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Bits & Pieces

This is a chapter of scraps and morsels—small admonitions on
many points that I have collected under one, as they say, umbrella.

VERBS.

¢ Use active verbs unless there is no comfortable way to get

around using a passive verb. The difference between an active-
verb style and a passive-verb style—in clarity and vigor—is the
difference between life and death for a writer.

“Joe saw him” is strong. “He was seen by Joe" is weak. The first
is shjcmr@fﬁmes no doubt about who did what. The
second is necessarily longer and it has an insipid quality: some-
thing was done by somebody to someone else. It's also ambigu-
ous. How often was he seen by Joe? Once? Every day? Once a
week? A style that consists of passive constructions will sap the
reader’s energy. Nobody ever quite knows what is being perpe-
trated by whom and on whom.

[ use “perpetrated” because it's the kind of word that passive-
voice writers are fond of. They prefer long words of Latin origin
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Use precise verbs. .
If you want to see how active verbs give vitality to the writ
word, don't just go back to Hemingway or Thurber or Thorea
commend the King James Bible and William Shakespeare. -

ADVERBS. =

Most adverbs are unnecessary.[You will clutter your sel

lisating and then add an adverb that carries the same
Don't tell us he radi dly; “blare” conno
ness. Don't write that someone clenched his teeth tight!
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it implivs an astonishment that is total: I can't picture someone
being partly flabbergasted. If an action is so easy as to be effort-
less, use “effortless.” And what is “slightly spartan”? Perhaps a
monks cell with wall-to-wall carpeting. Don’t use adverbs unless
they do necessary work. Spare us the news that the winning ath-
lete grinned widely.

And while we're at it, let’s retire “decidedly” and all its slip-
pery cousins. Every day I see in the paper that some situations
are decidedly better and others are decidedly worse, but I never
know how decided the improvement is, or who did the deciding,
just as I never know how eminent a result is that's eminently fair,
or whether to believe a fact that's arguably true. “He’s arguably
the best pitcher on the Mets,” the preening sportswriter writes,
aspiring to Parnassus, which Red Smith reached by never using
words like “arguably.” Is the pitcher—it can be proved by
argument—the best pitcher on the team? If so, please omit “ar-
guably.” Or is he perhaps—the opinion is open to argument—the
best pitcher? Admittedly I don’t know. It's virtually a toss-up.

ADJECTIVES.

Most adjectives are also unnecessary. Like adverbs, they are
sprinkled into sentences by writers who don't stop to think that
the concept is already in the noun. This kind of prose is littered
with precipitous cliffs and lacy spiderwebs, or with adjectives de-
noting the color of an object whose color is well known: yellow
daffodils and brownish dirt. If you want to make a value judg-
ment about daffodils, choose an adjective like “garish.” If vou're
in a part of the country where the dirt is red, feel free to mention
the red dirt. Those adjectives would do a job that the noun alone
wouldn’t be doing.

Most writers sow adjectives almost unconsciously into the soil
of their prose to make it more lush and pretty, and the sentences
become longer and longer as they fill up with stately elms and
frisky kittens and hard-bitten detectives and sleepy lagoons. This
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as a primer. If you don’t know how to punctuate—and many col-
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. ans use “drab” and “beautiful.” They will have their pr
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}l)ower hecause you have learned to use adjectlves sparsely. :

yourself hopelessly mired in a long sentence, it's probably be-
cause you're trying to make the sentence do more than it can rea-
sonably do—perhaps express two dissimilar thoughts. The
quickest way out is to break the long sentence into two short sen-
tences, or even three. There is no minimum length for a sentence
that’s acceptable in the eyes of God{Among good writers it is the
short sentence that predominates,Jand don't tell me about Nor-
man Mailer—he’s a genius. If you want to write long sentences,
be a genius. Or at least make sure that the sentence is under con-
trol from beginning to end, in syntax and punctuation, so that the
reader knows where he is at every step of the winding trail.

Lcept that most writers don't reach it soon enough. If you find

LITTLE QUALIFIERS. .
Prune out the small words that qualify how you feel an

vou think and what you saw: “a bit,” “a little,” “sort of,” “kin
“rather.” “quite,” “very,” “too,” “pretty much,” “in a sen
dozens more. They dilute your style and your persuasiven

Don't say you were a bit confused and sort of tired and
depressed and somewhat annoyed. Be confused. Be tired. B
pressed. Be annoyed. Don't hedge your prose with little i
ties. Good writing is lean and confident.

