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Every author, of course, has a ‘beginning’
Robert Ludlum

The only way to learn to write is to write, and 
keep doing it until you get it damn right

Tom Clancy
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Introduction
FOR EVERY AUTHOR who makes a million, there’s a 
million authors who make very little; for a million 
authors who make very little, there’s another million 
who never get published. So just what is that 
intangible quality that bestows fame and fortune 
upon the select few?

Millions dream, at some time or another in their 
lives, of writing a book. The more ambitious of them 
dream of writing a bestseller. If you have shared such 
dreams, read on.

The reasons that drive us to write are, of course, 
far too numerous to list here. For many people, 
however, it is simply the wish to record their own 
personal experiences. For the more imaginative 
and ambitious, it can be the dream of writing a 
bestseller with, perhaps, the chance of enjoying 
ego-boosting fame from radio and television 
appearances. This harmless dream is, as I have 
said, one that millions harbour, but only very 
few achieve. What are those intangible reasons by 
which one author is singled out from a million 
others for fame and glory?
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To answer this question, I set out to interview 
a wide selection of bestselling authors. I posed a 
similar series of questions to each of them, and 
their replies, taken together, go a long way towards 
providing the answer. It is clear from my discussions 
with them, though, that each of us will draw 
different conclusions, depending on which replies 
impress us most deeply. It is the advice these authors 
have given that is important to all aspiring writers. 
They are excellent reference tips.

Although much has been published about the 
lives of these authors, little, if anything, has been 
written that explains in detail how they became 
such popular writers, and what it was that gave them 
that big break. Most press interviews reduce this 
fascinating aspect to just a single paragraph.

The interviews in this book occurred some 
years ago, but the events that led these authors to 
become so successful remain the same. Although 
the background details of these authors will not have 
changed, opinions and views expressed when we 
met might have been modified or changed during 
the intervening years. 

Most authors do not set out to write a bestseller, 
and those who write for a living never really know 
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what the formula is. More importantly, no publisher 
will be so rash as to state that they know for certain, 
either. It is all too easy to put a book’s success 
down to luck. True, luck is a part of the answer, but 
attributing a book’s success entirely to luck is an 
over-simplification.

To start with, original ideas make an important 
impact, and they must be such as to impress the 
reader. Any book has to be wanted by the public. 
Judging that aspect is the very crux of the mythical 
and magical formula, for the public’s taste in reading 
is fickle. Then the typescript needs to be in the 
right publisher’s hands at the appropriate moment. 
The publisher has to be motivated and in the right 
frame of mind to read it. Then, if the publisher is 
interested, and always assuming that author and 
publisher can agree terms, the book will eventually 
be published. But what happens then to make it a 
bestseller?

For example, has the author got to have a flair for 
advertising and public relations? Is word-of-mouth 
recommendation essential? And how effective is the 
publisher’s advertising by comparison?

Bestsellers can be on any subject or theme. 
Historical novels like Gone with the Wind, even those 
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with religious themes, like The Robe, humorous 
stories like those of P. G. Wodehouse, serious novels 
like The Heart of the Matter by Graham Greene, and 
romantic novels like Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca 
are all examples of successes in varied fields. 

Though the theme of your book may not be 
important, the timing of its publication most 
certainly is. So the first rule, surely, is to appreciate 
the public’s taste for reading matter. The bestselling 
author of twenty years ago would probably be a 
failure today; and today’s successful author might 
have been a failure twenty years ago. In the main, 
books should either satisfy some particular hunger 
in the reading public, or reflect a prevailing mood 
(although there have been exceptions to this).

