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Q: We’re at the opening of Digital Book World 2011 in New York City and joining us 

for Beyond the Book today is Ashley Gordon, publisher of Mockingbird 

Publishing.  Welcome to the program.  

 

A: Thank you, Chris, for having me.  

 

Q: Well, it’s nice to see you here and I’m very interested in learning more about your 

new project.  Mockingbird Publishing, based in Fairhope, Alabama.  And what 

you’re trying to do is do what we all dreamed of, I suppose, which is to become a 

publisher, but a publisher with a twist.  Tell us about it.  

 

A: I founded Mockingbird Publishing this summer and our first book was published in 

October and as you say, many of us have dreamed of having our own company.  I 

started as an editor back in ’95 and have worked on both the editorial acquisitions 

and operations side, so this was my opportunity to take what I’ve learned and do 

something that really made my heart move, and that’s to combine our publishing 

mission with the mission of a nonprofit and to use books and other media to convey 

their message in a compelling story.  So we are a publisher of nonfiction books that 

are both text and four color illustrations to tell a story of a nonprofit.  

 

Q: And how do you find your partners in all of this?  What kind of stories particularly 

are you looking for and what kind of organizations are you looking for?  

 

A: We don’t filter in terms of geography or cause.  What we look for is that the story 

is being told by the uninitiated, speaking to the other uninitiated.  This is not a 

marketing piece for the nonprofit.  It’s not preaching to the choir, if you will.  We 

want those people who are good storytellers and professional writers certainly have 

been part of it and also more amateur writers who have really gotten inspiration and 

are doing it well.  So we want an outsider to say, this is a cause that touched me, 

that moved me.  Here was my experience with it.  Here’s something you might 

want to think about.  And part of our mission, part of our hope for our works is that 

if you get up and volunteer or make a donation, that would be great.  Just buying 

the book, you make a donation because every book shares the proceeds equally 

with the nonprofit that we’re writing about, but if it does nothing more than change 

the way people look at the world, then I think that’s a good start.  



 
 

Q: Well, when you’re identifying these projects or when they are coming to you, you 

mentioned the uninitiated part.  These have to be people then who’ve been moved 

themselves and then they have to move you.  There’s a lot of action here.  You’re 

trying to compel people to do something.  

 

A: We are trying to compel people to do something.  I think there’s a lot that needs to 

be done and publishers can be incredibly generous with their product.  I’m really 

proud of publishers who give to First Book, a nonprofit that puts books in the hands 

of underprivileged children, but that’s such a limited way of interacting.  I think the 

publishing world can do more.  One of my favorite examples is Dave Eggers and 

many of his books are actually benefiting nonprofits, telling the story of the people 

who went through a struggle.  One of the reasons I named the company 

Mockingbird Publishing – there are a handful – but being from Alabama, of course 

we all claim a little bit of To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee’s classic, and in To 

Kill a Mockingbird, Atticus is trying to teach his son, Jem, a lesson.  And he 

explains that you really have to be careful judging until you’ve walked in another 

man’s shoes.   

 

And I’ve always believed, as an editor, a publisher, as a teacher, I was a classroom 

teacher as well, that one of the beauties, one of the strengths of literature of any 

kind is that it gives you the opportunity to live another person’s life, and so our 

books, by those uninitiated, are meant to share what they experienced so that the 

reader can begin to open their minds to something maybe they haven’t considered, 

or just to experience something that they themselves haven’t.  

 

Q: So tell us how this has all been realized in your first project.  A lot of high minded 

stuff here, plus you’ve had to put it into action yourself.  Talk about that.  

 

A: Yeah.  Well, it’s harder than it looks, as it turns out.  It’s been a thrilling four 

months since the book came out and also a little humbling, but our first book is 

Year of Our Load: Faith, Hope, and Harmony in the Mississippi Delta by T. R. 

Pearson, who is a widely published writer of fiction and nonfiction, with 

photographs by Langdon Clay.  Very talented art photographer.  And they are 

telling the story of Lucas McCarty, who is a young white man in the Mississippi 

Delta with cerebral palsy.  He gets around on his knees or in a wheelchair.  He is 

unable to articulate speech, although he can make quite a lot of noise.  And he is 

the only white congregant in an African American Holiness Church where he sings 

in the choir.   

 

And this story is one of Lucas overcoming his disability, of Lucas and the church 

overcoming their differences of class and background and race, and of all of them 

embracing one another in their spirituality and it is beautiful in the way that they 



 
have accepted one another exactly as they are.  I think that’s a pretty powerful 

message, to be able to see beyond what’s on the outside to what’s on the inside.  

 

Q: Well, the partnership between the author and the photographer, tell us about that.  

How does all of that work out for them and then how did you make it work within 

the book’s pages?  

 

A: So as Tom will say, the author, he tells the story his way in beautiful lyrical prose 

and Lang, the photographer, tells it his way.  So they really are balanced and in the 

books, we have almost equal parts text and photographs because we want you to 

come at the story from multiple perspectives.  In some ways, again, it’s like 

teaching.  You want to reach the child the way that they need to learn.  Well, we 

want to reach the reader in the way that is most effective.  So we don’t want to 

close any doors in terms of the method of communicating this story.  So we have 

beautiful four color photographs that show the landscape of the Delta and the 

individuals in this story and we purposefully did not put captions on those 

photographs because we don’t want to reduce them.  We don’t want to diminish 

them to something that is supporting the text.  They are equally important to the 

text, so we identify the photographs at the end of the book, but they carry the story 

equally, as you read it.  

 

Q: And you’re not trying to tell people what to think either.  