Don't say you weren't too happy because the hotel was
gxpensive. Say you weren't happy because the hotel was
sive. Don't tell us you were quite fortunate. How fort
that? Don't describe an event as rather spectacular or ve y
some. Words like “spectacular” and “awesome” don’t subIE

The Exclamation Point. Don’t _use it unless yon must to
achieve a certain effect. It has a gushy aura, the breathless excite-
ment of a debutante commenting on an event that was exciting
only to her: “Daddy says I must have had too much champagne!”
“But honestly, I could have danced all night!” We have all suffered
more than our share of these sentences in which an exclamation
point knocks us over the head with how cute or wonderful some-
far mor ot , e thing was. Instead, construct your sentence so that the order of

© often s lutter. There's no need to call someoneHe 4 the \%ords will put the emphas)i’s where you want it. Also resist us-
! ing an exclamation point to notify the reader that you are making
a joke or being ironic. “It never occurred to me that the water pis-
tol might be loaded!” Readers are annoyed by your reminder
that this was a comical moment. They are also robbed of the
pleasure of finding it funny on their own. Humor is best

—

tleszhwe aleurge point is one of authority. Every little qualifie
i W{:gn;ie fr&lqion of the readers trust. Readers
minish tbz eves in himself and in what he is saying. DO%
“telif. Dont be kind of bold. Be bold. :
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int vour sentence to a brie
exclamation point.

\ f halt before you plunge into, say, an item-
ized list. “The brochure said the ship would stop at the following
ports: Oran, Algiers, Naples, Brindisi, Piraeus, Istanbul and
Beirut.” You can't beat the colon for work like that.

:colon. There s @ 19th-century mustiness that laans
The Sems colon. We associate it with the carefully balanaéﬂ
cious weighing of “on the one hand” and,%ﬁ-
Conrad and Thackeray and Hardy. Therefgr MoOD CHANGERS.
% Learn to alert the reader as soon as possible to any change in
mood from the previous sentence. At least a dozen words will do
this job for you: “but,” “yet,” “however,” “nevertheless.” “still,”
“instead,” “thus,” “therefore,” “meanwhile.” “now.” “later,” “to-
[ day,” “subsequently” and several more. T cant overstate how
| much easier it is for readers to process a sentence if you start with
| “but” when you're shifting direction. Or, conversely, how much
{ harder it is if they must wait until the end to realize that you have
shifted.

[ Many of us were taught that no sentence should begin with

over the semi
centences. the judi

ther hand,” of : :
'tth:h((;uld be used sparingly by modern writers of nonfiction
i : el T

Hotice that it turns up quite often in the passages I've quo
this book and that 1 use it often myse]f—.usually to :.;uid a7ed
thought to the first half of a sentence. Still, the semicolon 7
the reader. if not to a halt, at least to a pause. So use it with:
cretion, remembering that it will slow to a Victorian p
early-2lst-century momentum you're striving for, and

stead on the period and the dash.

The Dash. Somehow this invaluable tool is widely regg
not quite proper—a bumpkin at the genteel dinner table o

English. But it has full membership and will get you out of !
tight corners. The dash is used in two ways. One is to ampli
justify in the seconid part of the sentence a thought you
the first part. “We decided to keep going—it was only 1
more and we could get there in time for dinner.” By its ve
the dash pushes the sentence ahead and explains why
cided to keep going. The other use involves two dashes, wh
apart a parenthetical tlmmmm %
s to get in the car—she had been after me all summer to.
direut—and we drove silently into town.” An explanatory

tl.]at might otherwise haye required a separate sentence i
dispatched along the way,

‘but.” If that’s what you learned, unlearn it—there’s no stronger
word at the start. It announces total contrast with what has gone
before, and the reader is thereby primed for the change. If you
need relief from too many sentences beginning with “but,”
switch to (however.” It is, however, a weaker word and needs
careful placement. Don't start a sentence with “howeyer’—it
hangs there like a wet dishrag. And dont end with “however’—
by that time it has lost its howeverness. Put it as early as you rea-
sonably can, as I did three sentences ago. Its abruptness then
becomes a virtue.

