fascination with the topic doesn’t really tell us
anything.

e Ditto your family history. An editor/agent is likely to say ‘so what?’ with some justification.
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The village of Hartley lies around 20 miles from Halifax, as the crow flies. Situated in
West Yorkshire, it is a bleak ruin. What is left of the streets is covered in weed and
moorland gorse. But each of its empty buildings was once a home to a family, until 1847
when they were torn from their birthplace - the Cuckoo Village relives the heart-
breaking true story of those families and traces them 5,000 miles across the Atlantic.

e This is quite a good expansion on the book’s contents, but it would be better if you had the
title and a one line summary of what the book is about before it. You could afford to tell us a
little more about why these people were removed, as long as you don’t slow down the pace.

o Telling us Hartley is 20 miles from Halifax as the crow flies doesn’t really give us useful
information, and distracts, reducing interest and slowing the pace. You need to keep the
reader’s attention. I'd drop that and run the first sentence and the second together (with
appropriate phrasing).

e Short sentences like your ‘weed and gorse’ sentence work well.

e The final sentence is a little long — consider splitting it.

e It's conventional to identify your book’s title by putting the name in capitals.

e Isthere any resolution, or key revelations? Just tracing them across the Atlantic doesn’t
sound too exciting. Just like a novel, conflict helps in non-fiction storytelling.

The result - THE CUCKOO VILLAGE - Yorkie Tykes Abroad

e  Put this (without ‘The result —‘) before your summary of what'’s in it.

e The title catches our attention, which is good — it’'s memorable and effective.

e  Where the title is primarily an attention getter, the subtitle or tagline should explain what
the book is about. | still don’t have much idea from this. ‘Yorkie Tykes’ is going to be
meaningless to many readers, and ‘Abroad’ could mean anything. Give it a tagline that
explains and draws us in.

e Alsoinclude here (unless the tagline delivers this) a one line summary of what the book’s
about. This is very difficult to do, but essential.

o Aone liner that could also be the tagline would be something like ‘the true story of an
entire Yorkshire village, forcibly transported to a Caribbean island.” — but phrased better in
your own words.

Is there a useful comparison?

e Either here or in your marketing summary in the main proposal it is worth making any
useful comparisons. Don’t make ludicrous comparisons, just because the book you want
to compare with is a huge seller (‘it’s like Harry Potter meets Last of the Summer Wine’),
but if it provides a useful hook for the marketing people it can make the book easier to
sell.
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I have enclosed a detailed proposal, an addressed envelope and an International Reply
Coupon for reply.

Ilook forward to hearing from you.
Yours etc.

e Well done for keeping the letter short. When editing, keep it to a page.

e It's fine to say that you’ve enclosed an addressed envelope, though it should be obvious.
If you do want the proposal back, make sure there’s enough postage on an SAE for it —
and don’t send it out again to someone else unless it’s pristine. Alternatively, just
include an SAE for reply and say that the proposal need not be returned.

e |[f sending to another country, international reply coupons are a real pain for the person
on the other end, and many just won’t bother with them anymore. See if they take email
submissions, or try to get hold of local postage stamps.

Overall a very promising cover letter — but would benefit significantly from the fine tuning

suggested.
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Proposal - Layout and presentation

A cover page isn’t essential, but doesn’t do any harm. It looks good, and there’s no
problem having a dramatic font, but make it readable: at the moment the font is too
fancy. The picture is too big.

The contact details page could be incorporated into the title page as you haven’t a great
deal of information. Too many bits of paper get to be a pain. Remember to include your
email address as well phone and mailing address.

Technically there’s no reason to put the copyright symbol — work is inherently
copyrighted — but it doesn’t do any harm to put All rights reserved on the cover page.
Keep the one page synopsis to a single, separable page. This may well be sent around
the company.

Proposal - One page summary
THE CUCKOO VILLAGE - Yorkie Tykes Abroad

Make it clearer that this is the title — imagine the summary page being handed round on
its own. Get your name in here too. See cover letter comments re a better tag line.

