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What's good for the goose is good for the chicken 
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Did you know that Henry David Thoreau and Walt Whitman both published their own work? I didn't until I 

started researching self-publishing but amazingly, it has quite a history. 

Henry David Thoreau, on the advice of Ralph Waldo Emmerson, printed 1000 copies of his own first book. 

When we talk about his time on Walden Pond, no one talks the book he had printed during those years. 

He only sold 300 copies of A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, and ended up in debt from the 

adventure. Unforutnately, there was no print-on-demand in in 1846. 

Another little known fact is that Walt Whitman printed the first 795 copies of Leaves of Grass. And again, 

when we talk about Walt Whitman, no one talks about self-publishing. He had more success with his self-

published work than Thoreau did, but both went on to become icons of American literature and poetry. 

And they are not the only icons who have dabbled in self-publishing at one time or another. Various 

sources refer to the self-publishing endeavors of Mark Twain, Upton Sinclair, Anais Nin, T.S. Eliot, James 

Joyce, Lewis Carroll, George Bernard Shaw, Edgar Allan Poe, and Rudyard Kipling. It's not easy to find 

the details regarding their ventures but you see them mentioned when people write about self-publishing. 

Thankfully, for American kitchens everywhere, it wasn't just the creative types who published their own 

books. Without self-publishing we might not have The Joy Of Cooking – a mainstay in many homes. We 

know it as the most-published cookbook in America but no one ever talks about how Irma Rombauer 

published the first edition herself in 1931. By 1936 it got picked up by a commercial publisher and has 

been continuously in print since. When she printed the first 3000 copies of the first edition of The Joy Of 

Cooking, I doubt Irma Rombauer expected to sell more than 18 million copies. 

I own one of those 18 million copies of the Joy of Cooking and from where I'm sitting I can see it and Walt 

Whitman's Leaves of grass. I've carted those two books from apartment to apartment for years, not 

knowing how much I had in common with their authors. I move a lot so I frequently pair down my book 

collection but those two books always come with – no matter how far I move. It just goes to show how an 

amazing book can start with self-publishing. 

I'm thankful for the advent of print-on-demand since I didn't have to pay to print the first 795 or 1000 or 

3000 copies of Sometimes That Happens with Chicken but I feel like I'm in good company all the same. 

And as I get ready to start selling Chicken, I like to think about those who strode before me. I'm sure it 

wasn't as easy for them – they couldn't just press buttons on a laptop and magically produce a book. They 

didn't have high speed internet and Adobe InDesign and they didn't have Google to answer their every 

question. But they did have a book to sell and for what ever their reasons, they decided to do it 

themselves. 

Three cheers for doing it yourself! 
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