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NOTE TO THE READER: When I first came up with the idea for doing 
a “virtual” sample book of copywriting samples, there were two 
little problems I didn’t anticipate. The first was file size. As 
it turned out, there’s simply no way I can reproduce the full 
text of all the direct-mail packages and magalogs I wanted to 
show you. So I’ve had to be content with showing you the 
envelopes and a page or two of letter copy or body copy, in most 
cases.  
 
I also didn’t realize that it would be so difficult to reproduce 
these old (in some cases antediluvian) samples with a scanner in 
such a way that they would be easily readable. I briefly 
considered typing out all the text, but then you’d lose something 
by not seeing the original. If it’s any consolation, I’ve found 
it helpful to use the “Zoom In” feature of your PDF viewer to 
make the samples more readable.   
 
And if you really insist on reading something in full, email me 
at Richarm1@aol.com … and I’ll see if I can’t find a way to get 
it to you. (Prospective clients only, please.)   

mailto:richarm1@aol.com�
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INTRODUCTION:  
Warning: This Book Is 
Dangerous When Wet! 

 

 I once had a client drop my direct-mail sample book into a bathtub. She 

handed me my precious, one-of-a-kind direct-mail samples—all water-logged 

and marked with Head & Shoulders stains—and sheepishly said, “It slipped out 

of my hands while I was taking a bath.” 

 Just about every copywriter has a story like that. Clients who misplace 

their sample books. Clients who wait months, sometimes years before returning 

them. Clients who stain them with shampoo…or worse.  

 Hence, this e-book.  

Fortunately, we have the technology nowadays to put an end to lugging 

our big leather portfolios around town, grimacing when a client says: “Can you 

leave it with me for a few days?”  

“Well, er, uh, um…”thinking about when the rent is due…“yeah, sure, I 

guess that would be okay, I really need it back, though.”  

 “No problem! I usually take my baths on Saturday night, so I can get it 

back to you on Monday at the latest.” 

 Thank God those days are over!  

It’s not a perfect trade-off, of course. The one-page PDF scans in this e-

book aren’t quite the same as having an actual direct-mail package in your 

hands. You can’t feel them, unfold them, or even read them, quite as well as you 
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could if you were holding the letter. On the positive side, I can show my samples 

to a lot more clients and colleagues than ever before. And you can keep it for as 

long as you like. 

 There’s one other difference between this sample book and every other 

copywriter’s portfolio you’ve ever seen before. I’m going to share a few of my 

failures with you, as well as my successes. There are two reasons for that:  

 First, if I only included my successes, it wouldn’t be nearly as long. Just 

kidding! (Sorta) 

 Second, you don’t learn as much from your successes as you do from 

your failures. Because whenever you have a big success, the usual reaction is to 

say, “That really worked great, didn’t it? I wonder why. Hey, let’s grab a beer!” 

 But when you have a failure, you go through something akin to the five 

stages of grief—shock, disbelief, denial, anger, and acceptance. Plus, there’s a 

sixth stage. You usually sit down and spend some time trying to figure out what 

the heck went wrong. So, in a weird sort of way, I’m just as proud of my failures 

as I am of my successes. And I’ve got a few doozies to show you here. 

 Winston Churchill once said the key to success in life is to go from failure 

to failure without losing your enthusiasm. It just so happens one of the biggest 

failures I’m going to show you in this book involves Winston Churchill in a very 

personal way.  

 So I hope you enjoy this sample book, which might be called “MY LIFE IN 
JUNK MAIL.” It’s 38 years of Johnson Boxes, BRE’s, money-back guarantees, 

and saying, “But wait… there’s more.”  

 I only ask one thing of you. If you read this book in the bathtub, keep a 

firm grip on your laptop computer. I like to think my samples are shockingly 

good…but I wouldn’t want you to be electrocuted by reading them! 
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CHAPTER ONE:  
How I Fell in Love with a 

Little Old Blue-Haired Lady 
  

My first job in the direct-mail business was rolling up giant life-size 

photographs of Richard Nixon and stuffing them into cardboard mailing tubes. 

 It was a dirty job, but somebody had to do it! 

Laugh if you want, but if you’ve never spent eight hours a day, five days a 

week, staring into Richard Nixon’s face—don’t tell me I haven’t paid my dues!  

 You see, I was working in the mailroom of the Republican National 

Committee in the summer 1971. And it was there that I happened to become the 

nation’s first Watergate criminal.  

 One day, somebody at the RNC—somebody I’d never seen before and 

never saw afterwards—came up to me and said: “Young man, I want you to take 

all the names and addresses off these envelopes and transcribe them onto a 

yellow pad. When you’re finished, give the yellow pad back to me. Then take all 

the envelopes out the dumpster in back and burn them.” 

 “Burn them?” 

 “Yes, burn them. Oh, and one more thing, don’t tell anybody else in the 

office what you’re doing.” 

 Of course, everyone else in the office kept asking me what I was doing. 

That’s when I coined the following phrase:  

 “I am not allowed to reveal that information at this point in time.” 
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 Two years later, everyone in Washington was saying that! 

 I’ve always been glad I started out in the mailroom. Other than being a 

door-to-door salesman—which is probably the best background for launching a 

career in direct-mail copywriting—working in the mailroom is an ideal way to get 

started in this business. Why?  

Because it’s where the proverbial rubber meets the road. Opening 

incoming mail, in particular, is the equivalent of a graduate-level education in 

direct marketing. By touching the envelopes as they come in, looking at the 

checks, and reading the occasional pieces of “white mail,” you learn a lot about 

your customers. These are real people we’re writing to, after all, not just names 

on a mailing list. They are people with passions, emotions, fears, interests, and 

opinions. A lot of them are angry. Some of them are afraid. Many of them are 

(surprisingly) glad to have received your letter and eager to communicate with 

you. They’re older for the most part. And they are predominantly female.  

Yes, it was in the summer of 1971 that I began my love affair with a lonely 

87-year-old blue-haired lady…and 40 years later, that romance is still going 

strong. She’s certainly been good to me over the years, and I hope I’ve dealt with 

her fairly, too.  

 I must’ve impressed my boss at the RNC, because when I graduated 

from college in 1974, he hired me to work in his new direct-mail agency…as an 

office boy.  

 The agency was called National Direct Mail Services, and we specialized 

in fundraising for Republican candidates around the country. My job was to stuff 

envelopes, operate the photocopier, and run out and get coffee and doughnuts 

for the important people in the office.  

 I was damn good at it, I must say! But I was a little bored, too. I had just 

graduated from one of the top liberal arts colleges in the country and I felt a 

little…well, underutilized. So I spent most of my downtime reading the letters I 

was stuffing into envelopes and muttering under my breath that I could do better. 
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 One day I got the chance. An account executive was tearing his hair out 

with a severe case of writer’s block after having been assigned to write a 

fundraising letter on behalf of a bright young candidate for Governor of Illinois 

named James R. “Big Jim” Thompson. 

 “Why don’t you give me a shot at it,” I said. “I can write a bit.”  

 It was a measure of his desperation that he said yes.  

 So I sat down to write my first direct-mail letter. And here’s what I came 

up with. 

 I’m a little embarrassed when I read it now because of all the things I 

would do differently today. But gosh, it was successful at the time. It made a ton 

of money for the Thompson campaign. So much so that the governor himself 

thanked me for it when I had occasion to meet him a few years later. 

 “Richard,” he said, “Whenever we were running low on money, I told my 

staff: Mail that darn letter again!”  

 When I read this letter nowadays, I’m struck by how incredibly short it was. 

But that’s the way we wrote ‘em back in 1976. We were convinced that people 

were much too busy to read letters longer than one page. We’d just as soon slit 

our wrists with a rusty knife as we would let a direct-mail letter spill over to the 

back page.  

 But over the next few years, we learned an interesting lesson. Some 

copywriter whose name is lost in history did allow his letter to spill over to the 

back page and—lo and behold!—it pulled a higher response. As a result, we 

discovered that two pages generally work better than one. Then we found out 

three pages work better than two. We were shocked to learn shortly afterwards 

that four works better than three, five works better than four, six works better than 

five, and so on.  

Will it ever stop?  
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 Well, I recently wrote a magalog promotion that came out of my printer at 

eighty-seven manuscript pages. So I suspect the answer is no, there’s really no 

limit to how long a direct-mail letter should be—as long as you don’t run out of 

important and interesting things to say. Yet to this day, I still have clients who say 

to me: “This is 2009, people don’t have time to read long direct-mail letters 

anymore!” 

 Yeah, right! The funny thing is, you can go back to reading issues of 

Printer’s Ink, the precursor to Advertising Age, and hear people making the exact 

same comment nearly a century ago: “This is 1923 for heaven’s sake! People are 

much too busy nowadays to read long advertising copy! Keep your copy short, 

short, short!” 

 Some people never learn, I guess. Indeed, when the Internet first began to 

be used for advertising a few years ago, everyone was convinced the Web was a 

short-copy medium. Some people are still convinced, even though they’ve been 

proven wrong many times. “People surfing the Web have very short attention 

spans,” goes the conventional wisdom. “They want their information fast, and 

they’ll click away from your page in a heartbeat if they don’t get it. So keep you 

copy short, short, short!” 

 Wrong, wrong, wrong.  

If you still need to be convinced, read my friend Gary Bencivenga’s online 

promotion for his $5,000 copywriting course. It’s probably the best online 

promotion ever written:  

www.bencivengabullets.com/b100dvd.asp 

If you’ve got a few hours on your hands, go ahead and print it out. If your 

printer doesn’t break down, it’ll come to more than 80 pages! 

Does that mean you have to read the whole letter in order to buy? Of 

course not! Many times I’ve seen a direct-mail letter or Website and made the 

decision to buy within the first few seconds. Haven’t you? I might keep reading 

http://www.bencivengabullets.com/b100dvd.asp�
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for a few minutes to answer certain questions I may have: Does it come with a 

guarantee? Is it compatible with my software? Does it come with a carrying 

case? Etc. etc. So all that stuff has to be in there, even if you don’t have to 

swallow it all in one sitting.  

Tom Collins, the co-founder of Rapp & Collins, once told me that a direct-

mail letter is like a smorgasbord. Nobody sits down and eats a whole 

smorgasbord. No, you wander through and pick out the things that interest you or 

appeal to you. That’s exactly the way a direct-mail letter works, too.  

 

LESSON LEARNED: Long copy generally works better than short copy, no 

matter what the medium. But only if you can keep it interesting and entertaining 

by continuing to present your reader with features and benefits that will improve 

his life. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  
The Ultra-Simplified Tax Form 

 

 Back in those days, I was writing so much political fundraising copy that I 

started to get a little punch drunk. I’d try all sorts of crazy stuff, most of which 

didn’t work. But occasionally something did.  

