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Being a writer today certainly has its challenges. We’re faced with book publishers
cutting back on the title they produce ... because of the economy, sure, that has
something to do with it — but also because the literacy rate has been dropping at an
alarming speed.

We’re faced with the slow, agonizing death of newspapers and magazines because of
ditto and ditto.

Let’s face it: This is not a great time to be a writer.

But it’s a good time to be a writer — if you’re willing to look for ...

Opportunities
There are actually more ways to get published today than ever before. For example ...

» Media
We live in a media-hungry world ... full of television, movies, cable TV, video games. In
all these areas, scripts are required ... ergo, writers are required.

» Business

Business writing is alive and well ... and by that, I’'m referring to advertising, marketing,
direct mail, public relations materials, Web sites. Copywriter and author Bob Bly says he
nets more than half a million a year from copywriting alone.

A few years back, the New York Times published an article headlined “What Corporate
America Can’t Build: A Sentence” ... outlining a survey showing that one-third of all
employees in the nation’s blue-chip companies write poorly. To combat this trend,
companies spend in excess of 3 billion a year to teach them to write better. (And this is
mostly remedial training, not the specialized skills required for copywriting.)

So writers can find opportunities writing for businesses ... or training corporate staffers
to improve their writing skills.

» Self-publishing

There was a time when companies such as Vantage Press or Carlton Press were to
publishing what dating services were to relationships. The inevitable question was:
“Couldn’t you find a date on your own? What’s wrong with you?”

Now, as with services such as eHarmony, self-publishing has gained respect. In fact, it is
at times more financially beneficial.

No longer do you have to print enough copies of your book to fill a garage; now there’s
print-on-demand services ... where you can print only as many copies as you need.

And some self-published books have gone on to become bestsellers (think The Christmas
Box).

Newt Barrett, an area expert in content marketing, co-authored a book titled Get Content.
Get Customers., which he published through his own Voyager Media. The paperback



edition was subsequently picked up by traditional publisher McGraw Hill — to great
success.

One of the examples from Newt’s book is author Kamilla Reid, who writes fantasy
novels for children that are published by BookSurge — one of the top self-publishers
because it is owned by Amazon.com. She was able to use the power of the Internet to
turn what might have been a modest seller into a success story. She didn’t have to worry
about being on the bottom of the totem pole when it came to a mainstream publisher
meting out marketing dollars. She took her destiny into her own hands. (Read Newt’s
book to find out the details.)

» Ebooks

I mentioned Bob Bly, who now has a “second career” selling information products,
mostly e-books. Some of them he writes himself, others he farms out the writing and
edits for quality and effectiveness. Spending less than an hour a week on this business, he
nets tens of thousands of dollars a month.

The benefit of e-books is that the sales are almost entirely profit. Some authors may
outsource the actual writing or the graphic design of the book — through services such as
Elance.com — but those are the only physical costs, outside of a Web-based shopping cart
service.

It seems as if I’ve wandered from my original topic — the single greatest trait of a good
writer — but I really haven’t wandered very far.

We’ve been talking about methods of getting your words to the public. But for the public
to want those words requires something of you. That’s the only way you’ll find success.

I’'m reminded of this quote from David Hare: “The most dementing of all modern sins:
the inability to distinguish excellence from success.”

My concern with writers — and as a writer myself — has always been with the achievement
of excellence. In my experience, success is not always the result of excellence, but
excellence almost always breeds success.

Whether you achieve excellence depends on what kind of writer you are.

What kind of writer are you?

So what kind of writers are there? To answer that question, I turn to Stephen King, in this
excerpt from his wonderful book, On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft (which you should
read if you’re a fan of King’s work or not):

There are no bad dogs, according to the title of a popular training manual,
but don’t tell that to the parent of a child mauled by a pit bull or rottweiler;
he or she is apt to bust your beak for you. And no matter how much | want to
encourage the man or woman trying to write seriously, | can’t lie and say



there are no bad writers. Sorry, but there are lots of bad writers. Some are
on-staff at your local newspaper ...

Writers form themselves into the pyramid we see in all areas of human talent
and human creativity. At the bottom are the bad ones. Above them is a
group which is slightly smaller but still large and welcoming; these are the
competent writers. They may also be found on the staff of your local
newspaper ...

The next level is much smaller. These are the really good writers. Above them
— above almost all of us — are the Shakespeares, the Faulkners, the Yeatses,
the Shaws, and Eudora Weltys. They are geniuses, divine accidents, gifted in
a way which is beyond our ability to understand, let alone attain. ...

While it is impossible to make a competent writer out of a bad writer, and
while it is equally impossible to make a great writer out of a good one, it is
possible, with lots of hard work, dedication, and timely help, to make a good
writer out of a merely competent one.