“Yet” does almost the same job as “but,” though its meaning is
closer to “nevertheless.” Either of those words at the beginning
of a sentence—"Yet he decided to go” or “Nevertheless he de-
_cided to go"—can replace a whole long phrase that summarizes
what the reader has just been told: “Despite the fact that all these
dangers had been pointed out to him, he decided to go.” Look for
all the places where one of these short words will instantly convey

—the same meaning as a long and dismal clause. “Instead I took the

T
than I:}e, Colon. The colop has begun to look even more &

over b e;emicolon, and many of its functions have been &
Y the dash, By it still serves well its pure role of bri
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CONTRACTIONS.

Your style will be warmer and tru’e: to your persong ity

[use contractions like “T'll” and “won’t ‘a’nd can’t” whe

comfortably into what you're writing. I ll. be glad to see
they don’t get mad” is less stiff than “I will be glad to
if they do not get mad.” (Read that aloud and hear how
sounds.) There’s no rule against such informality-
ear and your instincts. T only suggest avoiding one form=
@ we’ ,"(Et_c,. because*“T'd*cammean bo ha
“I'would,” and readers can get well into a sentence befos e
ing which meaning it is. Often it's not the one they th
it was. Also, don't invent contractions like “couldve.

cheapen your style. Stick with the ones you can find in
tionary.

THAT AND WhHich,

Anyone who tries o explain “that” and “which” in les

our is asking for troube. Fowler, in his Modern Englis
takes 25 columps of type. I'm going for two minutes, PS

mﬁ? record. Here (I hope) is much of what you need
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Always use “that” unless it m
Notice that in carefully edite

Yorker, “that” is by far the predo

akes your meaning ambiguous.
magazines, such as The New
minant usage. I mention this be-
cause it is still widely believed—a residue from school and
college—that “which” is more correct, more acceptable, more lit-

erary. It's not. In most situations, “that” is what you would natu-

rally say and therefore what you should write.
- If your sentence needs a ach

omma to achieve its precise mean-

ing, it ‘probably needs “which.” 'hich™ serves a particular iden-

tifying function, different from “that (A) “Take the shoes that
are in the closet.” This means: take the shoes that are in the
closet, not the ones under the bed. (B) “Take the shoes, which are
in the closet.” Only one pair of shoes is under discussion: the
“which” usage tells you where they are. Note that the comma is
necessary in B, but not in A,

A high proportion of “which” usages narrowly describe, or

identify, or locate, or explain, or otherwise qualify the phrase that
preceded the comma:

The house, which has a red roof,

The store, which is called Bob’s Hardware,
The Rhine, which is in Germany,

The monsoon, which is a seasonal wind,
The moon, which I saw from the porch,

That's all I'm going to say that I think you initially need to
know to write good nonfiction, which is a form that requires exact
marshaling of information.

CONCEPT NoOUNs.

Nouns that express a concept are commonly used in bad writ-
ing instead of verbs that tell what somebody did. Here are three

_ typical dead sentences:
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OVERSTATEMENT.

“The living room looked as if an atomic bomb had gone off
there,” writes the novice writer, describing what he saw on Sun-
day morning after a party that got out of hand. Well, we all know
he’s exaggerating to make a droll point, but we also know that an
atomic bomb didn’t go off there, or any other bomb except maybe
a water bomb. “I felt as if ten 747 jets were flying through my
brain,” he writes, “and I seriously considered jumping out the
window and killing myself.” These verbal high jinks can get just so
high—and this writer is already well over the limit—before the
reader feels an overpowering drowsiness. It’s like being trapped
with a man who can’t stop reciting limericks. Don'’t overstate. You
didn't really consider jumping out the window. Life has more

than enough truly horrible funny situations. Let the humor sneak
up so we hardly hear it coming,

5 "d C
Bemuse |
¢ A

The current campu

. about these sentences is that they hay
What is 5O f‘ﬁ;}ﬁe‘v so have no working ‘}'(’I'bs—only «
thﬂ}(‘l' rcaﬁ't visnalize ;mybod_\' peri()rming som
“isn't.” The re'a .6’1 lies in impersonal nouns that embody
ity allthe m:j:;ﬂi “cynicism,” “response,” “hostility,
Eﬁ:;:g:)ld Sre;lteﬂces around. Get people doing things:

eop}(’ il‘s

Most people just laugh with disbelief. .

Some people respond to the old system by turning
others say . ...

It’s easy to notice the change—you can see how an
the students are.
CREDIBILITY.