 You’re generally advised not to use humor in direct mail, for example. One 

of my mentors, the great Milt Pierce, summed it up by saying: “There’s no more 

serious surgery in the world that separating a man from his money!”  

 But every now and then, humor is okay—especially if it makes an 

important point. My “Simplified Tax Form” for the Ohio Republican Party is a 

good example. Our research uncovered the fact that the Democratic governor of 

Ohio at the time, Richard Celeste, had actually doubled the state income tax. So 

I came up with what I called “The Dick Celeste Ultra-Simplified Tax Form.” It 

contained only three simple steps:  

1) How much money did you make last year? 

2) Double it. 

3) Send it in! 

The darn thing actually worked pretty well. No less a personage than the 

great Richard Viguerie—the man who literally invented conservative political 

direct-mail fundraising—noticed it and summoned me to his office. “You’ve got 

some ability, young man,” he said, “Let me know if you’re ever looking for a job.”  

But I was happy with what I was doing at the time and didn’t follow up on 

it. It was one of many career mistakes I’ve made over the years, because the 
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Richard Viguerie Company launched many notable careers in direct mail—

including the superb copywriter Mark Johnson and one of the most successful 

direct marketers of all time, Tom Phillips, founder of Phillips Publishing.  

Oh, well… 

 

LESSON LEARNED: Contrary to popular advice, it’s okay to make some 

judicious use of humor in direct-mail copy as long as you make sure it’s always in 

service of the prime directive: Namely, showing your reader how your product, 

service, or organization can improve his life. The big mistake is using humor for 

humor’s sake, like so many Madison Avenue television commercials do. This 

often leads to the reaction: “Hey, that was a funny ad. What was it for again?”  
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CHAPTER THREE:  
The Hundred-Dollar Letter 

That Made Millions 
 

 My very first freelance job wasn’t really freelance at all. It’s what used to 

be called “moonlighting,” although you don’t hear that term used much anymore. 

One of our account executives at National Direct Mail Services had left the 

agency to take a job with the USO. She thought highly of my abilities as a 

copywriter, so she hired me to write a fundraising letter for her new employer.   

 She paid me a grand total of $100.  

 And I was thrilled to get it! A hundred bucks was a lot of extra spending 

money for a 25-year-old kid in 1977. So I sat down and dashed off the letter while 

eating a TV dinner one night and handed it back to her the next day. (I couldn’t 

wait to get my hands on that C-note!) 

 Frankly, I lost track of what happened to that letter until I ran into the 

woman many, many years later when I was living in New York City.  

 She told me the letter had remained in the control for the USO for more 

than a decade and made millions for the organization.  

 

LESSON LEARNED: Nowadays, I try to build a little incentive compensation into 

my contracts with clients. A royalty, a bonus, a box of chocolates…some little 

sweetener if my package beats the control. Unfortunately, I seem to have an 

incredible knack for having my biggest successes when I’m on a flat fee…and my 

biggest failures when I’m on a royalty. C’est la vie!   
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CHAPTER FOUR:  
Beat Your Own Control! 

 

 One of my many mentors in this business, John Francis Tighe—famous in 

his day as the self-proclaimed “Second Most Successful Freelancer”—used to 

write a terrific column in Direct Marketing Magazine called “Beat Your Own 

Control!” It was a wicked little column filled with all sorts of fun gossip about 

people in the industry, with an occasional piece of copywriting advice thrown in 

for good measure. But it hardly ever contained any advice about how to beat 

your own control. Why? 

 Probably because it’s an extraordinarily difficult thing to do. In fact, in 38 

years I’ve only done it only a handful of times. Unless you’re simply trying to beat 

the control by coming up with a new teaser for the envelope or a new headline 

for the cover of a magalog, it usually requires a brand new copywriter with a 

completely different take on the problem in order to beat a strong control in its 

prime. (After the package begins to fatigue, it’s another matter.) When you’ve 

written the control yourself, the temptation is too great to repeat the things that 

worked the first time. Most often when I’ve been asked to beat my own control, I 

tell the client I’m too busy to accept the assignment. I wish them lots of luck, 

while I secretly wish them lots of failure!  

 But here’s a case where I actually pulled it off:  

 My control for the ASPCA, which featured the “10 Most Unwanted List,” 

was unbeatable for many, many years—although I never really liked it. The 

headline is too clever by half and doesn’t really address the issue of why 

someone might want to give money to the ASPCA. No less an authority than the 

great Herschel Gordon Lewis criticized it in one of his books about copywriting 
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and used as a perfect example of what NOT to do. (I don’t think he realized how 

successful it had been, or he might’ve tempered his criticism a bit.) 

 But people don’t give to the ASPCA for intellectual reasons. They give 

because they love animals and they hate to see them abandoned, sick, or in 

pain. So that’s how I came up with the idea for “DOES IT MATTER WHAT 

HAPPENS TO THIS DOG?” It not only beat my previous control, but it too lasted 

for many, many years as the ASPCA’s “unbeatable” control.  

 

LESSON LEARNED: This is probably the most fundamental rule in marketing: 

Find out what people want and give it to them. When it comes to the ASPCA, 

they want to help abandoned animals. So that’s what I gave ‘em!  

 By the way, Herschel Gordon Lewis isn’t the only copywriting guru to 

reprint a longstanding control of mine in a book and use it as an example of what 

not to do. Michael Masterson did it again just this year with my control for 

Practical Sailor (which has survived for 13 years under a barrage of constant 

testing). I’m not sure what the moral of that story is, but I guess it’s this: Don’t 

believe everything you read from so-called copywriting experts.  

Including me!  

No, especially me! 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  
“Wash Your Hands Before 

Opening” 
 

 The ASPCA assignment came to me from a direct-mail fundraising agency 

called Lautman & Company. Following the old 80/20 rule, there are just three 

clients who have accounted for nearly 80% of the business I’ve had in my career 

as a freelancer, and Lautman & Company is one of them. (The others are Belvoir 

Communications and Rodale Press.) The owner of the agency, Kay Lautman, 

was among my most significant mentors in this business and one of the greatest 

direct-mail fundraisers who ever trod the earth. Her book, Dear Friend, is the 

definitive text on the subject.  

 Back in 1989 or so, Kay landed a very plum client. The Smithsonian 

Institution wanted to build a new museum honoring the culture and history of 

Native Americans. It was to be called the National Museum of the American 

Indian. Kay hired me to write the fundraising letter that would launch this exciting 

new venture. 

 I came up with what I believe (in all humility!) to be the very best envelope 

teaser I ever wrote:  

OPEN CAREFULLY!  
YOU MAY UNLEASH A 
POWERFUL SPIRIT! 

  

http://www.amazon.com/Dear-Friend-Mastering-Direct-Mail-Raising/dp/0930807189/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250943943&sr=1-1�
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I can’t claim complete credit for it. One of my other beloved clients and 

mentors, Donn Smith of Belvoir Communications, had told me a story about 

sitting next to the great copywriter Bill Jayme at an industry luncheon years 

earlier. Apparently, it came out in conversation that Jayme had an envelope 

teaser in mind which he desperately wanted to use for some project, but was 

never able to do so. His never-used headline was:  

WASH YOUR HANDS  
BEFORE OPENING! 

  

Donn and I had a good laugh about that, but I never quite forgot it. I 

wondered if I might come up with the right project for that headline someday. (I’m 

not above stealing from other copywriters, by the way—especially if they’re Bill 

Jayme and especially if the copy was never actually used before!) 

 When the National Museum of the American Indian came along, I realized 

it might be just the kind of project where a headline of that nature would work. 

After all, the artifacts in the museum were believed by Native Americans to be 

imbued with powerful spirits. I wondered if I could write a letter that warned 

people to be careful opening the envelope for fear of releasing those spirits, then 

pay it off inside by talking about the “spirit” of this great new museum. 

 It worked! The mailing pulled like gangbusters and raised gazillions for the 

new museum. But then Kay Lautman had an idea for a test. She said, “What if 

we tried it without the teaser?” 

 “That’ll never work,” I said. “The teaser is integral to this package.”  

Trying a teaser-less envelope, of course, is a very common test and it often 

works, but I was convinced that in this particular case it couldn’t possibly win. 

 You know where this story is going, don’t you? 

 You’re right.  
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The envelope without the teaser won the test. And that’s how it was 

mailed for the many years it continued to be the control. 

 So Bill Jayme, may he rest in peace, finally got to see a version of his 

teaser tested—albeit from that great big Post Office in the sky. And it got beat by 

a blank envelope! 

 

LESSON LEARNED: A blank envelope will sometimes (but not always!) beat an 

envelope with a teaser. It’s always something you should test. Generally 

speaking, however, it’s been my experience that envelopes with strong teasers 

which begin the sales argument on a solid footing usually will out pull teaser-less 

envelopes.  
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CHAPTER SIX:  
Why I Owe My Career to a  

Sea Turtle 
 

 A few years before the National Museum of the American Indian project, 

Lautman & Company hired me to write what we thought at the time would be a 

rather routine fundraising package for the Center for Environmental Education.  

 It seems there was a problem developing on the beaches of Florida where 

bright lights from beachfront property were distracting hatchling sea turtles and 

causing them to die before they could crawl from their nest to the ocean. The 

Center for Environmental Education created the Sea Turtle Rescue Fund to help 

address the problem.  

The solution was mostly a matter of public education. If people who lived 

on the beach could be persuaded to turn off their lights, the baby sea turtles 

would be okay. Our direct-mail package asked folks to help pay for full-page 

newspaper ads throughout the state of Florida encouraging people to turn out 

their beachfront lights.  

 So I created an envelope with a baby sea turtle hatching out of his egg 

and saying:  

“Will the last person to leave the 
beach at night please turn out the 
lights! (And help save my life)” 
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 Inside, the letter showed an illustration of a bunch of baby sea turtles 

headed for the waves—except for one little bastard who gets distracted and 

starts wandering toward the bottom of the page. In fact, he wanders all 

throughout the four-page letter, over the margins, around the sub-headlines, and 

so forth, he until he winds up joining a few companions—all quite dead, I assure 

you—under the light of a beachfront street lamp on the last page. The letter 

began like this:  

 

Dear Friend,  

 Will you consider the desperate plight of the baby 

sea turtles to your right? 

 Imagine, if you will, that this piece of paper is a 

Florida beach. And imagine that it is a dark and 

moonless night.  

 At the top of the page is the shoreline – the 

Atlantic Ocean. At the bottom is “civilization.” 

Condominiums. Highways. Hotels. Parking lots. 

 To the newly-hatched sea turtle, heading toward the 

top of the page means heading toward safety. Heading 

toward the bottom means heading toward death.  

