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The Life of O’Reilly
By  J im  R u e

SMALL PUBLISHING IN THE HINTERLANDS

Most technical publishers are divisions of larger publishing houses.
Osborne is a division of McGraw-Hill, a New York publishing heavy-
weight. Que and Sams are imprints of massive Macmillan. Wiley,
purveyor of the bogglingly successful “for Dummies” series, is in
Hoboken, New Jersey. None of these are prospering in these post-dotcom
revolution days. But the third largest publisher of computer books in
the world right now, with 300 employees, lives in Sebastopol, a
California town of 7800 people near Santa Rosa, about an hour north
of San Francisco, and is doing just fine. O’Reilly Media commands
more respect than any of the big ones. Their employee base is geo-
graphically distributed. The firm has offices in six different countries
and Cambridge, MA, but the firm is still the largest employer in
Sebastopol, with 150 local employees and an estimated $50 million a
year in revenues. Sebastopol, a dusty hamlet with apple orchards and
excellent coffee houses, is an unlikely home for a technical publishing
house, but the town is glad to have O’Reilly Media around.

OH, REALLY?

O'Reilly Media has earned their place in the hearts of technologists
by offering practical guides for programming since 1984. Starting with
a technical writing consultancy in Santa Rosa in 1978, Tim O'Reilly
began buying reprint rights for some of the UNIX documents his firm
was producing. He quickly found a market niche in keeping with his
interests in the printing of guidebooks for programmers. In the years
since, buyers of O'Reilly products have acquired a degree of brand loy-
alty not experienced by other technical publishers.

By 1992 Tim O’Reilly was selling a book that has since become a
classic of Internet technical writing, Ed Krol’s Whole Internet User's
Guide and Catalog. The title was probably a nod to the very large
Whole Earth Catalog of yore, but the Internet book was heralded as the
first bestselling book about the Internet. The 1995 second edition

taught new users what a browser was and how to use email. It also dis-
cussed the merits of Archie, Veronika, Jughead and Gopher (early file
cataloging utilities) with more experienced readers and introduced “a
new resource of almost unimaginable wealth, the World Wide Web.”
Using the Internet and the web liberally and creatively to create a
worldwide organization, O’Reilly has become the preeminent publisher
of Internet and World Wide Web-related books.

UNIX IN A NUTSHELL

The "In a Nutshell" series, the firms’ steadiest seller, first appeared
in 1985 with the introduction of UNIX in a Nutshell, a title which has
sold more than 800,000 copies in the last twenty years. Other UNIX
topics covered by the technical writing firm also were reprinted as brief
handbooks. The Nutshell books have since become the backbone of
many a programmers' library. They cover such diverse topics as Linux,
MS Word and Sequence Analysis in such a way as to make other desk
references unnecessary. The first sentence of Chapter One of "Word
2000 in a Nutshell" indicates O’Reilly’s willingness to offer an honest
and straightforward view of their topic; "You can find a better program
to perform almost any single function that Word offers."

The Word book goes on to enumerate the many reasons why Word
dominates the word processor market so thoroughly. Word is exceptional
for the ‘In a Nutshell’ books—while there are Nutshell books for Excel,
Dreamweaver and Outlook, topics are more typically grist for the pro-
gramming mill—SQL, C++, ASP, Java, XML, Python, Perl and the like.
But O'Reilly has built a solid reputation by offering their titles as replace-
ments for the dry documentation that often comes with software devel-
opment tools, or that used to come with them. Now you receive a CD
containing PDFs of the manuals. O’Reilly does not hesitate to editorial-
ize about perceived weaknesses in any of the products they cover. While
this may not ingratiate the firm to software publishers, it makes them a hit
with programmers eager to exploit undocumented features and avoid hid-
den pitfalls of the products they spend their days and nights staring at.
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O’REILLY FILLS PROGRAMMER NEEDS WITH
PRAGMATIC STYLE

With over 1400 titles for sale currently, O'Reilly covers topics
ranging from MS Access to XPath with a host of Java, Oracle and
Linux titles along the way. Their black and white soft covers each
feature a woodcut of a different wildlife species. The distinctive
covers comprise a surprisingly large section of the technical pub-
lishing section of any computer retailer or popular bookstore, and
their trick perfect bindings make the books especially useful as
tools—they are designed to lay open and flat on a horizontal sur-
face, freeing a programmers’ right hand for operating his mouse and
his left for holding his Oreos.

The company acknowledges Microsoft dominance. At least fifty
O’Reilly titles address Microsoft products alone, including Xbox
Hacks and Windows ME Annoyances. At 472 pages, the latter could
have been twice the length. Meanwhile, O'Reilly and his associates are
solid proponents of the move toward open source software. The firm
was among the first to actively support the open source programming
community, and it sponsors annual trade shows and technical confer-
ences addressing that subject. A battle royal is brewing to determine
whether the web will remain an essentially free resource or whether it
will be ‘locked down’ by domineering software that excludes any who
do not render unto Caesar.