Credibility is just as fragile for a writer as for a President.
Don't inflate an incident to make it more outlandish than it actu-
ally was. If the reader catches you in just one bogus statement

that you are trying to pass off as true, everything you write there-
after will be suspect. It’s too great a risk, and not worth taking,

My revised sentences aren’t jumping with vigor,
cause the material I'm trying to knead into shape is
dough. But at least they have real people and real verbs.

caught holding a bag full of abstract nouns. You'll sink tot
tom of the lake and never be seen again.

CREEPING Nounisy. Dicrarion,

Thisis a new American - strings two oF £ A Mu'ch of the “writirllg” done in America is done by dictation.
together where one noun—or. better . Cia]mltr}lll'stlr(a'tors, exec?tlves, Ir;lanagers, e;slﬁucators and other offi-
b— . . N : :
" ygoesh broke now: we b money problem areas. It INK1in terms of using their'time e ciently. They think the
115; We have

quickest way of getting something “written”

secretary and never look at it. This is false ec
few hour
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evelopmen 1d: “"Communication facilitati
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t desﬂ‘?"l -e c.ompeting with everybody else whq is
thought that they ar sumably doing it better. This can often
.-%nd Plr;'s Inex};e]-ienced students are chilled to
en in a wrl'mltgh; sa‘;]e class with students whose byline
themse].\ ’es}:n college newspaper. But writing for the collegg
pearf?d e redential; I've often found that the hg
D e for %Teat C r are overtaken by the tortoises who mg
?telf?i(j\:;r%alt)ge goal of mastering the craft. The same
h;%flgs freelance writers, who see the work of Ot%ler WTl
pearing in magazines while their own keeps returning in
7 Forget the competition and go at your own pace. Your onl
test is with yourself. :
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" THE SUBCONSCIOUS MIND.)
| . Your subconscious mind does more writing than you th :
Often you'll spend a whole day trying to fight your way outel
some verbal thicket in which you seem to be tangled beyondsat |
vation. Frequently a solution will occur to you the next

when you plunge back in, While you slept, your writer’

didnt. A writer i always working, Stay alert to the
around you, Much of ]

: hat you see and hear will come ba
g percolated for days or months or even years throug

SUF’CO“SCIOHS mind, just when your conscious mind, labo
Write, needs it

.

_~ Surprisingly often

L

_’Q the reader’s jobh
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THeE QUICKEST FIx,

a difficult problem in a sentence can be
solved by simply getting rid of it. Unfortunately, this solution is
usually the last one that occurs to writers in a jam_[First they will
put the troublesome phrase through all kinds of exertions—
moving it to some other part of the sentence, trying to rephrase
it, adding new words to clarify the thought or to oil whatever is
stuck. These efforts only make the situation worse, and the writer
is left to conclude that there is no solution to the problem—not a
comforting thought. When you find yourself at such an impasse,
look at the troublesome element and ask, “Do I need it at all?”
Probably you don't. It was trying to do an unnecessary job all
along—that’s why it was giving you so much grief. Remove it and

watch the afflicted sentence spring to life and breathe normally.
It's the quickest cure and often the best.,

PARAGRAPHS.

" Keep your paragraphs short. Writing is visual—it catches the
eye before it has a chance to catch the brain. Short paragraphs
put air around what you write and make it look inviting, whereas
a long chunk of type can discourage a reader from even starting
to read.

Newspaper paragraphs should be only two or three sentences
long; newspaper type is set in a narrow width, and the inches
quickly add up. You may think such frequent paragraphing will
damage the development of your point. Obviously The New
Yorker is obsessed by this fear—a reader can go for miles without
relief. Don’t worry; the gains far outweigh the hazards.

But don’t go berserk. A succession of tiny paragraphs is as an-
noying as a paragraph that's too long. T'm thinking of all those
midget paragraphs—verbless wonders—written by modern jour-
nalists to make their articles quick " easy. Actually they make

arder by chopping up a natural train of thought.
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inist movement helpfully revealed how much sexism lurks in our
language, not only in the offensive “he” but in the hundreds of
words that carry an invidious meaning or some overtone of judg-
ment. They are words that patronize (“gal”), or that imply
second-class status (“poetess”), or a second-class role (“house-
wife™), or a certain kind of empty-headedness (“the girls”), or that
demean the ability of a woman to do a certain kind of job (“lady
lawyer”), or that are deliberately prurient (“divorcée,” “coed,”
“blonde”) and are seldom applied to men. Men get mugged; a
woman who gets mugged is a shapely stewardess or a pert
brunette.