To sum up, to get from competent to good, a writer requires:

M Hard work
9 Dedication
1 Timely help

May I suggest that there is one thing missing from Mr. King’s list. And that “one thing”
is what | consider to be the greatest trait of a good writer.

The spell-checker on my word processor insists that this word doesn’t exist. Still, I call
this trait ...

Teachability.

What is teachability? Rather than start with a definition, let me say that, in my perception,
teachability consists of three components ... I suppose you could call them
characteristics or attributes.

Let’s take a look at each.

The first component:
CRAFT

| used to consider the first component talent — but that’s too subjective. | mean, what
exactly is talent?



Stephen King (in a wonderful essay for The Writer magazine titled Everything You Need
to Know About Writing Successfully T in Ten Minutes) says:

“Talent may as well be defined as eventual success — publication and money.
If you wrote something for which someone sent you a check, if you cashed
the check and it didn't bounce, and if you then paid the light bill with the
money, | consider you talented. ...

People who are published steadily and are paid for what they are writing
may be either saints or trollops, but they are clearly reaching a great many
someones who want what they have. Ergo, they are communicating. Ergo,
they are talented. The biggest part of writing successfully is being talented,
and in the context of marketing, the only bad writer is one who doesn't get
paid. If you're not talented, you won't succeed.”

Then | read this quote by Harlan Ellison (who has probably won more awards than any
other modern writer, and those across multiple genres):

“Consider some of the current occupants of the bestseller list. If people who
write that badly can become writers, then even the dippiest of us can
become a writer, chacma baboons can become writers, sludge and amoeba
can become writers.”

While | side somewhere between Mr. King and Mr. Ellison, | readily concede that basic,
raw talent is the least significant weapon in a writer’s arsenal. Heck, I had some. Didn’t
do me any good until | developed teachability.

Ralph Waldo Emerson would agree. He said, “Talent alone cannot make a writer.”
So instead | chose the term craft.

Craft is simply an understanding that writing is not just vomiting words haphazardly onto
a page; there are mechanics involved. As with learning to be a carpenter or a painter, a
writer needs to learn to use the tools of language to achieve the desired effect.

(You would think this would be obvious, but believe me — as | discovered over a decade
of coaching writers — it’s not.)

A prime example of craft can be seen in the work of journalist and author Pete Hamill,
whose style has been described as “muscular prose.” Here is an excerpt from his book
Piecework: Writings on Men and Women, Fools and Heroes, Lost Cities, Vanished
Friends, Small Pleasures, Large Calamities, and How the Weather Was — a collection of
essays that perfectly illustrates a craftsman at work ...

In finding my own language, or style, the keys were tone and rhythm. The
tone was a matter of understanding the story and being open to its essence;



presented with the brayings of some obvious political fraud, the tone was
mocking; witnessing some urban calamity, the tone was infused with a sense
of tragedy. | thought of the process as “hearing the music.” The rhythm of
that music was inseparable from the tone. For one kind of story, simple
declarative sentences, as blunt as axes, were best; for others, it was
necessary to use longer lines, more complicated rhythms. The style was itself
a form of comment or explanation.

| used everything | knew to express, or refine, both rhythm and tone. When |
was a teenager, | wanted for a brief season to be a jazz drummer. In an old
issue of Down Beat, | read an interview with Gene Krupa, one of the stars of
the Benny Goodman band, and he was asked a smart question: Since the
drummer was the metronome of the band, how did he keep time? What
served as his metronome? Krupa answered that he kept chanting to himself
one simple phrase: “lyonnaise potatoes and some pork chops.” He would
drag the word “lyonnaise” and emphasize the “some” to insure that the beat
wouldn’t become too mechanical. So in those first years, | often sat at a
Royal Standard typewriter in the city room, writing about some fire or
homicide or snowstorm, all the while humming under my breath, “lyyyyy-oh-
naise-p’taytas an’ some pork shops, yeah — lyyyyy-oh-naise-p’taytas an’ some
pork chops,” keeping time with my right foot, as if using a pedal on a bass
drum. | wanted that rhythm in the sentences. | wanted to add some gaudy
word to serve for a splash on the cymbals. Even now, when a deadline is
crashing upon me, | chant Krupa’s mantra.

In the hands of a good writer, paper becomes canvas ... elements such as words,
punctuation, paragraphs become brushes and paint.

The second component:
DEDICATION

| struggled with using another word — passion — and, in fact, used it until recently. But |
decided it was too emotionally charged, as though you need to work yourself up into an
excited frenzy to write.