 And so on and so forth. Well, the package did extremely well in the mail, 

and since it was kind of an unusual piece, I decided to enter it in the 1988 

International Caples Awards. 

 And that’s when all hell broke loose.  

 A week or so before the gala Caples Awards ceremony, I got a phone call 

from the late Andi Emerson, who was the doyenne of the Caples Awards from its 
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founding until her untimely death in 2008. Andi and I knew each other because 

we’d done some business together over the years.  

 “Richard, I’m not supposed to be calling you.” 

 “Why not, Andi?” 

 “It’s a secret.” 

 “What’s a secret?” 

 “You won.” 

 “I won what?” 

 “You won everything!” 

 “Everything?” 

 “Yes, your sea turtle thing. It won first prize in the direct-mail category.” 

 “That’s great!” 

 “That’s not all. It also won the Maxwell Sackheim Award for best in show.” 

 “Wow!” 

 “I’m not supposed to be telling you this. But I wanted to make sure you 

came to the Gala, because it would be embarrassing for us if you didn’t.” 

 “Where is it?” 

 “The grand ballroom of the Waldorf Astoria. Oh, and bring some bags.” 

 “Some bags?” 

 “Yeah, you’re gonna have a lot of hardware to haul home.” 

 I brought two big black plastic trash bags with me, because, as Andi said, 

there was a ton of hardware—trophies for the client, for the agency, for the 

artists, and for me. Not just first prize trophies, but the Best-in-Show trophies, 
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too, which were even more ornate. I walked out of the Waldorf Astoria with the 

bags slung over my shoulder like Santa Claus. 

 Needless to say, the publicity from that event was enormous, and in many 

ways, it made my career.  

I’ve always agreed with those who criticize award ceremonies on the 

grounds that they’re really not relevant. When it comes to the Oscars, for example, 

it’s no more meaningful to say one actor is better than another than it would be to 

say Picasso is better than Rembrandt. When it comes to direct mail, of course, the 

most important award is a high response rate and a healthy bottom line.  

But these critics miss the point. The reason we have such award 

ceremonies, the reason why they continue to be worth entering, is because 

they’re good for business. And the Caples Awards were certainly good for mine!  

 

LESSON LEARNED: What made the sea turtle package work so well? In 

retrospect, I think it got so much attention because it used a technique that we 

don’t use as often as we should in direct-mail copywriting—drama! When you 

read the letter, it’s like seeing a little soap opera playing out right before your very 

eyes. Reading this letter is almost as effortless as watching a movie. Combine 

that with the fact that this was a very clear-cut problem, with a very simple 

solution, and the donors naturally responded with enthusiasm.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  
Advertising Age Finds  

Me Boring 
 

 As part of the fallout from the Caples Awards, Advertising Age—the major 

trade publication of the advertising industry—saw fit to publish a feature-length 

profile of me.  

 The reporter was a woman with whom I was slightly acquainted because 

she specialized in covering direct marketing for Ad Age. But this didn’t prevent 

her from being deeply disappointed in our interview. 

 Apparently she came into the interview with the pre-conceived notion of 

writing a piece about a revolutionary young creative genius who scoffed at 

convention, shattered the hidebound rules of direct marketing, and boldly 

chartered a new course for creativity in direct mail.  

 That couldn’t be further from the truth, and I told her so. 

 She wanted me to tell her, for example, how I had broken all the rules of 

direct mail copywriting in order to write my sea turtle package. 

 “To the contrary,” I said, “I always try very hard to follow the rules of direct-

mail copywriting. I don’t break them unless I have a very good reason to do so.”  

 She asked me for the secret of my creativity. 

 “I don’t think of myself as being particularly creative,” I said. “The sea turtle 

package was really very easy to write. We had a clear-cut problem with a clear-

cut solution, and we simply asked folks to help us out with a contribution.”  
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 She grimaced.  

“But it shattered all the old formulas, didn’t it?” 

 “No, not at all. In fact, if you look at it carefully, you’ll see that it follows the 

AIDA formula to the letter.” 

 She bit on her pencil until it broke in half.  

 Then she asked a leading question about the history of direct mail.  

“Don’t you think copywriters like John Caples and Maxwell Sackheim, the 

men whom your awards were named after, represent the old school of direct 

marketing and that it has to change with the times?” 

 “Not at all,” I said. “I wish I could write like Caples or Sackheim. They’re 

my role models.” 

 At this point she closed her notebook, set the two halves of the broken 

pencil on top, and said:  

 “This isn’t going the way it’s supposed to.” 

 When I asked her why not, she basically accused me of not being 

interesting enough. She told me about having recently interviewed a creative 

director at one of the big Madison Avenue agencies who was so flamboyant he 

actually threw a chair out of a window when a client tried to change his copy, 

nearly missing a pedestrian in the process.  

 “You want me to throw a chair out the window?” 

 I glanced over my shoulder. My office was located at 57th and Broadway at 

the time, and I knew the carnage would be considerable.  

 “No, but I wish you were more…well, interesting.” 

 The interview didn’t go too well after that. I explained to her that a creative 

director who throws a chair out the window is someone who is scared to death of 
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his own job. He works for a big Madison Avenue agency, gets paid $400,000 a 

year, has a lifestyle based on that income with a Park Avenue co-op and a big 

Mercedes in the parking garage…and he goes to work every morning in a state 

of abject fear. Why? 

 Because he has no idea what he’s doing, that’s why! And he’s afraid that 

at any moment he’s going to be exposed as an imposter.  

 That’s the problem with Madison Avenue. No one there knows anything 

about advertising. They’ve never read a book about advertising. They don’t know 

the history of advertising. They don’t know if their ads are working or not. So they 

respond to the situation in a perfectly rational way:  

 They throw chairs out the window! 

 I’m sorry. But when it comes to copywriting, I feel the same way about 

breaking the rules as Robert Frost felt about writing blank verse:  

 “It’s like playing tennis without a net.”  

 

LESSON LEARNED: The Ad Age reporter actually made a mistake we 

copywriters often make. She was a good writer, but she came to the project with 

a pre-conceived notion about how it should go. It’s true we often get our best 

idea about how to approach an assignment within the first few seconds of 

working on it (see Malcolm Gladwell’s excellent book Blink), but it’s very 

important not to get locked into that idea. Try to keep an open mind throughout 

the project. Because sometimes you don’t get your best idea until you’re almost 

ready to turn it in!  
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CHAPTER EIGHT:  
Don’t Cry for Us,  
Madison Avenue! 

 

 The folks at Advertising Age were so sweet to do a profile of me, I decided 

to repay the favor by writing an article for their magazine excoriating Madison 

Avenue and everything it stands for.  

To their credit, they decided to publish it.  

 This little article created quite a stir at the time, generating lots of angry 

letters to the editor from copywriters and creative directors up and down Madison 

Avenue. But it made me something of a hero in New York direct-marketing circles.  

 Which was the whole idea! 

 

LESSON LEARNED: It’s always good for your customer to have a positive 

image of your company. But it’s much better for him to have a positive 

relationship with it. Madison Avenue is in the business of creating images. But in 

the direct-mail industry, we’re in the business of creating relationships.  

By the way, there’s also a lesson here for freelance copywriters. This 

article wound up enhancing my reputation and bringing in a lot of new business 

for me. It’s always better to have prospective clients coming to you than to go to 

them, hat in hand, with cold calls or mailings. Writing controversial articles in the 

trade press is a great way to make a name for yourself and get people knocking 

on your door.  
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CHAPTER NINE:  
The Press Release That Nearly 

Won an Oscar… 
and the Speech That Did!  

 

 When I first moved to New York in 1980, I kinda fell in with a rough 

crowd—The American Broadcasting Company.  

It was the middle of a terrible recession, I had just moved to a new city 

without any employment prospects, and I was eager to take any kind of writing 

assignment that came my way—whether it was in direct mail or not.  

 One day I got a call from the head of the public relations department at 

ABC asking if I’d be interested in writing press releases on a freelance basis for 

$10 an hour. Times being what they were, I took the job.  

 Thus began a brief fling with the public relations business which lasted from 

about 1980 to 1989. When I first started work for ABC, I didn’t even know what a 

press release was. By the time I stopped working for them I was writing speeches 

for ABC’s top executives. It led to the single most unusual freelance assignment 

I’ve ever received—writing an acceptance speech for the Academy Awards.  

 I was mostly working for the ARTS cable channel at the time (which would 

later come to be known as the Arts & Entertainment Channel) writing press 

releases announcing new programs. I was assigned to write a release for a 

remarkable documentary film called “A Portrait of Giselle,” which was about the 

history of one of the most beloved ballets of all time.  
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 To this day I’m not sure why, but my press release struck a responsive 

chord with everyone who read it. The film’s producer was ecstatic about it. He 

called me to his office and literally kissed my hand. (He was a flamboyant guy.) 

My client at ABC was very pleased. Most importantly, it managed to trigger a 

feature story about the film in the arts section of the Sunday New York Times – 

which, for a publicity writer, is kinda like hitting a grand slam home run. In fact, 

the film was nominated for an Oscar as best feature-length documentary. 

 The producer asked me if I would write his acceptance speech! Which I 

gladly did, of course—for $10 an hour. I think I charged him $100, although it was 

less than 15 seconds long and didn’t take me much longer than that to write.  

 What an exciting time that was! ABC held this grand party to celebrate the 

nomination—not the award, just the nomination! My wife and I hobnobbed with all 

the top brass of the American Broadcasting Company, plus everyone who was 

anyone in the world of New York ballet. It was heady stuff. But then something 

terrible happened…  

 The film lost!  

 My precious little speech was not heard by 800 million people around the 

world. What a disappointment! 

 Nevertheless, the experience helped me move up from press release 

writer, or “publicist” (which is at the bottom of the heap in the PR world) to 

speechwriter (which is the top). I started writing speeches for several of the top 

executives at ABC, and that led to freelance speechwriting assignments at many 

other companies, including such major corporations as Philip Morris, 

Westinghouse, and Newsweek.  

 In 1989, I wrote a speech for the President of a large bank in Pittsburgh 

called Equibank. Her name was Claire Gargalli, and she was the highest-ranking 

woman in American banking at the time. Her speech was delivered to the famous 

Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania. It went over very 



My First 40 Years in Junk Mail 

Richard Armstrong 35

well. On a lark I submitted it to the Speechwriter’s Newsletter contest for “Best 

Speech of the Year.” And it won!  

 So my brief career as a speechwriter was bookended by a loss at the 

Academy Awards and a win for “Best Speech of the Year.” 

 Why did I give up speechwriting? 