Sadly, many people who actually start their first 
book fail to recognise the most elementary, and 
most important, point of their labours. Your book, 
if it is ever going to be published, must in some way 
coincide with the public’s current reading interest. 
You will read that the novel that achieves the rank 
of bestseller must rise above the level of merely 
competent storytelling, good writing, and skilful 
characterisation.
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It must make people laugh or cry, or both, as 
well as engaging and keeping their attention and 
exciting their imagination. It does not have to 
have a conventional happy ending, but it must be 
a satisfying one. Publishers will tell you that few 
bestsellers survive to become classics, the majority 
being ephemeral; they blaze like rockets in the sky 
and tomorrow they are forgotten.

So you want to write the book of your dreams? 
Well, the important thing to remember is to 
do something about writing it, rather than just 
dreaming about success. Anyone who has ever 
thought of becoming a writer would do well to note 
Arthur Hailey’s comment:

Get on with it. There are people who ‘talk book’, 
and there are people who ‘write book’; talking 
writers, and writing writers.
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Part 1

General
fiction
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Jilly Cooper

How To Stay Married, How to Survive From 
Nine to Five, Jolly Super, Men & Super 

Men, Riders, Rivals, Polo, The Man Who 
Made Husbands Jealous, Appassionata, 

Pandora, Prudence and 33 others.

AMONG THE MYRIAD colourful books that can be 
seen on almost every bookseller’s display stands are 
those of the prolific writers of romance. When sex 
is mentioned, it is usually with very genteel phrases. 
On the other hand, a number of authors have made 
a lot by writing good, raunchy love scenes, creating 
what today are known as ‘bonkbusters’. And Jilly 
Cooper must rank amongst the best-known.

She is one author who, even in her early career 
as a writer, was well-known to millions of readers. 
Jilly would be the first to admit that her fame was 
helped in the beginning by the wide audience, 
gained over the years from regular contributions 
to national newspapers, and from appearances on 
television. What is more, appearing on national 
television programmes ensured that her humour and 
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GENERAL FICTION

repartee were appreciated by many more people than 
are regular book buyers; a rare ability in a writer. I 
was to learn that it was her witty conversation that 
originally led her to become a writer in the first 
place. So as I travelled to interview her at her country 
home in Bisley, Gloucestershire, I was also ready to 
be entertained.

She lives and works in what some might call a 
mansion, but which is in reality a house that was 
originally built, more than seven hundred years 
ago, as a place for monks to practise their chanting. 
From her drawing-room there are uninterrupted 
views across a small valley, carpeted with open 
fields. A peaceful environment which many would 
envy, and an ideal one in which to write; one step 
outside, and you are away from ‘civilisation’ – and 
the telephone.

People tend to remember Jilly as a flirtatious 
blonde, often to be seen at parties with a glass in 
her hand and a gaggle of men around her. Don’t be 
fooled. Despite that extrovert party image, she has 
been described as both ‘insecure and ludicrously 
sensitive’: characteristics of any successful creative 
writer. Jilly had the good fortune to have been born 
into an extremely happy upper middle class family 
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who came from Yorkshire. After the last war, her 
father, Bill Sallitt, who had been one of the Army’s 
youngest brigadiers, returned to Yorkshire, moving 
into a splendid Georgian house which was partly 
used as his office. It was the ideal setting, with seven 
acres of fields, ideal for her ponies, and not short of 
other amenities with a swimming pool, tennis and 
squash courts.

On arrival, I was warmly greeted by both Jilly 
and her dogs. Coffee was instantly provided, and 
we adjourned to the drawing-room, which seemed 
to double as a library. Books were everywhere, from 
floor to ceiling. My eyes searched the shelves for 
a copy of Riders, one of her better known novels, 
which I thought would be a good starting-point for 
our discussion. So it proved, for as I complimented 
her, she began to talk about the book with animated 
and bubbly enthusiasm.

Soon after the book had been published in 
hardback, I had to go to speak at a literary 
dinner in Exeter. The guests included many 
paperback publishers, and elite members of the 
publishing world and booksellers. I noticed the 
long faces and dark mutterings, particularly from 
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GENERAL FICTION

the women. I discovered afterwards that they 
had just seen the cover of the British paperback 
edition and were very far from happy about the 
design. They said it was far too sexy and sexist 
for their markets and that it demeaned women 
by having a man’s hand on a woman’s bottom. I 
myself was slightly startled to begin with by the 
cover, but I soon got used to it and now I think it 
is a great cover. Every other country has used it on 
their editions, except for the American edition.