Consider this lively quote from the inimitable Ray Bradbury:

“Zest. Gusto. How rarely one hears these words used. How rarely do we see
people living, or for that matter, creating by them. Yet if | were asked to
name the most important items in a writer’s make-up, the things that shape
his material and rush him along the road to where he wants to go, | could
only warn him to look to his zest, see to his gusto.”



Wouldn’t it be great if every time we sat down to write, we were filled with Mr.
Bradbury’s childlike fervor. But that’s rarely my experience when | sit down at the
keyboard.

One reason | held on to passion for so long is because it can have a religious connotation
—as when we talk about the Passion of the Christ. And I sincerely believe writing is not
far from religion.

“In the beginning, there was the word,” the Holy Bible tells us.

And just consider that book for a moment. What effect has it had? Bad and good ... to be
sure. Think of the ministries that have been founded to care for millions of hungry and
sick all over the world. The Puritans founded Harvard ... and Yale was created to train
ministers. Our forefathers did not found these august institutions because they watched a
sound byte from a reality show featuring Jesus Christ. It’s because they read a written
account.

Writing is the most powerful gift ever bestowed on humankind. With words we declared
our independence. With words we proclaimed the fields of Gettysburg hallowed. You
could argue that Lincoln’s address was a speech. I say it was a piece of prose that was
delivered orally, as most speeches are ... written first before they are ever spoken. And
we remember it today not because we heard Lincoln deliver it but because his words have
been preserved on paper.

Harlan Ellison calls it the “holy chore.”
Novelist James Lee Burke says this ...

“I'have never thought of my vocation as work. | never had what is called
writer's block, nor have | ever measured the value of what | do in terms of its
commercial success. | also believe that whatever degree of creative talent |
possess was not earned but was given to me by a power outside myself, for a
specific purpose, one that has little to do with my own life.”

And Marjorie Holmes says ...

“There is a duty ...

“Talent is a gift. You had nothing to do with receiving yours, nor | with
receiving mine. But each of us has everything to do with what becomes of
that talent. | am firmly convinced that each of us is given his talent for a
reason; and that having talent, any talent, but particularly writing, imposes
two responsibilities.

“First: It must not go to waste.”



If you can write well, you have this gift. So if you don’t feel passionate about writing, at
least feel responsible to practice this holy chore — because so few possess it.

The third component:
HUMILITY

In her book The Corpse Had a Familiar Face, Miami Herald crime writer and novelist
Edna Buchanan posited her three rules for dealing with editors:

1. Never trust an editor.
2. Never trust an editor.
3. Never trust an editor.

In her first novel, she offered this line of description:
The water was black as an editor’s heart.

Speaking as both a writer and an editor, | know how she feels. Fortunately, most of my
experience with editors has been positive.

But let’s take a look at what one editor has to say.

Bob Baker is a writing coach who used to be an editor for the L.A. Times. He is the
author of “Newsthinking,” and has for years run a Web site on writing improvement,
Newsthinking.com, which is “Dedicated to the proposition that there are only two kinds
of journalists: bad ones, and those who are improving.”

This is from one of his posts:
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| was going to write a couple hundred words about why people in our
business have so much trouble accepting criticism, why we're so defensive —
when it dawned on me that the easiest way to do it would be to speak in the
first person.

Herewith, a confession.

I work full-time as a line editor, and | have a lot of strengths. But my biggest
weakness is an inability to accept some forms of criticism — and, at times, to
hide from it, to reject it, to get angry over it, to feel disrespected by it.
Which is stupid. And juvenile. Because | could make stories better if | were
better at accepting criticism.



Instead, | employ a series of defense mechanisms — most often, “’I've got too
much to do; I'm working as fast as | can,” or: “I've been doing this for 32
years!” —to avoid taking a hard look at the parts of my game that could
benefit from improvement.

Here's another defense mechanism: | convince myself that 80 percent of
other people's criticisms of my work, or suggestions or ideas about my work,
are bullshit. That allows me to arrogantly disregard these people and to
avoid the relatively simple process of using the worthy 20 percent that would
make me — and, thus, the stories I'm responsible for — better.

Mr. Baker is demonstrating humility ... which I define as the acknowledgement that there
is room for improvement in your work.

There’s an adage that says: “If better is possible, good is not enough.”
Want evidence that a writer has humility? Simple: a willingness to receive correction.

Please don’t think I’'m saying all correction is valid. But when correction comes your
way, you need to weigh it before you dismiss it.

The late great Japanese director Akira Kurosawa influenced such modern American
directors as Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola, George Lucas and Steven Spielberg.
In 1990, when presenting Kurosawa with an honorary Oscar for lifetime, Spielberg called
him “a man who many of us believe is our greatest living filmmaker and all of us know
as one of the few true visionaries ever to work in our medium.”