 Financial reasons. By the late 1980s, my career as a direct-mail 

copywriter was going great guns. Writing junk mail pays more than writing 

speeches, pure and simple. I tried to do both for a while, but speeches usually 

have to be done on a short lead time—four to six weeks at the most from the 

moment you hear about it until the moment it’s delivered. In direct mail, clients 

know their mailing schedules months, if not years in advance. So it’s not unusual 

for a client to book you 12 months ahead of time. As I became more in demand 

as a direct-mail copywriter, I didn’t have the openings on my schedule to accept 

speechwriting assignments. So I just kept declining them and declining them, 

until eventually they stopped coming.  

 

LESSON LEARNED: As a freelance writer, should you be a specialist or a 

generalist? It’s almost always better to be a specialist. For two reasons: First, 

specialists are more in demand; and second, specialists can charge more. If you 

get lung cancer, for example (God forbid!), you don’t want to go to some country 

doctor who has a hand painted sign tacked to his door that says, “Doctorin’ and 

Healin’: $10 per visit, or fresh chickens.” No, you want to go to the top lung 

specialist in the world. Not just a lung specialist, but a lung cancer specialist. And 

if you can find someone who specializes in small-cell tumors of the lower left lobe 

of the lung, so much the better! Do you mind that he charges more than $10 per 

visit? Hell no! You’ll gladly pay him $100,000 if he can cure your cancer. The 

same thing is true of copywriting. Clients don’t want a jack of all trades. They 

want someone who can solve their specific problem. 
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 Having said that, it never hurts to accept new opportunities when they 

come your way. You learn something new from every different kind of writing you 

do, and—who knows?—you might just find a new specialty for yourself.  
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CHAPTER TEN:  
From Maseratis to Magazines 

 

 By the middle of 1980s, my career as a direct-mail copywriter was 

beginning to gain some serious traction. But I was dissatisfied with one aspect of it.  

 I was still locked into the fundraising business, and I wanted to get into 

commercial direct mail. Specifically, I wanted to get into the world of publishing, 

because that’s where the action was. It was, and still is, the highest-paying area 

for freelance copywriters, the most competitive, and the most prestigious. It was 

the area where all my idols worked: Bill Jayme, John Francis Tighe, Hank 

Burnett, Ed McLean, Milt Pierce, Ken Scheck, Don Hauptman, and the great 

Gene Schwartz. But I couldn’t break out of fundraising.  

 Up until that time, I had only written one commercial direct-mail package in 

my life. It was a letter for a Maserati dealership in Washington, DC, which 

actually succeeded in winning a Caples Award, but did not succeed in launching 

me into the world of commercial direct mail. I was still known in the business 

primarily as a fundraising writer. In fact, Denny Hatch referred to me in an issue 

of Who’s Mailing What! as “Richard Armstrong, the superstar fundraising 

copywriter.” I called him up and said thanks a bunch. 

 Finally, I found a crack in the door. As someone who had a lot of 

experience in conservative political fundraising, I was a natural to write copy for 

conservative political magazines. There weren’t that many conservatives among 

the leading circulation copywriters—with a few notable exceptions like Ken 

Scheck—so the competition for these assignments was somewhat less intense 

than it would be to write for Consumer Reports or Vanity Fair. I put together a 
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package of my best samples and fired them off to my favorite magazine, The 

American Spectator.  

 The result was probably the best direct-mail letter I ever wrote—even 

though, technically speaking, it wasn’t a winner. (Can something be the best if it 

didn’t win?) I decided to sign the letter myself, write it in the first-person, and talk 

candidly with the reader about my experience of reading back issues of the 

American Spectator in preparation for writing a direct-mail letter.  

How did it do? It indexed exactly 100 against the control. In other words, it 

was a dead heat, a photo finish. So they mailed it again. And it indexed 100 

again. So they mailed it a third time. Indexed 100. Finally, they gave up and 

stopped mailing it. The control, after all, wasn’t exactly chopped liver. It was one 

of the most successful direct-mail letters ever written and was reproduced in 

many anthologies and books about copywriting. But my package accomplished 

something the control never did:  

 It got fan mail! 

 Yes, every time they mailed my letter, a dozen or so “white mail” letters 

would come back gushing about what a wonderful letter it was. One guy said that 

American Spectator should pay me twice whatever I was asking and put me on 

staff immediately.  

 So I had a stack of fan letters, like some kind of junk-mail movie star, but I 

still didn’t have a winner in the publishing business.  

 That came shortly afterwards.  

 I parlayed my near-miss with the American Spectator into an assignment 

from one of its competitors, Reason Magazine, which is the voice of the 

libertarian movement in America. 

 I’m actually a libertarian myself, so this was a project near and dear to my 

heart. And having been a libertarian, I know exactly how people react when I 

describe my political philosophy to them. They always say:  
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 “Richard, you’re nuts!” 

 So I came up with the following teaser for my outer envelope:  

CONSERVATIVES AND LIBERALS AGREE… 

YOU’RE NUTS! 
But I’ll bet you a free copy of REASON 
magazine that you’re not half as crazy 

as everybody says you are! 
 

Bingo! I finally had my control package in the area where I wanted to work 

most, circulation-promotion for magazines. From there it was a simple matter to 

land a few other prominent conservative political magazines. Like this one for the 

most prestigious of them all, National Review.  

 That one, by the way, beat a longstanding control that was written by none 

other than William F. Buckley, Jr. himself.  

But did I play dirty to get the win?  

 Who’s Mailing What! thought so. They called it a “truly disgusting” piece. 

That’s a little harsh, don’t you think? Okay, maybe it’s not completely kosher to 

use a teaser on the outer envelope that says:  

WE’RE SENDING YOU THIS LETTER ON THE  
ADVICE OF OUR ATTORNEYS 

 

 But all’s fair in love, war, and junk mail. Don’t you agree? Maybe you don’t.  

By the way, the brilliant longtime circulation director of National Review, 

Ed Capano, made some changes in the Buckley letter and re-mailed it a few 

months later. It won. So mine was a very short-lived control. But I was now 
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armed with two prominent controls in publishing, and it all culminated with what 

was probably the most successful newsletter launch of all time:  

The Limbaugh Letter.    

  Yes, Rush Limbaugh’s newsletter went from a standing start to being the 

most widely-circulated newsletter in America, and even though I wrote the launch 

package, I deserve exactly none of the credit for it.  

 I’m sure my envelope teaser probably raised a few eyebrows out there, 

just like the National Review envelope did:  

YOU HAVE TESTED POSITIVE 
FOR E.I.B.! 

 

(By the way, for those of you who are not Limbaugh fans, “E.I.B.” stands 

for Excellence in Broadcasting – which is Rush’s tongue-in-cheek name for his 

own radio network.)  

But envelope teasers aside, I think I know the real reason why this 

package did so well:  

 There was a man on the radio with 30,000,000 devoted fans who would 

do anything he told them to do, and he told them to subscribe to his newsletter. 

 That almost always helps lift response! 

 

LESSON LEARNED: If you can arrange to have someone on national radio tell 

his 30 million rabid fans to respond to your letter—with a virtually unlimited 

amount of free airtime in which to do so—chances are, your mailing will work 

very nicely. You can even hire a dope like Richard Armstrong to write it for you, 

and he probably won’t screw it up too bad. (Although, they hired Ken Scheck a 

few months later and he beat it! Ken’s letter is still mailing 15 years later, by the 
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way.) Incidentally, I never met Rush in connection with this project, although I 

certainly worked with a few folks who knew him well. They all said he’s an utterly 

charming guy, exactly the “harmless fuzzball” he claims to be! 

 By the way, a little sidebar about National Review. Prior to working for NR 

as a direct-mail copywriter, I had actually written an article for the magazine itself. 

I got a nice handwritten note on a little blue postcard from William F. Buckley, Jr. 

that said “Terrific job, Mr. Armstrong,” which I treasure to this day. I later 

expanded the article into a book called THE NEXT HURRAH: The 

Communications Revolution in American Politics which was published by Wm. 

Morrow & Co. in 1988 and is still one of the few books you’ll find anywhere on the 

subject of political direct mail.  

 At any rate, when Buckley died in 2008, I saw a bunch of NR’s favorite 

freelance writers interviewed on the Charlie Rose show. Each of them talked 

about receiving a handwritten note from Buckley on a little blue postcard 

whenever one of their articles appeared in the magazine. Apparently, Buckley did 

this as a way of making up for the fact he was paying so little money. 

And I thought I was the only one! 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Next-Hurrah-Communications-Revolution-American/dp/0688067832/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250944029&sr=1-1�
http://www.amazon.com/Next-Hurrah-Communications-Revolution-American/dp/0688067832/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250944029&sr=1-1�
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CHAPTER ELEVEN:  
In Which Our Hero Blows His 

Biggest Chance 
 

 Slowly but surely I was cobbling together a reputation as a direct-mail 

copywriter who could be counted on to write a competent circulation-promotion 

package. One day I got a phone call that was roughly the equivalent of winning 

the lottery in that field.  

I picked up the phone, and the voice on the other end began talking 

without engaging in the trivial formality of saying hello: 

“I know all the top copywriters in New York. How come I’ve never heard 

of you?” 

“Who is this???” 

“Benson.” 

It was Richard V. “Dick” Benson, the uber-consultant in direct-mail 

publishing. If you’ve never read Dick’s book—Secrets of Successful Direct Mail—

by all means stop reading this one and buy it on Amazon immediately. It’s one of 

the two or three best books ever written on direct marketing.  

 “Saw your package for the National Trust,” he said. “Where’ve you 

been hiding?” 

 The National Trust for Historic Preservation is a non-profit organization 

that’s kind of on the cusp between fundraising and publishing. Because when 

you contribute to the Trust to help preserve old buildings, they also send you a 

http://www.amazon.com/Secrets-Successful-Direct-Richard-Benson/dp/0844232947/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250944199&sr=1-1�
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beautiful monthly magazine called Preservation. The National Trust had recently 

hired me to write a direct-mail package, and I came up with one of my favorite 

envelope teasers of all time:  

WE’RE LOOKING FOR PEOPLE 
WILLING TO STAND IN FRONT 

OF BULLDOZERS 
 

 The package bombed. (There I go again! It seems I always write my 

favorite copy for packages that fail.) But even though he knew it hadn’t been a 

success, the package caught the eye of the Trust’s direct-mail consultant, Dick 

Benson.  

 “So how come I’ve never heard of you before?” he repeated. 

 If I had a nickel for every time I’ve been asked this question during the 

past 38 years, I’d be a wealthy man. Over the years, I’ve developed a snappy 

response:  

 “I guess you’re out of the loop.” 

 But I couldn’t say that to Dick Benson! For one thing, I’d only known him 

for 10 seconds and he already intimidated me half to death. For another, there 

was never anyone in the history of direct marketing who was more in the loop 

than Dick Benson. He literally knew everyone in the business, and everyone 

knew him—either personally or by reputation.  