More damaging—and more subtle—are all the usages that
treat women as possessions of the family male, not as people with
their own identity who played an equal part in the family saga:
“Early settlers pushed west with their wives and children.” Turn
those settlers into pioneer families, or pioneer couples who went
west with their sons and daughters, or men and women who set-
tled the West. Today there are very few roles that aren’t open to
both sexes. Don'’t use constructions that suggest that only men
can be settlers or farmers or cops or firefighters.

A thornier problem is raised by the feminists’ annoyance with
words that contain “man,” such as “chairman” and “spokesman.”
Their point is that women can chair a committee as well as a man
and are equally good at spoking. Hence the flurry of new words
like “chairperson™ and “spokeswoman.” Those makeshift words
from the 1960s raised our consciousness about sex discrimina-
tion, both in words and in attitudes. But in the end they are
makeshift words, sometimes hurting the cause more than helping
it. One solution is to find another term: “chair” for “chairman,”
“company representative” for “spokesman.” You can also convert
the noun into a verb: “Speaking for the company, Ms. Jones
ﬁaid ...” Where a certain occupation has both a masculine and a
teminine form, look for a generic substitute. Actors and actresses
can become performers.
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refer to “the reader,” “the writer,” “the critic,” “the humorist
etc. I felt that the book would be harder to read if I used “heer
she” with every such mention. (I reject “he/she” altogether;»‘-
slant has no place in good English.) Over the years, howev
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switching to the plural, with no harm done; the sky didn't fall in.
Where the male pronoun remains in this edition I felt it was the
only solution that wasn’t cumbersome.

The best solutions simply eliminate “he” and its connotations
of male ownership by using other pronouns or by altering some
other component of the sentence. “We” is a handy replacement
for “he.” “Our” and “the” can often replace “his.” (A) “First /e no-
tices what's happening to his kids and he blames it on his neigh-
borhood.” (B) “First we notice what'’s happening to our kids and
we blame it on the neighborhood.” General nouns can replace
specific nouns. (A) “Doctors often neglect their wives and chil-
dren.” (B) “Doctors often neglect their families.” Countless sins
can be erased by such small changes.

One other pronoun that helped me in my repairs was “you.”
Instead of talking about what “the writer” does and the trouble he
gets into, I found more places where I could address the writer
directly (“You'll often find . . .”). It doesn’t work for every kind of
writing, but it’s a godsend to anyone writing an instructional book
or a self-help book. The voice of a Dr. Spock talking to the
mother of a child with a fever, or the voice of a Julia Child talking
to the cook stalled in mid-recipe, is one of the most reassuring
sounds a reader can hear. Always look for ways to make yourself
available to the people you're trying to reach.

REWRITING.

Rewriting is the essence of writin well: it's where the game is
won or lost. Thme all have an emotional
equity in our first draft; we can’t believe that it wasn’t born per-
fect. But the odds are close to 100 percent that it wasn’t. Most
Writers don’t initially say what they want to say, or say it as well as
they could. The newly hatched sentence almost always has some-
thing wrong with it. It’s not clear. It’s not logical. It’s verbose. It's

klunky. 1t's pretentious. It’s boring. It’s full of clutter. It's full of
clichés. It lacks rhythm. It can be read in several different ways. It
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refining the raw material you wrote on your first try. Much ofit
consists of making sure you've given the reader a narrative flow

write

should have been told early in the sentence that you put near
the end? Does he know when he starts sentence B that youye
made a shift—of subject, tense, tone, emphasis—f{rom sen:
tence A?

Let's look at a typical paragraph and imagine that its i
ertfar’s first draft. There’s nothing really wrong with it; it lear
an(.l its grammatical. But it’s full of ragged edges: failures 0
writer to keep the reader notified of changes in time,
mood, or to v (
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There used to be a time when neighbors took care of one
another, he remembered. [Put “he remembered” first to estab-
lish reflective tone.] Tt no longer seemed to happen that way.
however. [The contrast supplied by “however” must come first.
Start with “But.” Also establish America locale.] He wondered
if it was because everyone in the modern world was so busy. [All
these sentences are the same length and have the same soporific
rhythm; turn this one into a question?] It occurred to him that
people today have so many things to do that they don't have
time for old-fashioned friendship. [Sentence essentially repeats
previous sentence; kill it or warm it up with specific detail ]
Things didn’t work that way in America in previous eras.
[Reader is still in the present; reverse the sentence to tell him
he’s now in the past. “America” no longer needed if inserted
earlier ] And he knew that the situation was very different in
other countries, as he recalled from the years when he lived in
villages in Spain and Italy. [Reader is still in America. Use a neg-
ative transition word to get him to Europe. Sentence is also too
flabby. Break it into two sentences?] It almost seemed to him
that as people got richer and built their houses farther apart
they isolated themselves from the essentials of life. [Trony de-
ferred too long. Plant irony early. Sharpen the paradox about
richness.] And there was another thought that troubled him.
[This is the real point of the paragraph;signal-the reader that
its important. Avoid weak “there was” construction.] His
friends had deserted him when he needed them most duxing