Some lines from O’Reilly are similar to offerings from other tech-
nical publishers, barring the condescension of the ‘Dummies’ books.
The company has grand aspirations for a new line called Head First.
These books are oriented toward teaching programming concepts
quickly and comprehensively to relative neophytes. The first books
teach Java. By using abundant examples, graphics, puzzles and sto-
ries, a ‘total immersion’ approach to the subject is advanced.
Exercises promise to recruit portions of the brain that would not oth-
erwise choose to participate in the learning process. We are once
again reminded of the Whole Earth Catalog or Montessori—nothing
wrong with that. Just because a work is technical doesn’t mean it
can’t be fun too.

O’Reilly also sponsors online forums for the software programming
community. Among these are the O’Reilly Open Source Convention,
the Mac OS X con, and the MySQL Con. They also publish a variety
of online newsletters for the technical community, and have branched
into technology analysis (Some are esoteric—one recent title is Mind
Hacks—Tips for Using Your Brain in the World). On top of all this,
O’Reilly occupies other disparate publishing niches such as digital
photography, consumer electronics, travel and health care. It is clear
that the firm would like to extend their reach from advanced users, or
even computer users, into a larger number of markets. They are already
into humor and comic strip art. For the latter, see Even Grues Get Full
and Evil Geniuses in a Nutshell, both by Illiad Frazer, for a some hearty
but geeky laughs.

TIM O’REILLY

Oddly, Tim O'Reilly is of the view that no one, especially tech-
nologists, needs more books. The driving force to buy books is the
information they contain. For this reason above all, aspiring
O'Reilly authors must first of all be technologists, as O'Reilly him-
self is. One might never expect it of him. A native of Cork, Ireland,
he is a horseman and a gardener who puts up his own canned goods.

The fifty-year-old O’Reilly graduated cum laude from Harvard in
1975 with a degree in classical literature. That hardly sounds tech-
nical, but the technological temperament was there. By 1978, after
some thrashing around, O’Reilly was ready to don his propeller
beanie and make his name in technical publishing. In the early
eighties he fell in love with UNIX.

ONLINE PUBLISHING

O’Reilly was the sponsor of Global Network Navigator, the first
commercial portal posted in 1993. The site was sold to AOL in 1995,
but AOL let it lie fallow and it went to pot. More recently the firm has
offered the Safari library, a collection of two thousand books on com-
puter subjects from O’Reilly and a handful of other publishers,
including Pearson in England, available by subscription for random
search. The recent announcement by Google that their firm plans to
scan and index the content of at least 15 million university library
volumes may provide a competitive challenge to Safari. Somehow
though, when O’Reilly or Google embark on some new waterway, all
boats seem to rise.

While O’Reilly is historically very supportive of open standards
and architecture, there is a clear intention toward profit and
increased growth. It is notable that the term ‘freeware,’ in some cir-
cles a synonym for open source, is not favorably received at
O’Reilly. The word doesn’t appear once among the 1400 titles cur-
rently on their booklist.

OCTOPUS LEANINGS

O’Reilly has even stretched into the field of book distributing. In
2004 the firm began distributing for Sitepoint Books, Syngress,
Pragmatic Programmers, Paraglyph Press and No Starch Press. One
hopes that O’Reilly doesn’t enter into the shipping industry also, as
Microsoft did some years ago. The five new client firms publish books
or e-books on subjects very similar to those published now by
O’Reilly—a sample includes Build Your Own Database-Driven
Website, Google Hacking for Penetration Testers, Programming Ruby,
Degunking Windows (good luck!) and The Cult of Mac. As O’Reilly
has grown up with a culture more Peoplesoft than Oracle, it is more
likely that these firms are having their writing and publishing enter-
prises enhanced by the superior marketing and distribution capabilities
of the much larger O’Reilly. One gets the sense that some of the new
distributing partner firms are comprised of hardly more than one or
two people.

It is an endorsement of O’Reilly’s open source chops that O’Reilly
books are published in accordance with American copyright law, as it
existed in 1790. When copyright was limited to 14 years with one
option to renew for another 14-year period. In the intervening years
copyright duration has been extended to what many consider a
monopolistic degree. As a result of the Sonny Bono Copyright Term
Extension Act copyright now extends to a maximum of 95 years after
the passing of the author.  

NaSPA member Jim Rue writes about computers and conducts training and field
service in Orange County, CA. He can be reached at JimRue@CalTrainer.com.
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