 “I don’t know, sir. I keep a low profile, I guess.” 

 “I want to hire you to write for my Berkeley Wellness Letter. Got time to 

do that?”  

“Yes, sir!” 
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 “Okay, someone will be in touch with you.” 

 Click. 

 “Hello? Hello? Mr. Benson?” 

 I didn’t know it at the time, but Dick was famous for this. He didn’t believe 

in saying hello or goodbye on the phone. It was disconcerting, to say the least. 

Personally, I think it was a deliberate strategy to keep his clients and his vendors 

on their heels. I heard a few people over the years say that he was really a sweet 

guy, but I never saw that side of him! 

 Dick Benson invented the concept of publishing a health newsletter under 

the imprimatur of a famous medical school or hospital. The Berkeley Wellness 

Letter was his first, then he followed it with the equally-successful Johns Hopkins 

Health After 50 Letter. Since then there have been scores of imitators from the 

Mayo Clinic, Harvard Medical School, the Cleveland Clinic, and so on.  

 So—here I go again!—I write one of the best envelope teasers of my life. 

It’s a big picture of Winston Churchill with a headline nearby that says:  

He ate too much, drank too much, and 
smoked too much…yet he lived to be 90 
years old. What are YOUR chances of 
pulling off the same trick? 
 

 When Benson read the copy, he didn’t call me. Instead he called literally 

everyone he knew in the direct-marketing industry and told them that he’d 

discovered the world’s next great copywriter. He read my copy to everyone over 

the telephone and told them they’d better call to get on my schedule before it was 

too late. 
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 For weeks afterwards, I was getting calls from a Who’s Who of people in 

the magazine publishing business saying, “You don’t know me, but I’m a client of 

Dick Benson’s. I wonder if you’d be available to write…” etc. etc.  

 I was on top of the world for about 3 months. Which is exactly how long it 

took to get this package produced and in the mail. Then one day the phone rang. 

 “You remember your Churchill package for the Wellness Letter?” 

 “Hi, Dick. I’m fine, by the way, how are you?” I was getting used to his 

greeting-less greetings by now. “Yes, I remember the Churchill package. What 

about it?”  

 “Bombed.” 

 Click.  

 Dial tone. 

 I was still holding the phone. Slowly, I put it down and lowered my head 

into my hands to cry. Suddenly it rang again. 

 “Hello, Richard. It’s Joe Blow, Dick Benson’s client. Remember that 

project we scheduled with you about three months ago? Well, it turns out we’re 

not going to be doing that mailing after all, so we have to cancel. Sorry.” 

 For the next three weeks, I fielded those telephone calls. And I was pretty 

sure I’d never work in magazine publishing again.  

 

LESSON LEARNED: I learned one important secret from Dick Benson which he 

never mentioned in his book Secrets of Successful Direct Mail. During the time 

we worked together—and he did hire me for a few other projects before he 

passed away—he never once expressed any doubt about anything.  

That doesn’t mean he wasn’t wrong from time to time, because he was. 

He was wrong about my Churchill letter, for example. He thought it was great, 
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and it turned out to be lousy. But he never expressed any doubt. I never once 

heard him say, “Well, on the one hand this, but on the other hand that.” This is a 

very important lesson for copywriters and especially consultants. Part of what 

companies are paying consultants for is to provide cover for the decisions they 

make. When the project bombs and the suits come back and say, “Why did you do 

it like this?”…they want to be able to say, “Dick Benson told us to do it like that.”  

The folks who work for large corporations are…well, a certain kind of 

individual. They’re not big risk takers. Sure, they want to make a profit. They 

want to have successful projects. They want to make money. But what they really 

want more than anything else in the world is to keep their jobs. Confident 

copywriters and consultants help them do that. That’s why it’s sometimes more 

important in this business to be confident than it is to be correct!  

 Why was the Winston Churchill package such an abject failure? 

 Twenty years later, I’m still not sure. But I suspect it was because I got so 

carried away with telling the Winston Churchill story that I forgot this was a 

promotion for a health magazine. People probably took one look at that photo of 

Old Winnie and thought it was a letter from the History Book of the Month Club. 

What did it have to do with their health? Not much. That’s why it bombed.  

 And did it ever bomb! Dick’s partner in the newsletter business, Rodney 

Friedman, told me candidly the results were so bad he personally went to the 

Post Office to make sure the mailing went out! 

 Believe it or not, I’ve had a lot of clients say that to me over the years. I 

don’t get these teensy-weensy little failures like Index 97 or Index 98. I get 

TITANIC FAILURES like Index 21 or Index 13. I get the kind of failures where 

there’s very serious doubt about whether the mailing even went out. I take a 

certain amount of pride in that.  

 Oh, let me tell you one other little secret I learned from Dick Benson. Now 

that he’s passed away, I can share this with you. Dick was never in the 

publishing business. He was in the list-building business!  
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 He sold subscriptions to those newsletters for just ten dollars a year! In the 

process, they became the most widely-circulated newsletters in America. (Other 

than Limbaugh’s, of course.) But Dick didn’t really give a damn about the 

newsletters. He hired Rodney Friedman to manage the editorial and business 

side of the venture. All Dick cared about was the lists. In other words, he literally 

gave away the newsletters in order to build up gigantic mailing lists of 

subscribers which he could rent to other mailers at an enormous profit.  

 When you understand why he did that, you understand how direct 

marketing really works.   
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CHAPTER TWELVE:  
The Highest  

Response Rate Ever? 
 

‘Round about this time I got a call which really changed my career for the 

better. It was Donn Smith, a copywriter whom I had never heard of before. Not 

many people had. Because Donn was like Tom Hagen in The Godfather—he had 

a special practice, just one client. The client was Belvoir Publications, and even 

though he was listed as Belvoir’s Senior Vice President at the time, a major part 

of Donn’s job was writing circulation-promotion copy for all of Belvoir’s many 

excellent newsletters. 

 In a way, Donn was the victim of his own success. Because he hadn’t 

found many copywriters over the years that could do the job better than he could 

do it himself. When I started working for him, Donn held the controls for nearly all 

of Belvoir’s newsletters—despite having hired some of the best copywriters in the 

world to try to beat them.  

 Over the years, I’ve probably written more packages for Belvoir 

Publications than any other client. In the process, Donn became kind of a mentor 

to me, and I’m not ashamed to say I imitated his style. In fact, there was a time in 

the early 1990s when our work was almost impossible to distinguish. Take this 

package for Practical Sailor, for example. 

 I found 10 copies of it in the box where I keep my samples, so I’m 99% 

sure I wrote it. But if Donn called me and said, “Hey, I wrote that one!”…I 

wouldn’t be surprised. Our work during this time is as hard to tell apart as the 
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paintings of Picasso and Braque in the 1920s. (A somewhat overblown analogy?) 

But it’s only because I admired him so much. 

 In the early 1990s, Donn hired me to work on a brand new newsletter 

called John Lyons’s PERFECT HORSE. Lyons was a well-known horse trainer—

the original “horse whisperer”—and while he had written a few books and 

magazine articles on the subject, this was his first venture into the newsletter 

business. 

 For my package, I reached back deep into the history of direct marketing 

to emulate an ad that has been called the best advertisement of all time—

Maxwell Sackheim’s print ad for the Sherwin Cody School of English, featuring 

the headline:  

DO YOU MAKE THESE 
MISTAKES IN ENGLISH? 

   

 The advertisement ran for 40 years and is considered a classic in the 

history of direct marketing. Applying this to Perfect Horse was a proverbial no-

brainer. John Lyons was an expert at fixing a horse’s faults and bad habits, so I 

wrote the following teaser on my outer envelope:  

DOES YOUR HORSE HAVE ONE 
OF THESE 7 BAD HABITS? 

 

 There’s a legend in the history of direct marketing— perhaps apocryphal—

which says Sackheim originally wrote this headline as “Do You Make Mistakes in 

English?” and it failed miserably. Only when he added the word “these” did it 

become a huge success.  

Why? 
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 Because the word “these” lifts the ad out of the realm of a normal, empty 

advertisement and implies that it’s an article filled with valuable information. The 

reader, in other words, thinks he’s going to learn something useful simply by 

reading the ad. As such, it follows one of the most fundamental rules of direct-

mail copywriting: Give your advertisement intrinsic value.   

 How did this package do? 

 When Donn called me to give me the results, I almost dropped the phone. 

It was not only the highest response rate I’d ever received, it was the highest I’d 

ever heard of. I’m not allowed to tell you how high. But that’s okay. You wouldn’t 

believe me if I did.  

 This next package for Belvoir also was a huge success, and it illustrates 

yet another way of making your advertising valuable. I always like to give away 

something free just for opening in the envelope. In this package for a newsletter 

based on the Antiques Roadshow television program, I offer a free “Pocket 

Appraiser” inside. But only after having whetted the reader’s appetite with three 

juicy stories about people making millions when they accidentally discovered 

valuable antiques in their attics.  

 Of course, you may recognize another important factor in the success of 

this particular piece. It’s just like the Limbaugh Letter. If you can arrange to have 

your direct-mail package supported by a national television show that millions of 

people faithfully watch three times a week, it’s usually gonna do pretty well.  

And so it did.  

I’ve worked with Belvoir Publications for more than 20 productive years 

now, and I hope we enjoy another 20 years together. It’s a great client. The bad 

news is that Donn Smith took early retirement from Belvoir to become a freelance 

copywriter, so now we’re competitors!  
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LESSON LEARNED: Always give your prospect some kind of reward for reading 

your direct-mail package—whether it’s some giveaway inside (called a 

“freemium”) or, better yet, valuable information that can improve his life. Later, I’ll 

show you the ultimate example of this technique in a package I wrote for a wine-

of-the-month club.  

For freelance copywriters, there’s a lesson to be learned in how I came to 

work for Belvoir Publications. Donn was urged to call me by an artist we both 

knew, Jon Rettich. The lesson? Be kind to your artists! They are like the 

honeybees of this business, flying from flower to flower, pollinating them with 

referrals and recommendations. Some copywriters I know treat their artists in a 

very high-handed, arrogant manner. But I try to be kind to my artistic colleagues, 

especially when they’re looking for work. Over the years, they’ve often returned 

the favor.  

 

 

 



My First 40 Years in Junk Mail 

Richard Armstrong 62

  

 

 

 



My First 40 Years in Junk Mail 

Richard Armstrong 63

 

 

 

 



My First 40 Years in Junk Mail 

Richard Armstrong 64

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN:  
A String of Pearls for 
Rodale…and One Diamond! 

 

 As I mentioned earlier, there have been just three clients which have 

accounted for 80% of the work I’ve done in my career. I’ve already discussed 

Lautman & Co. and Belvoir Communications. The third company is Rodale 

Press, the publishers of Prevention Magazine, Men’s Health, and many other fine 

magazines and books on natural healing. Rodale is one of world’s premier 

companies in direct marketing, and I’m very proud of our 20-year-long 

association.  