The village of Hartley lies around 20 miles from Halifax, as the crow flies. Situated in
West Yorkshire, it is a bleak ruin. What is left of the streets is covered in weed and
moorland gorse. But each of its empty buildings was once a home to a family, until 1847
when they were torn from their birthplace - the Cuckoo Village relives the heart-
breaking true story of those families and traces them 5,000 miles across the Atlantic.
What made them leave? Why was just one man left behind? All will be revealed.

This is almost the same text as in your cover letter. Don’t be lazy — yes you will need to
put across the same details, but do it in a different way. The cover letter could be as
concise as possible, here you’ve a bit more room to expand — but you have to keep the
interest.

Start with something to grab our attention. Consider opening with the mystery of why
this has happened, rather than the location of the village.

In about half a page, go from that opener to give us the basics of what’s in the book. This
isn’t a blurb, trying to sell yet conceal, we need to get across the key points of what the
book is going to tell us, and why it’s such a great story.

Make sure your key thesis comes through. We need to find out why the families left the
cuckoo village (and be interested in it). You can leave some ‘Oh, that’s interesting, I'd
like to read more’ points, but they should be secondary ones, not something as centrol
as ‘what made them leave?’

The man referred to in the penultimate sentence is a neat touch, but again this isn’t the
place to leave us hanging. Pose the question — but make sure you also answer it
somewhere on the page. It’s good to leave the reader wanting more, but the one pager
should work as a standalone piece.

Drop that ‘All will be revealed.” It sounds corny and doesn’t add anything.
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If your story has a lot of surprising factoids, you can hit us with them in bullet points,
otherwise it’s probably best making this flow. But those factoids should really grab the
attention.

Proposal - market analysis
This is a book that will appeal to every reader.

The analysis is almost entirely missing at the moment.

Tell us who is going to be interested in buying this book, and why. Your statement is too
general, and there’s no justification.

It’s not enough that you are telling us the book will appeal to everyone, you need to give
reasons.

Consider making a comparison with other books which also helps identify the market.
Do you have a platform? — Anything you can use to sell the book: access to media,
regular talks given to people who match the target audience etc.? Include this here.

This section should be a full paragraph.

Proposal - delivery details
I will deliver this 800 page book in 6 months.

Delivery details need to be realistic — can you really write a book of this length in six
months? (Make it six, not 6 for numbers under 11.)

It is very hard to justify a book of this length. It makes it expensive for the publisher and
vastly reduces potential readership. If you really feel it needs to be this long, explain
why.

Give your estimate of length in words, not in pages.

Many non-fiction books are 80,000 to 100,000 words. An 800 page book would be more
like 200,000 to 250,000 words. Phrasing it this way also makes it easier to get a feel for
the realism of your timescale. How many words per week does that imply? Remember
time for research. Is that sensible?

Give serious consideration to reducing the length.

Proposal - biography

Your biography as it stands is mostly irrelevant. You can put in some small detail or
details of your personal interests if it captures the imagination, but not great screeds.
Cut the details of the hobbies.

It’s fine to indicate one or two key books or authors who have strongly influenced you,
but this is not the place for your favourite books list.

It’s fine to have a single, good photograph of you, but don’t make it a photo story of
your life.
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e Give us a clear picture of what you have done that support your being the right person
to write this book.

e Keep the educational details brief — we don’t want to know what GCSEs you got.

e It's fine to keep in the little point about being an expert on origami — a little personal
interest is fine as long it’s short and makes you seem rounded.

Proposal - existing publications
e These are useful where relevant. The contributions to the student rag mag probably
don’t help. If you have any existing books, including any (positive) reviews is fine. Just
brief summaries, though — don’t reproduce text from the material, unless, for example,
it’s an article in a famous magazine you’ve written on the same subject as your book.

Brian Clegg