Jilly then showed me the American paperback 
edition as it was finally published. The cover 
had a round hole cut into it and was somewhat 
reminiscent of Dynasty – certainly not the image 
that Jilly would have preferred. Riders, her twenty-
seventh book, was published in 1985, but it took her 
over fifteen years to finish it. She says she is a slow 
writer, but not that slow! In fact the only copy of 
the first final manuscript was inadvertently left on a 
London bus, and was never seen again – an author’s 
nightmare come true. Jilly had to write the book all 
over again; at the time she was living in London, 
with frequent parties and people dropping in – not 
an ideal situation.
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I wrote a lot at school, but never got beyond 
the third chapter. I used to also write romantic 
stories and plays, but most of all, I wanted to be a 
journalist. I used to see these men in macintoshes 
and hats, clustering around and interviewing 
beautiful film stars at airports, and I wanted to 
be one of the men in macintoshes.

But I never could have written long books 
before I was married – because my love life was 
always getting in the way. I settled down after 
I was married, but life does tend to get in the 
way of writing, doesn’t it? Actually, I find writing 
incredibly difficult, each article for The Sunday 
Times or The Mail on Sunday was re-drafted and 
drafted at least a dozen times, and Riders took 
at least seven drafts.

Jilly’s bubbly, extrovert personality is in many ways 
the opposite of other writers I have met. After 
leaving school, she went through numerous jobs, 
from secretary to reporter, though she recounted 
her career with humour:

I was sacked from twenty-two jobs. I was so 
incompetent as a temporary typist, the letters 
I did on Monday came back by Wednesday, 
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and I was out that day. I’ve been a switchboard 
operator, advertising copywriter – that was a 
nightmare – but I eventually settled in a job with 
the Middlesex Independent when I was eighteen. 
I actually stayed with them for two years, but 
I nearly didn’t last the first day. I reported a 
wedding and got the bride married to the best 
man!

I always wanted to get to Fleet Street – there 
were riches to be had there – and with lots of 
boozy lunches.

But it was later, when she was working at Collins, 
the publishers, that the opportunity to start writing 
occurred. Each author’s introduction into the world 
of writing is, of course, unique, but once they have 
got started, it is that intangible quality that singles 
one writer out for real fame and fortune which is 
so intriguing. Jilly was working in the company’s 
publicity department at the time, helping to entertain 
guests at all those parties held to promote books. 
This left her with time on her hands, and a friend 
at Odhams asked her if she would like to help edit 
a new teenage magazine. It was during this period 
that she realised that many of the stories submitted 
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for publication were really very poor. In despair, she 
thought she could perhaps write better stories.

She succeeded surprisingly quickly, getting five 
stories published in other magazines, including 
Woman’s Own. She was living in Fulham with, at 
one time, twenty-two cats, and not being enamoured 
with the chores of housework, home was in a 
permanent state of delightful chaos. When she told a 
friend that she was thinking of writing a piece about 
housework, she received the cutting reply, ‘But you 
don’t do any!’

I went to a dinner party and met Godfrey Smith, 
editor of The Sunday Times colour magazine, and 
started to talk about being a young wife and how 
awful it was, working all day, shopping all one’s 
lunch hour, rushing home, cleaning the house, 
cooking one’s husband’s dinner, making love all 
night, getting up in the morning, going to work, 
shopping all lunch hour, getting home, doing the 
housework, cooking one’s husband’s dinner, 
making love all night, and after six months one 
collapsed from exhaustion. Godfrey thought this 
was so funny that he asked me to write a piece. 
I wrote it and The Sunday Times colour magazine 
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