 When young freelance copywriters ask me for the key to success in this 

business, I always give them a piece of advice that’s perfectly true…but perhaps 

not all that useful:  

 “Try to get a winner on your first time out with a new client.”  

 Great advice! Just not so easy to accomplish. But on a few occasions in 

my career, I’ve been lucky enough to write a winner on my very first try with a 

new client, and this usually means they’ll continue to employ me for many years 

into the future—even if they have to suffer through a lot of losers along the way. 

In Rodale’s case, I wrote the following winning package on my first at-bat, and 

I’m still working for them 20 years later.  
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 In the early 1990s, we began to see a new format making inroads in the 

world of direct mail. It was called a “magalog,” and it was a direct-mail piece that 

was written and designed to look just like a magazine. Up until that time I had 

only written conventional, inserted direct-mail packages, and I looked askance at 

this new format. 

 I’m embarrassed to say now that when I saw my first magalog in the mail, 

my initial reaction was, “This’ll never work.” I thought it would be far too 

expensive to compete with a regular direct-mail package. What I didn’t realize is 

that if you do it right, magalogs actually cost less to produce and mail. When 

magalogs didn’t disappear after a few months, I decided they were a fad or a 

trend—like double postcards, which were big in the 1980s—and they’d eventually 

fade away. So I continued to avoid working in this format.  

 But as control after control fell to the mighty magalog, I became a believer. 

Now I realize the magalog works because it’s the embodiment of the very rule I 

discussed in the last chapter: They make your advertisement seem valuable!  

When you receive one in the mail, you don’t think it’s another lousy junk-

mail letter. Instead you think, “Ah, here’s a free magazine filled with lots of great 

information!” At least that’s the way it’s supposed to work. And it did work like 
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that at first. Now it’s getting harder because everyone is using them. Some of my 

clients like Rodale and Boardroom hardly ever mail anything else.  

 So if I wanted to stay in the business, I had to learn how to write 

magalogs. Believe me, it’s not easy! Some of these babies come out of your 

printer at 50 manuscript pages, 75 pages, even 80 pages or more! It’s often been 

compared to writing an entire issue of TIME magazine…by yourself! Only it’s 

harder, because the editors of TIME aren’t trying to sell anything.  

 Here’s a string of winning magalogs I’ve written for Rodale over the years:  

MY FIRST MAGALOG  

 I think this was my very first attempt at writing a magalog. Not so bad. As I 

recall, it won the test. I love the look on the model’s face, don’t you? It looks like 

she’s watching a man undress. That was the whole idea! 
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THE MAGALOG THAT MADE ME CRY  

 Did I mention that writing magalogs was hard? Writing this package 

actually made me cry! It wasn’t so much the length of the project, but the subject 

matter that drove me crazy. I knew nothing about sewing, and as I got into the 

project I couldn’t work up any enthusiasm for it. This was unusual for me. I 

usually like working on projects that are different from what I’ve done before, 

because I enjoy the process of learning something new. That’s why I accepted 

this assignment in the first place. But sewing left me utterly cold. Writing every 

single word of this promotion was like getting a root canal without anesthesia. I 

remember my mother called me in the middle of working on it one day and said, 

“How’s your work going, hon?”  

I burst into tears! 

 So it bombed, right? 

 Nope, it was a big winner.  

Go figure.  
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GANGBUSTERS!  

 Men’s Health magazine was such an enormous success for Rodale that 

they decided to follow it with a health-magazine just for women. They hired me to 

write the launch package. When I asked them how it was doing in the mail, they 

answered with one word:  

 “Gangbusters!” 

 Get a load of that model on the front cover, by the way! After this was 

printed, I kept it propped up on my desk and stared at it worshipfully every few 

minutes. I don’t know if I was in love with the model…or in love with my own 

copy! 
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MY FAVORITE MAGAZINE  

 Here’s another spin-off of Men’s Health. This time for older men. Again, 

Rodale asked me to write the launch package, and it was a big winner. It also 

won an Echo Award.  

I loved the magazine, probably because it was written for my own 

demographic group. Unfortunately, it was a victim of the recent recession. 

Rodale decided to pull the plug on Best Life in 2009, mostly because of poor ad 

sales.  

 Take a look at the artwork on this piece, though. It was done by Rodale’s 

brilliant art director at the time, Christopher Farrell. Who says you can’t use 

beautiful artwork in direct mail and still have a winner?  
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A TALE OF TWO CELEBRITIES 

 Here’s the “Limbaugh Effect” at work again! Both of these packages were 

winners. But I’m not sure how much credit I deserve. In each case, we had our 

product supported by celebrities.  
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BUILD YOUR BODY WITH YOUR BRAIN  

 I probably know less about body building than I do about sewing. One look 

at my body and you’d understand! But somehow I found it easier to wrap my 

mind around this project than the sewing magalog. This is one of several 

successful bodybuilding projects I did over the years for Men’s Health Books. 

One of the best known direct-mail artists of all time, Marty Davidson, worked on 

this one with me, by the way.  
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A MONUMENTAL MAILING  

 Rodale only had to stick with me for a mere 15 years before I finally came 

up with a winner of monumental proportions. This magalog for a book about 

blood sugar called “The Sugar Solution” has been mailed in the gazillions.  

Needless to say, I wrote it on a flat fee rather than a royalty! Just my luck. 

If I’d been on a royalty, I probably wouldn’t be writing this sample book right now. 

I’d be living in a villa in the south of France and sipping a Mojito. Oh, well. 

There’s something to be said for continuing to work into your old age.  

So there you have it. A string of pearls for Rodale Press…and one 

diamond! 
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LESSON LEARNED: What made the Sugar Solution magalog so successful? In 

all humility, I think it did a really great job of burrowing into the brains of people 

who are having blood-sugar problems. They have all these weird symptoms, and 

they don’t know why. They’ll do anything to find a solution. This is where every 

copywriting project should begin: Drilling deep into your prospect’s mind and 

trying to figure out what she really wants, what really frustrates her, or what really 

frightens her. Once you have the correct answers to those questions, a 

successful promotion literally writes itself! 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN:  
The Parable of the Good 

Samaritan and the  
Everlasting Control 

 

 There’s one area of the direct-marketing industry that a lot of freelance 

copywriters don’t know about. Thank God for that, because those of us who work 

in that area have had it pretty much to ourselves. 

 I’m talking about membership organizations and the financial products and 

services promoted to them. Remember when I said how Dick Benson built up his 

health publishing empire for the sake of his lists?  

 Well, the membership business is somewhat similar. Take the American 

Association of Retired People (AARP), for example. The size of the AARP’S 

membership roster is second only in America to the Roman Catholic Church—

nearly forty million people. They own a building in Washington, DC that takes up 

an entire city block. They are the most powerful political lobby in America. And 

they did it all with people mailing in membership fees of just ten dollars a year! 

 But it’s not the measly $10 that made them so rich and powerful. It’s 

because they own a mailing list with 40,000,000 names and addresses on it, 

which is the mail-order equivalent of owning a goose that lays golden eggs. So 

you sell these folks life insurance…you sell them health insurance…you sell 

them credit cards…you sell them travel deals…and so on and so on, ad infinitum.  

Why?  
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Because as Willie Sutton said, when asked why he robbed banks, “That’s 

where the money is!” 

This business, which is sometimes called affinity marketing, is so big it 

makes the newsletter publishing industry look like peanuts. Yet there only a 

handful of freelance copywriters who work in this area, and I know most of them 

personally. Because I’m one of them. 

Two of the most successful membership copywriters are my friends John 

Nicksic and Richard Potter. Between them, they probably hold 75% of the 

controls among the major membership mailers. They slug it out against each 

other like two bull goats in rutting season. Nicksic sets the control, then Potter 

beats it. Then Nicksic comes back and beats Potter. And so on.  

 In these titanic struggles, I’m like an ant on the ground: I usually get 

crushed. But over the years, I’ve managed to write a few winners in this area, 

and none more successful than my everlasting control for the Good Sam Club. 

 The Good Sam Club (short for “Good Samaritan”) is a gigantic 

membership organization for people who own recreational vehicles. The best 

way to describe it is to say it’s like a AAA club for RV owners. It has more than a 

million members, which means it’s a mail-order monster that mints money in 

much the same way as AARP, except on a slightly smaller scale.  

 Sometime back in the mid-1990s I got a call from the man who was (and 

still is) the Dick Benson of the membership business—James R. Perdiew. He’s 

the leading direct-mail consultant in this field and has all the top clients. He asked 

me if I’d be willing to write a package for the Good Sam Club. 

 “The good whaaaah?” I replied. 

 He explained what it was. 

 I wasn’t impressed. This was not the kind of client I was a-hankering-fer at 

the time. I wanted to work for Playboy, The New Yorker, Consumer Reports, 

Newsweek, all the big names in magazine publishing.  
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 “Well, I gotta tell you, Mr. Perdiew. I’m awfully busy. I’m not sure I could 

squeeze that in this year. Or next, for that matter.” 

 “They’ll pay you more than you’re currently charging any of your other 

clients.” 

 “When can we get started?” 

 Here’s the package I wrote for the Good Sam Club. It remained the control 

for more than 10 years, mailing in the tens of millions and beating back all 

challengers—including Nicksic and Potter, several times. I rank it among the best 

letters I ever wrote.  

 

LESSON LEARNED: What made the so-called “Cussing” package for the Good 

Sam Club so successful? Simple. It’s written in a first-person voice with a strong 

narrative pull. That’s fancy-pants literary talk for a damn good story told by the 

guy who lived it.  

Ever since John Caples wrote “They Laughed When I Sat Down at the 

Piano,” this technique remains one of the world’s best ways to write a direct-

response advertisement. That is, if you can pull it off. Not everyone has a knack 

for this kind of writing.  

 Over the years, just about every package I ever wrote in this style became 

a winner. And it only took me about 30 years to notice it! So after 30 years of 

accidentally doing this, nowadays I do it on purpose. If I can possibly sign a letter 

with my own name and tell a story in my own voice, I will. Because it hardly ever 

fails.  

 Jesus always spoke in parables, after all. And if it’s good enough for the 

Guy from Galilee, it’s good enough for me!  
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN:  
Frankly, I’m Puzzled  

 

 I actually knew the man who invented the lift letter. His name was Paul 

Michael, and he was working for Greystone Press (a publisher of mail-order 

encyclopedias) when he came up with a strange idea. 