_his recent illness. [Reshape to end with “most”; the last word is

the one that stays in the reader’s ear and gives the sentence its

punch. Hold sickness for next sentence; it’s a separate thought. ]

Omit “guilty”; it’s implicit.] He recalled reading somewhere
about societies in primitive parts of the world in which sick peo-




TING WELL

«d never heard of any gy, i

) ol
y and stays sluggish and dgon
ff the ironic point.]

d though Jhe h

Break it inf?® st
that neighbors used to take care of one
ser seemed to happen in America, Wag
5 US_V? Were people re;:;.[]y 50 pr |
and their cars and their fitnesg Pro-. 1
had no time for friendship? In previous eras o
Nor was it how families lived in other parts of ;
he poorest villages of Spain and Italy, he g,
Id drop in with a loaf of bread. An ironic ide
got richer they cut themselves off from the
at really troubled him was an even more
chocking fact, The time when his friends deserted him was the
he needed them most. By getting sick he almg
«cemed to have done something shameful. He knew that of

societies had a custom of “shunning” people who were ve
But that ritual only existed in primitive cultures. Or did it? =

He remembc‘red

world. Even in t
called, people WOU
ctruck him: as people
richness of life. But wh

My revisions aren't the best ones that could be made;’
only ones. They're mainly matters of carpentry: altering &
quence, tightening the flow, sharpening the point. Much
still be done in such areas as cadence, detail and freshness
guage. The total construction is equally important. Rea
ticle aloud from beginning to end, always remembering

you lef't the reader in the previous sentence. You might]
bad written two sentences like this:

The tragic hero of the play is Othello. Small and m

lago feeds his jealous suspicions.
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gering in the reader’s ear is Othello; the reader naturally assumes
that Othello is small and malevolent.

When you read your writing aloud with these connecting links
in mind you'll hear a dismaying number of places where you lost
the reader, or confused the reader, or failed to tell him the one
fact he needed to know, or told him the same thing twice: the in-
evitable loose ends of every early draft. What you must do is
make an arrangement—one that holds together from start to fin-
ish and that moves with economy and warmth.

Learn to enjoy this tidying process. I don't like to write; I like
to have written. But I love to rewrite. I especially like to cut: to
press the DELETE key and see an unnecessary word or phrase
or sentence vanish into the electricity. I like to replace a hum-
drum word with one that has more precision or color. I like to
strengthen the transition between one sentence and another. I
like to rephrase a drab sentence to give it a more pleasing rhythm
or a more graceful musical line. With every small refinement I
feel that I'm coming nearer to where I would like to arrive, and
when I finally get there I know it was the rewriting, not the writ-
ing, that won the game.

WRITING ON A COMPUTER.

The computer is God’s gift, or technology’s gift, to rewriting
and reorganizing. It puts your words right in front of your eyes
for your instant consideration—and reconsideration; you can play
with your sentences until you get them right. The paragraphs and
pages will keep rearranging themselves, no matter how much you
cut and change, and then your printer will type everything neatly
while you go and have a beer. Sweeter music could hardly be sung
to writers than the sound of their article being retyped with all its
improvements—but not by them.

It's no longer necessary for this book to explain, as earlier edi-
tions did, how to operate the wonderful new machine called a
word processor that had come into our lives and how to put its
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Was that really 20 years ago?
And now there was also little Scooter to worry about.
Come to think of it, the dog was acting kind of suspicious.

The articles often began on page 1, and I would read as far as
| “Continued on page 9” and still have no idea of what they were
'\, about. Then I would dutifully turn to page 9 and find myself in an
" interesting story, full of specific details. I'd say to the reporter,
“That was a good story when I finally got over here to page 9. Why
' didn’t you put that stuff in the lead?” The reporter would say,
' “Well, in the lead I was writing color.” The assumption is that fact
[ and color are two separate ingredients. They're not; color is or-
—panic to the fact. Your job is to present the colorful fact.