 

A: Absolutely not.  There’s no preaching in this book or any of the subsequent books 

that we’re working on.  Not preaching at all and that’s why it’s so important that it 

be the uninitiated because even the person telling the story may not be completely 

convinced.  As Tom will tell you, he’s a lapsed Methodist and when he asked 

Lucas why he went to this church instead of his Episcopalian church, Lucas said, 

well, Episcopalians are like dead people and he wanted a church full of life.  So it 

really is an observation of how people have approached a particular circumstance in 

their life, but it’s in no way trying to tell you what to think, just give you a door to 

open, to see a different way of thinking.  

 

Q: Well, you’ve opened a door yourself by going into this.  It’s only about six months 

old and yet you’ve already begun to think about a revision of your vision, if you 

will.  Tell us about that.  

 

A: So of course what I wanted to produce was a beautiful book because when you love 

books, there really is nothing, aside from birthing your children, more wonderful 

than creating a book and having that at the end.  But what I’m learning as I reach 

out to readers and listen to them talk about the message, particularly after we made 

several films about Lucas and the choir, we had a harder time connecting with them 

with just the book, but once they saw the video, they were overwhelmed, and then 



 
they bought the book.  They bought the ebook, they shared it, they sent it out to all 

of their friends.  So what I learned is that there are many ways to tell a story.  And 

in my experience professionally, I learned that there are a lot of formats that are 

available to us now with technology, and so I’m beginning to think – and I really 

thought this about a week ago when I had 30 books returned and I sat on my floor 

and I pulled signed stickers off each one of them very carefully because these 

books are extremely expensive to produce.   

 

So I’m sitting there and I’ve funded this entirely myself so far, so it translated to 

here’s a $10 bill and I’m pulling this sticker off really carefully because I don’t 

want to rip that $10 bill and I thought, this is not sustainable.  We can’t do this.  I 

can’t build a company this way, if I’m going to get these back in this way.  So how 

else can we do this?  What can we do in addition to the book?  How can we have 

the power of that video?  What else is out there?  So I spent this morning at Digital 

Book World learning about apps and for mobile phones and devices and I think 

there’s some real possibility there.  So we may become Mockingbird Projects 

instead of Publishing.  

 

Q: Right.  And as you mentioned, you’re at Digital Book World and this is very much 

a digital project.  What do you think about the notion of enhanced books?  Would 

you try to pull what you’re doing together, the video and the print side of it in some 

way online or how would you do that?  

 

A: Well, our first attempt was an enhanced ebook that had the video embedded and 

additional photographs and more information.  Particularly we want to make it 

possible for you to connect if you have cerebral palsy, if you are interested in the 

augmented communication devices that Lucas uses to speak.  The music, the Delta, 

the economic evolution of that region.  We really wanted to steer readers in the 

direction, so that was our first attempt at an enhanced ebook, but I think the 

possibilities are limitless.  If you begin to think of OK, I have a great story and 

what is it that I want to happen once people experience this story?  Then you start 

being able to come up with the enhancements themselves rather than just taking a 

static book and making it digital.   

 

Q: It sounds like a lot of work though.  You probably got into publishing when it was 

just the print side of things or the beginning of the digital.  Do you worry that the 

idea of a book is getting so diffused that we may not value the book itself later?  

 

A: I don’t think that.  From my experience with students and my own children, I still 

see how much they treasure that book, how they go back to it again and again and 

again, and so I believe there is a place for the physical book for the foreseeable 

future.  Now the percentages may change, but I don’t think it’s going to disappear 

and I don’t think it has less value.  I think it just has friends on the shelf, if you will.  



 
 

Q: So you’re not one who thinks that a book is just another kind of reading device.  

 

A: Not alone.  Again, it goes back to here’s my story, what do I want to happen when 

they read it?  And if I want them to be able to take this book and have it with them 

and share it, put it on their coffee table, although we really keep our price points 

low so that the people we’re writing about can actually afford to buy it.  That’s 

important.  So there needs to be a physical component.  If I want them to be 

emotionally moved really quickly, then that video and that enhanced ebook.  If I 

want to reach out to them from the photographs because they have an art interest 

and they’re coming at it from there, then again the digital may be sending out shots 

of the photographs in some way is how I need to reach them.  So what becomes 

important is that I engage them and then once I have them, then the book is there to 

enhance what we’ve started, but you have to get them first and you can’t just limit 

yourself to one format, when it’s so hard to reach out and connect.  

 

Q: What’s your next project?  

 

A: Our next project – I’m so excited – it is by three generations of women.  The 

grandmother was the First Lady of Costa Rica.  Her daughter is the current 

Ambassador to Costa Rica.  The granddaughter is a Swiss educated physician.  And 

they made a medical mission trip to an orphanage in Kenya, and this is something 

that was sort of outside their purview and they write about not only the orphans, the 

experience of helping them, what they saw, the abject poverty, and incredible 

photographs of the landscape.  They also write about what it means to have the 

three of them in the family make this epic journey.  So again, we have this sort of 

uninitiated writing from a very personal perspective, but with a larger social 

mission at the base of the project.   

 

Q: When is that going to be available?  

 

A: Soon. (laughter) One of the things I’m learning with this is that it’s not at all like 

publishing a novel.  There are so many pieces to it and partners.  Kenyarelief.org is 

the nonprofit and we should have ARCs ready for BEA this year.   

 

Q: Well, good luck with all of that.  We’ve been chatting with Ashley Gordon at 

Digital Book World.  Ashley is the founder of Mockingbird Publishing, maybe 

soon to be Mockingbird Projects.  Ashley, thank you very much for talking to 

Beyond the Book.  

 

A: It was a pleasure to be with you.  

 



 
Q: And this is Chris Kenneally, for everyone at Copyright Clearance Center, have a 

great day.  
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