 He decided to add a second letter to his direct-mail package. It was just a 

folded one-page sheet, and on the outside it said:  

OPEN THIS ONLY IF YOU’VE  
DECIDED NOT TO BUY 

 

 Whether you’ve decided to buy or not, of course, opening the note was 

practically irresistible. Inside, the letter began like so:  

Dear Friend,  

 Frankly, I’m puzzled. 

 I’ve offered you [benefit, benefit, benefit]…and yet 

still you say no. 

 I wonder why? 

 Could it be because of [common objection number one] 

 Could it be because of [common objection number two] 

 Etc. 
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 Adding this little letter invariably seemed to lift response, so it became 

known in the business as a “lift letter.” In circulation-promotion packages, it was 

often signed by the publisher of the magazine (while the editor signed the main 

letter), so in these circles it was often called a “pub note.” 

 But whether they called it a lift letter or a pub note, it always began the 

same way, “Frankly, I’m puzzled…” Over time, using that wording began to fatigue. 

But the lift letter never did. Now it’s considered a standard part of any conventional 

direct-mail package, as de rigueur as the envelope or the reply card.  

 Paul Michael was a real character. One day he had an idea for an 

advertisement selling lucky charms through the mail. He quit his job, cashed in 

his pension plan, and bought a full-page advertisement in the National Enquirer. 

 On the first day he could expect some orders he went to the Post Office where 

he’d rented a little mailbox. He peered in the little window of the box and saw…  

Nothing! No envelopes, no reply cards, no checks, nothing at all.  

 He was crestfallen. He knew he’d made a terrible mistake. He’d spent his 

life savings on the ad. He’d have to go back to his boss and beg for his job back. 

He was ruined. But he opened the door of the mailbox anyway, just to make sure 

there wasn’t something stuck to the sides.  

As it turned out, there was something there. It wasn’t a reply card. It wasn’t 

an envelope. It was just a little handwritten note from the Postmaster. It said:  

Too much mail for box. Please see clerk at window.  

 

 By the way, if you’ve read my novel about the direct-mail business, God 

Doesn’t Shoot Craps—and if you haven’t, good God Gertie, what’s your 

excuse???—you’ll recognize this story. I used it for the back-story of my main 

character, Danny Pellegrino—a mail-order con man of the first water.  

http://www.amazon.com/God-Doesnt-Shoot-Craps-Divine/dp/1402206569/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250945220&sr=1-1�
http://www.amazon.com/God-Doesnt-Shoot-Craps-Divine/dp/1402206569/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250945220&sr=1-1�
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 Well, at any rate, by the time I met Paul Michael he’d been in business for 

himself for many years, selling lucky charms, bingo systems, holy water, all sorts 

of foolish stuff for gullible people. Was he successful? Well, his hobby was 

collecting antique Rolls Royces, so that should give you some idea.  

 Interestingly, he told me the same thing as Dick Benson about the real 

source of his income. It wasn’t the product, it was the lists. He said he made 

more than $200,000 a month from list rental. And his lists were very much in 

demand. They were known in the business as “sucker lists”—people who will 

believe anything and buy anything. As such, they were enormously valuable lists 

for a variety of products, and mailers would pay a premium to rent them. 

 Okay, so maybe Paul Michael wasn’t your most upstanding citizen of the 

direct-marketing community. But he was a charming rogue, and I liked him. He 

seemed to like me, too. One day he handed me a book that was wrapped in a 

plain brown dust jacket.  

 “Take this, kid,” he said. “Not many people know about this book. But 

there are a few of us who treasure it. It’ll tell you what you need to know to be a 

great copywriter. Just make sure you bring it back to me.” 

 Can you guess which book it was?  

 It was Breakthrough Advertising by Eugene Schwartz. 

 I took it home and devoured it in one sitting. But before I could return it to 

Paul, he died! So I guess I inherited the book from him. A few years later, I wrote 

a letter to Gene Schwartz telling him how much I enjoyed the book and disclosing 

the unusual circumstances under which I’d acquired it. He sent me another copy, 

from his own stash, autographed, with a note that said, “Now you can return 

Paul’s copy to his estate!” 

 But I kept ‘em both! Because they’re a weird little piece of junk-mail history.  

So now I have two copies of Breakthrough Advertising on my bookshelf—

one was a gift from the inventor of the lift note, and the other a gift from the 

http://www.amazon.com/Breakthrough-Advertising-Shatter-Traditions-Records/dp/0932648541/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250945315&sr=1-2�
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author. I recently noticed that Breakthrough Advertising was selling on Amazon 

for $297 a copy, because it’s still so rare and more in demand than ever before. I 

wonder what my two copies would be worth on the Internet? But I’m not selling 

them. You’ll have to get them from my estate! 

 At any rate, I’ve loved writing lift letters for my whole career, and here are 

three of my favorites:  

 

GO GET THAT BUS, DADDY! 

 I was working for the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) and 

having a hell of a time coming up with an idea because the organization consists 

of a bunch of environmental lawyers who bring lawsuits against polluters. Worthy 

work, I guess, but not very dramatic. Just when I was ready to hang myself from 

the ceiling out of frustration, I encountered an annual report in which one of the 

NRDC attorneys talked about trying to explain to his daughter what he did for a 

living. The result was this really sweet, very effective lift letter. 
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YOU WERE MENTIONED IN A RICH MAN’S WILL  

 I was working for Smithsonian Magazine and I encountered a story about 

the founding of the Smithsonian Institution. It seems that a wealthy British 

industrialist by the name of James Smithson had left a substantial portion of his 

estate to establish a museum of history and science in the United States of 

America. It occurred to me that this was almost as if Smithson had left a little 

portion of his fortune to every American citizen. So I wrote a lift letter with the 

following headline:  

In 1829, an eccentric British millionaire by the 

name of James Smithson died. As it happens, he left 

you something in his will… 

 

 It’s hard to turn away after you’ve been told you were mentioned in a rich 

man’s will! That package, by the way, became the control for Smithsonian 

magazine and was a major milestone in my campaign to break into the 

publishing business. 
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MY CRAZY RICH AUNT  

 This is my favorite lift letter of all time. Certainly the best I ever wrote. 

And—who knows?—maybe the best anybody ever wrote…at least since 

“Frankly, I’m puzzled.”  

 I’m not just blowing smoke. This lift letter has the pelts on its pony to prove 

it. It was part of a control package I wrote for Kiplinger Personal Finance 

Magazine which lasted for nearly a decade under a barrage of constant testing 

by the world’s finest copywriters. When the package finally fatigued and was 

beaten by one of those damnable “voucher” or “statement of benefits” 

packages—the scourge of the magazine industry!—the client had an idea:  

“What if we drop the ‘Crazy Rich Aunt’ lift letter into the new voucher 

package?”  

Sure enough, the additional letter substantially lifted response. So now it’s 

still being mailed some 12 or 15 years after I wrote it, with no signs of slowing 

down.  

 By the way, my aunt—who is still alive and wealthier than ever at age 

86—is “not amused” by all the attention. Speaking of wills, I’ll probably be left out 

of hers! 
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LESSON LEARNED: The lift letter is one of the most powerful direct-mail 

techniques ever invented. Even in this age of voucher packages, adding a lift 

letter still improves results. But nobody has ever improved on the formula Paul 

Michael created for lift letters many years ago: 

1) Write an irresistible headline on the outside;  

2) Make the letter smaller, shorter, on a different paper stock, and with a 

different signatory from the main letter; 

3) Use it to overcome common last-minute objections.  

 By the way, a little sidebar about Eugene Schwartz. Nowadays Gene is 

finally getting the widespread recognition and admiration he so richly deserved 

during his lifetime. But when I was a young Turk starting out in this business, my 

friends and I really didn’t know or care much about Gene. We regarded him as 

an old-fashioned copywriter who worked the low end of the business—diet 

books, get-rich-quick schemes, and so forth. I mean, really, his most famous 

headline was “RUB YOUR STOMACH AWAY!” 

 Puh-leeze.   

As my story about Paul Michael reveals, Breakthrough Advertising was 

out of print and neither well known nor widely read at the time. The only people 

who really knew how great Gene Schwartz was were his clients! And they were 

keeping it a well-guarded secret. Boardroom and Rodale reserved virtually all of 

his time, paid him a small fortune, and raked in the reply cards while he created 

winner after winner for them. Meanwhile, Gene’s own mail-order businesses 

were making so much money he could afford to assemble one of the world’s 

largest and most prestigious collections of contemporary art.   

But our hero back in those days was not Gene Schwartz, it was Bill 

Jayme! Oh, how we all admired that man. He wrote with such style, wit, and 

creativity. We memorized his clever headlines. We lusted after his lifestyle—

living on a mountainside in the California wine country…writing one direct-mail 
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package a month…earning about a quarter million a year. (Little did we realize 

Gene Schwartz could buy a painting for that much without batting an eye.) Bill 

Jayme was even profiled in the New York Times Sunday Magazine! Five glorious 

pages of text and full-color photos describing this amazing man who had 

elevated the craft of writing junk mail into an art form. Was there ever a 

copywriter more famous and more admired than Bill Jayme? 

 I never had occasion to meet Jayme in person. But one of the highlights of 

my professional life was one day when I opened a copy of Direct magazine and 

found a long interview with him. Imagine my surprise and delight when I 

encountered this exchange about halfway through the article. (Forgive me, but 

I’ve lost the article itself, so I’m paraphrasing it from memory.) 

DIRECT: Who are your favorite copywriters nowadays? Who are some of 

the young copywriters coming up in the business whose work you admire? 

JAYME: Well, Judith Hannah Weiss’s work is terrific. Also, Richard 

Armstrong. 

 

 Wow!!!! That was a red-letter day in the Armstrong household, lemme 

tellya. Judy Hannah Weiss, by the way, was probably the best consumer-

magazine copywriter who ever lived—aside from Jayme himself—but like a lot of 

us, her business was hurt by this damnable voucher trend, and she decided to 

take early retirement.  

 In truth, there were a few chinks in Jayme’s armor. Many a circulation 

director over the years told me privately that Bill was the Babe Ruth of the direct-

mail business—both the home run king and the strikeout king. For every one of 

his famous winners like Psychology Today (“Do you close the bathroom door 

when you’re home alone?”), there were dozens of losers.  

That’s true of nearly all of us, of course. But it wasn’t true of Gene 

Schwartz. Gene hardly ever lost.  
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 Nor was Bill Jayme the friendliest person in the world. A great copywriter I 

know went up to Bill Jayme at an industry function and said, “Mr. Jayme, I just 

wanted to tell you how much I’ve admired your work. You were the one who 

inspired me to become a copywriter. I just wanted to meet you in person.” 

 “Well, now you have,” said Jayme and walked away. 

 Jayme’s rapier wit was easier to take when it was aimed at more 

appropriate targets—like meddlesome clients, for example. There’s a famous 

story about a client who made Jayme sit in front of his desk while he took a red 

pencil and made all sorts of pointless edits in the copy. When the client was 

finished, he looked up and said:  

 “There, Bill, don’t you think that’s better?” 