In 1988 I wrote a baseball book called Spring Training. It
combined my lifelong vocation with my lifelong addiction—
which is one of the best things that can happen to a writer; peo-
ple will write better and with more enjoyment if they write about
what they care about. I chose spring training as my small corner
of the large subject of baseball because its a time of renewal,
both for the players and for the fans. The game is given back to us
in its original purity: it's played outside, in the sun, on grass, with-
out organ music, by young men who are almost near enough to
touch and whose salaries and grievances are mercifully put aside
for six weeks. Above all, it's a time of teaching and learning, 1
chose the Pittsburgh Pirates as the team I would cover because
they trained in an old-time ballpark in Bradenton, Florida, and
were a young club just starting to rebuild, with a manager, Jim
Leyland, who was committed to teaching.

I didn’t want to romanticize the game. 1 don't like baseball
movies that go into slow motion when the batter hits a home run,

{ATERIAL.
RUsT YOUR MAT N :
! The longer 1 work at the craft of writing, the more | realize

that there’s nothing more interesting than the truth. What people

do—and what people say—continues to take me by surprise with

its wonderfulness, or its quirkiness, or its drama, or its humor,g

its pain. Who could invent all the astonishing things that really

happen? I increasingly find myself saying to writers and studeuyg,’

“Trust your material.” It seems to be hard advice to follow.

Recently I spent some time as a writing coach at a newspa

in a small American city. I noticed that many reporters had f

k into the habit of trying to make the news more palatable by

ing in a feature style. Their leads consisted of a series of snippets
that went something like this: :

Whoosh!
It was incredible,
Ed Barnes wondered if he was seeing things.

Or maybe it was just spring fever. Funny how April can do
that toa gny 3

hou[:ewasn,t 3sif he hadn't checked his car before leaving the

But then s, ik . to notify me that it’s a pregnant moment. I know that about home

Which e od)d b1 n't remember to tell Linda. 1108 ) runs, especially if they're hit with two out in the bottom of the
Linda, Eyey since ti] i =8 always remembere. _0 a8 ninth to win the game. I resolved not to let my writing go into
high, €y started going together back in jur slow motion—not to nudge the reader with significance—or to
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wm(;e(j; ggp;rzﬁ;;oelétzp into the stands behind home p
look fr:)r a scout. Spring training is basel.)all’s ultimate talent
and the camps are infested with laconic men who have spe
lifetime appraising talent. I spotted an empty seat n
weathered man in his sixties who was using a stopwatch
ing notes. When the inning was over [ asked him what he w
ing, He said he was Nick Kamzic, Northern Scouting Coo
of the California Angels, and he was timing runners on th
paths. I asked him what kind of information he was looking

figure out. Try not to use words like “surprisingly,” “predictably”
and “of course,” which put a value on a fact before the reader en-
counters the fact. Trust your material.

GO WITH YOUR INTERESTS.

There’s no subject you don’t have permission to write about.
Students often avoid subjects close to their heart—skateboarding,
cheerleading, rock music, cars—because they assume that their
teachers will regard those topics as “stupid.” No area of life is stu-
pid to someone who takes it seriously. If you follow your affections
you will write well and will engage your readers.

I've read elegant books on fishing and poker, billiards and
rodeos, mountain climbing and giant sea turtles and many other
subjects I didn’t think I was interested in. Write about your hob-
bies: cooking, gardening, photography, knitting, antiques, jog-
ging, sailing, scuba diving, tropical birds, tropical fish. Write
about your work: teaching, nursing, running a business, running a
store. Write about a field you enjoyed in college and always
meant to get back to: history, biography, art, archaeology. No sub-

Ject is too specialized or too quirky if you make an honest con-
nection with it when you write about it.

“Well, it takes a right-handed batter 4.3 seconds to 1€ ;
first base,” he said, “and a left-handed batter 4.1 or 4.2 secon
Naturally that varies a little—you've got to take the huma
ment into consideration,” A

“What do those numbers tel] you?” I asked.

. ;zeli,{ of c?uTse the average double play takes 4.3 se
- He said it as if it was common knowledge. 1 had

give“n any thought to the elapsed time of a double play.
So that means v ¥

qu 0 .
. You see a player who gets to first base in less t

ds you're interested in him_”