Kurosawa’s response caused some laughter — but it was obvious from the expression on
the old master’s face that he was dead serious: “'l have to ask if | really deserve it," the
then-80-year-old Kurosawa said. "l don't feel that | understand cinema yet.”

Harlan Ellison said:

“I refuse to write the same story twice. | keep experimenting. | keep learning
how to work. I've been at it pretty much 50 years, and I’'m now beginning to
learn how to do the job well. ... | had to learn. My earliest stuff is painful to
read! Now, 50 years later, I’'m at a point where | write pretty damn okay. |
need to keep learning, and | need to keep pushing the envelope.”

That’s humility.

A writerd greatest trait:
TEACHABILITY




So what do we have?
Craft + Dedication + Humility = Teachability

So what, exactly, is teachability? | define it as understanding you don’t have enough time
in your life to learn from your own mistakes, so you readily embrace the wisdom of
others when it can improve your work.

Here’s the caveat. If you believe you’re teachable — | mean hands-down, no problem
teachable ... it’s my guess you’re not as teachable as you think. If, however, you struggle
—as did Mr. Baker — there’s hope.

That’s because teachability is NOT a natural condition. Putting yourself in the way of
criticism goes against the grain.

The great writing myth

Most writers I’ve ever heard subscribe to this adage ... but I’d like to debunk right now:
The more you write, the better you’ll get.

To that | reply with the Japanese proverb:

Do not fall into the error of the artisan who boasts twenty years of
experience in his craft while in fact he has had only one year of experience —
twenty times.

I’ll close with some advice from the late Donald M. Murray ... the youngest person to
have won the Pulitzer Prize, columnist for The Boston Globe and author of novels, poetry
and numerous books on writing improvement.

The following is from Mr. Murray’s keynote address, delivered April 1, 1995 — April
Fool’s Day — at the National Writers’ Workshop in Hartford, Connecticut:

You may have expected to hear an old man who has learned his trade and
may have accumulated some wisdom along the way.

April Fool!
You will hear a young writer who is still trying to learn his craft.

Sixty-one years ago Miss Chapman looked down at me and said, "Donald, you
are the class editor." So much for career planning.

Forty-seven years ago, after having survived infantry combat, college and a
first marriage, | found myself in the City Room of the old Boston Herald,
determined to learn the newspaper craft and get back to writing great
poems.
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Now, at 70, | will return to my writing desk Monday and still try to learn the
journalist's craft. Then Tuesday through Sunday | will try to learn how to
finish yet another book on writing, how to plan a new novel, how to write a
great poem.

Chaucer said, "The lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne." | now believe
Chaucer did not speak with complaint but with gratitude.

The Japanese artist Hokusai testified: "I have drawn things since | was six. All
that | made before the age of sixty-five is not worth counting. At seventy-
three | began to understand the true construction of animals, plants, trees,
birds, fishes, and insects. At ninety | will enter into the secret of things. At a
hundred and ten, everything — every dot, every dash — will live."

My bones may creak, | may live on a diet of pills, | may forget names, but
when | shuffle down to my computer | see Miss Chapman standing in the
corner of the room, nodding the encouragement.

A lapsed Baptist, | am here to bear witness for the writing life. | will not speak
for writers; | only speak for this individual apprentice to the writing trade.

And | will evangelize. | hope you are failing in your craft. | hope you have not
yet learned to write but are still learning.

If you are confident of your craft and are writing without terror and failure, |
hope you will learn how to escape your craft and write so badly you will
surprise yourself with what you say and how you are saying it.

| am never bored. | overhear what is said and not said, delight in irony and
contradiction, relish answers without questions and questions without
answers, take note of what is and what should be, what was and what may
be. | imagine, speculate, make believe, remember, reflect. | am always traitor
to the predictable, always welcoming to the unexpected.

| sought mentors, asking people at other desks how they were able to write a
story | admired. ... | drove Eddie Devin, the best editor on the City Desk home
at 1 am, put a fifth of whiskey on the kitchen table, handed him a week's
carbons of my stories and was taught how | could improve.

| read compulsively to see what other writers can do and | still do today; |
hunted down craft interviews such at the Paris Review Writers at Work
series and copied down the lessons | learned about my craft and I still do that
today.

And today each draft is an experiment. | try short ledes and long ledes, telling
the story all in dialogue or with no dialogue, starting at the end and moving
backwards, using a voice that | have not tried before, making up words when
the dictionary fails.

| wish you such surprises.
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And | wish you a craft you can never learn - but can keep learning as long as
you live.

Now ... did you learn something — even one small thing — from this document? If so ...
good for you. You’re probably teachable.

And that means you possess the Single Most Important, Absolutely Essential, Irrefutably
Indispensable Trait of a Good Writer.

Keep up the good work as you labor at the Holy Chore.
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