 To which Jayme replied:  

 “Only if it makes you feel better, Tom.”   

 Yes, Jayme had a sharp wit, and he didn’t much care who got sliced up by 

it. Gene Schwartz on the other hand was a lovable old coot who responded 

graciously to praise and was often willing to help mentor young copywriters—

including yours truly, in a small way.  

 I spent most of my career emulating Jayme. But nowadays, in my dotage, 

I’ve come to realize Gene was the one I should’ve been emulating all along.  
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN:  
My Brief and Undistinguished 

Career in Publishing 
 

 When I wasn’t writing junk mail, I whiled away my time writing books. 

(Well, I whiled away a lot of time gambling and watching television, too, but that’s 

another story.) 

 If there are any aspiring authors reading this, let me assure you that 

writing books is NOT a good way to make a living. I’ve had three books 

published—spent many years out of my life writing them—and my advances 

have come to a grand total of $17,500. Worse yet, the advances have been 

going downhill since the first one, which I take as a bad sign.  

I once attended a seminar given by a Madison Avenue copywriter who’d 

written a best-selling novel. When asked why he didn’t give up advertising to 

write fiction full-time, he said something I’ve never forgotten:  

 “Writing books is like playing the lottery,” he said. “You can make a million, 

but you can’t make a living.” 

 I’ll have to take his word on the part about making a million, but I can 

solemnly attest to the fact that you can’t make a living. 

 Nevertheless, there’s nothing quite like seeing your name in print for the 

first time, seeing your precious book for sale in a bookstore (and surreptitiously 

moving it up to the table of bestsellers in the front), doing book signings (however 

sparsely-attended they may be), and sitting for the occasional radio and 
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television interview. Because these are the little thrills in life that junk-mail writers 

don’t often get a chance to enjoy.  

 My first book was actually my mother’s idea. When I moved away from 

home and got my first apartment, I proved to be so inept at cooking, cleaning, and 

balancing my checkbook that my mother said she should write a book to help 

me—and all the other kids my age—learn how to master those important life skills.  

 Mom and I talked about the idea off and on for years. But one day I 

actually sat down to write a book proposal for what was tentatively entitled 

“DON’T POUR THE GREASE DOWN THE DRAIN.” Many months and several 

literary agents later, it sold to William Morrow & Company, one of the top 

publishing companies in New York. The book was eventually re-titled LEAVING 

THE NEST, and it did very well, going through no fewer than six printings and 

earning Mom and me small royalty checks for many years.  

 Speaking of television appearances, one of the shows we did to promote 

the book was a local program in Baltimore called People Are Talking. They liked 

us so much on that show we were invited back twice! But here’s the kicker. The 

host of the program was none other than…Oprah Winfrey!!!  

The only problem, Oprah had left the show a few weeks before our first 

appearance. Drat! She left Baltimore to take some kind of job with a syndicated 

show in Chicago…I’m not sure what became of her afterwards. 

 LEAVING THE NEST is out of print, of course, but if you’re interested, you 

can still get a used copy on Amazon by clicking here.  

 My second book was a complete departure from the first. It was called 

THE NEXT HURRAH: The Communications Revolution in American Politics. 

Having worked in the world of political direct mail for many years, I always 

thought it was strange that there had been so many books written on the use of 

television in American politics, but hardly any on the subject of political direct 

mail. I also took note of the fact that no one (at that time) had written about the 

http://www.amazon.com/Leaving-Nest-Complete-Guide-Living/dp/0688052606/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250946096&sr=1-1�
http://www.amazon.com/Leaving-Nest-Complete-Guide-Living/dp/0688052606/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250946096&sr=1-1�
http://www.amazon.com/Leaving-Nest-Complete-Guide-Living/dp/0688052606/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250946096&sr=1-1�
http://www.amazon.com/Next-Hurrah-Communications-Revolution-American/dp/0688067832/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250946263&sr=1-1�
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political use of cable television, satellites, computers, or many of the other new 

electronic communication technologies.  

 THE NEXT HURRAH also was published by William Morrow, and it was a 

critical success—although I have no evidence that anyone other than my mother 

bought the damn thing. (Mom comes to my rescue again!) The Los Angeles 

Times gave it a good review on the front cover of their Sunday book section. But, 

sadly, no one who lives in Los Angeles can read. Kirkus Reviews called it “the 

best book on the electronic political process since Joe McGinnis’s The Selling of 

the President, which was thrilling for me to read, although probably somewhat 

disturbing for Joe McGinnis. All things considered, writing THE NEXT HURRAH 

was a great experience for me, although not a remunerative one. So at that point, 

I stopped writing books for nearly twenty years.  

Then one day I had an idea for a novel.  

 (By the way, if you’re curious, you can still get THE NEXT HURRAH on 

Amazon, too, by clicking here.) 

 GOD DOESN’T SHOOT CRAPS was published by Sourcebooks in 2006. 

It tells the story of a junk-mail con man who sells what he thinks is a bogus craps 

system through the mail—until he discovers, much to his own surprise, that it 

really works.  

Madness ensues.  

I believe it’s the only novel ever written about the direct-mail business, 

albeit the somewhat seedier side of it. Although GOD DOESN’T SHOOT CRAPS 

earned the lowest advance of my three books, it was by far the most fun to write 

and promote. And it did okay in the marketplace, too, reaching #6 on Amazon’s 

list of comic novels at one point.  

Even more exciting, it was optioned for film by the producers of the 

Broadway show “Xanadu”…which brought me a few hundred dollars and a 

lifetime of stories to tell at cocktail parties.  

http://www.amazon.com/Next-Hurrah-Communications-Revolution-American/dp/0688067832/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250946263&sr=1-1�
http://www.amazon.com/God-Doesnt-Shoot-Craps-Divine/dp/1402206569/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250946364&sr=1-1�
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Dennis Farina, the well-known movie and television actor, was also briefly 

interested in optioning the book for film. He and I had lunch to discuss it, and 

that, too, has provided me with endless cocktail-party conversation.  

 “Can I get this book on Amazon, too?” you might ask.  

 I’m so glad you might’ve asked!  

Yes, simply by clicking here. And since this book is still in print, I could 

actually see a royalty check from your purchase someday!   

http://www.amazon.com/God-Doesnt-Shoot-Craps-Divine/dp/1402206569/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1250946364&sr=1-1�
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN:  
What Have You Done  

for Me Lately? 
 

 As my career in direct marketing nears its fifth decade, I’ve come to grips 

with the fact that I’m not the best direct-mail copywriter in the world.  

Not even close.  

But I’m winning more tests than ever these days, so I must’ve accidentally 

picked up a trick or two along the way. Plus, I’m genuinely proud of a few things. 

 I’ve continued to learn and adapt to changing times, while retaining a 

decent respect for the principles of the past. Making the transition from 

fundraising to publishing was hard for me, but I made it happen. So was making 

the transition from conventional direct-mail packages to magalogs. (I still know a 

few world-class copywriters who refuse to take the leap.) Now, I’m struggling with 

learning about the Internet, and that doesn’t come easily to me at all.  

 Bob Bly and I started out in this business together. We were neighbors 

and friends. We both took Milt Pierce’s famous direct-mail copywriting course at 

NYU together back in the early 1980s. Bob and I were among the first people in 

our little circle of copywriting colleagues to buy computers, and we agonized over 

the decision. Because they were darned expensive, but we knew they’d be 

darned useful to our businesses, too.  

 “Have you bought one yet,” I’d ask every week or so. 

 “No, have you?” Bob would reply. 
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 I’m not sure which one of us broke down first, but within a few hours of 

each other, we were both the proud owners of a Kaypro II—a clunky dinosaur of 

a computer which no longer even exists.  

 At any rate, Bob and I were on the cutting-edge of using computers for 

copywriting back then. But now it’s completely passed me by! I have to hire 

people to do the simplest things for me, because I’m totally incapable of doing 

them myself. Sometimes I don’t even know what to ask them to do. Nor am I 

alone. One of my friends from the old days in New York—a legendary 

copywriter—actually decided to retire because, in part, he didn’t want to learn 

how to write for the Internet. It’s not that you can’t teach an old dog new tricks. 

It’s just that sitting in the sun, yawning, and snapping at flies suddenly seems like 

a much more appealing way to spend your time than wrestling with hyperlinks.   

 But I’m not announcing my retirement yet. I’m still chugging along, trying 

to learn new things. I attended Gary Bencivenga’s groundbreaking seminar a few 

years ago. I faithfully read Clayton Makepeace’s blog and buy his excellent 

products. I enjoy reading the blogs and e-zines of young whippersnappers like 

Jack Forde, David Garfinkel, Ryan Healy, Ben Settle, Michel Fortin, and many 

others. These guys may be younger than I am, but that doesn’t mean I can’t pick 

up a trick or two from them.  

 And I’m still cranking out some interesting stuff. Take this magalog I 

recently did for Boardroom’s Bottom Line/RETIREMENT, for example. It beat a 

longstanding control from one of the nation’s top copywriters. Do you recognize 

anything familiar about the publisher’s letter in the front? Yes, it’s an homage—I 

prefer to use the word homage instead of “rip-off”—to the old Wall Street Journal 

control by Martin Conroy. So you can see I’m still “stealing smart,” too.  
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The folks down at Southern Living magazine and their book-publishing 

division, Oxmoor House, are superb direct marketers, and I’m proud to have had 

them as clients for many years. Their best-selling book (more than 20,000,000 

copies in print!) is the collection of SOUTHERN LIVING ANNUAL RECIPES. My 

recent slim-jim magalog unseated their longstanding control for this product. I 

kinda like the teaser on the back cover, 

“IF YOU LIVE BELOW THE  
MASON-DIXON LINE  

(OR WISH YOU DID), WE HAVE A 
FREE GIFT FOR YOU!” 
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 Or take a look at this interesting bookalog I recently wrote for the 

American Cellars’ Wine Club. It’s the ultimate example of making your 

advertising valuable. It’s nearly 50 published pages long, and at least half of it is 

giveaway information about how to choose wine, store wine, taste wine, collect 

wine, etc. The pitch for joining the club is subtly interwoven throughout the piece. 

Oh, and get a load of that letter in the front! Remind you of anything?  
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Yes, it’s sort of the vintner’s version of “They Laughed When I Sat Down 

at the Piano.” Thanks again, John Caples!    

 Everything old is new again. That’s true when it comes to copy, and it’s 

true of old copywriters like me, too, I guess. Good copywriters should always be 

re-inventing themselves, right up until the bitter end. Which is why I fully intend to 

put the following words on my gravestone:  

 

But wait…there’s more! 
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