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Knowledge for Generations is an impressively ambi-
tious company history of John Wiley & Sons’ two
hundred years of publishing. In many ways, the book
resembles the company itself. Physically, it looks like
a modern American college textbook: large format,
heavily illustrated in four-color with call-out boxes,
lavishly printed and bound. It is thoroughly
documented and indexed, full of the features of the
best undergraduate textbooks. In addition to the
call-out boxes, there are introductory sections, and
plenty of timelines and graphic sign posts.
Interestingly, the historical periods were written by
The Winthrop Group, “an association of business,
economic, and technology historians.” But the grand
masters seem to have been Chairman of the Board
Peter Booth Wiley and CEO Will Pesce. The more
modern period was a collaboration of the family and
management, including a long list of “interviewees,
reviewers and advisers” that, I was delighted to see,
included substantial Asian and European contri-
butions. The result is a highly readable and
instructive work that succeeds in its stated objectives
of being candid and illustrative “of the work life of
our colleagues during the course of Wiley’s history.
Hence, this is a book about the evolution of
publishing as a business and as a craft, as well as a
history of Wiley — all in the context of the external
environment within which the Company (operates)
...” Like a textbook, the book is strong on pedagogy,
reinforcing major developments, keeping everything
in context. At least until the final chapter where a
few loose ends are not adequately tied off.

John Wiley & Sons is an iconic brand. My first
memory of a Wiley book was Halliday & Resnick’s
freshman physics text. Two of my early favorites were
Weiner’s Cybernetics and Ogilvy on Advertising. I
hadn’t realized they were published by Wiley. Now,
the general public would know the Dummies Series,
J. K. Lasser’s tax guides and Betty Crocker cook-
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books. Accountants would know Kieso & Weygandt
and architects Ramsey and Sleeper. All are bibles in
their fields, just some of the many on the Wiley list. I
competed against Wiley’s Journal of Polymer Science,
lost an American editor to them and took away one
of their UK marketing executives. I was happy to
have met many of the people described both at
industry events and on the road. I thought I knew
the history and in broad outlines. I did, but
Knowledge for Generations tells me much I didn’t
know and perhaps more concretely connects the
dots on a great deal about the publishing industry I
hadn’t recognized.

*     *     *
The broad outlines of the Wiley story are known
well enough. Founded in New York City in 1807,
Wiley is one of the most respected publishers 
in science, technology and medicine (STM) under
the Wiley-InterScience and Wiley-Blackwell
imprints; higher education (science, engineering,
psychology, business); and trade (For Dummies,
Betty Crocker). It took the first 122 years for sales
to reach $1 million. Then sales quickly rose to $2
million in 1941; $100 million in 1980; $500
million in 1999; and $1 billion in 2006. More
importantly, Wiley has a great story to tell. And
the introduction makes clear that they intended to
tell the whole story, warts and all.

Like most 19th-century publishers, the origins
blended printing, bookselling and what we now
call publishing in a single business. Competition
and finances steered the founder Charles Wiley to
concentrate on publishing and retailing. Although
practical books were part of the Wiley list from its
early days, Charles and his son John published
some of the most celebrated authors in American
literature. Washington Irving, James Fenimore
Cooper, Edgar Allen Poe and Herman Melville all
published with the early company. John formed a
joint venture with Putnam and his London office.
They were in the import-export business and sold
thousands of copies of Dickens. For most of this
period, the company published ten to thirty titles a
year. After peaking at ninety new titles in 1845,
Wiley was overwhelmed by piracy, forcing it to
leave fiction publishing in 1848. It was simply too
easy to pounce on a bestselling import. This
undercut the market for foreign authors and meant

that American authors faced cheap competition.
Wiley was then firmly established in STM

publishing. From 1865 to 1925, more than half the
titles were engineering, with math, science and
chemistry accounting for another 37 percent.
Engineering was a good place to be in publishing
in the 19th century, not only because of growth in
American engineering schools (from fewer than
twenty-four to seventy between 1862 and 1872),
but also because books suited to fit an American
curriculum need not compete with pirated imports
and their specialist markets were less attractive to
domestic pirates. The foundations of modern
college publishing are visible here.

From 1925 to 1956, two cousins, William O.
Wiley and Edward R. Hamilton, presided over
Wiley’s consolidation as a science and engineering
publisher with more texts, professional titles, and a
few nonfiction trade books, bringing the house
through the Great Depression and the Second
World War. Some of Wiley’s evergreens took root
during this period. Agriculture was an important
publishing field and competition picked up against
McGraw-Hill in college texts and with Van
Nostrand in professional titles. Returning veterans
started to fill the company ranks and produce books
to serve the G.I. Bill wave of expanded education.
Textbooks started to differentiate themselves
through editing and artwork.

One of the meatiest chapters starts with the
launch of Sputnik in 1957 and runs through 1979.
This is the Brad Wiley Sr. period. The post-Sputnik
boost to American science education and college
enrollments get due credit for rewarding Wiley’s
niche. The company becomes larger and more
complex and non-family professional managers get
plenty of recognition as well. Charles Stoll and
Warren Sullivan are among those featured. The
1961 merger with Dekker and Proskauer’s Inter-
science (see LOGOS 16/1, page 46) laid the found-
ation for the modern STM program. Acquisitions
were all the rage at this time, but adding about 25
percent to Wiley’s size required an IPO (initial public
offering) while control remained in the hands of the
Wiley, Dekker and Proskauer and allied families.
Interscience moved Wiley solidly into journal
publishing and major reference works — moves that
had never quite stuck with Wiley up to this point but
were recurrent themes in subsequent growth.
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