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WHY SO DAMN IMPORTANT? 

To inform and educate 
  

Stories about the Now and the Past 

let us know what’s happening so we 

can make decisions about our 

future 



UNFORTUNATELY… 

Short attention spans 

 

Reach through the noise 

 



BUT REMEMBER 

Nonfiction writers and reporters are 

also storytellers, just like their 

fiction counterparts 
 



WHY DO WE LIKE TO READ NOVELS? 

Be moved emotionally-Make us laugh and cry 

 

Visit places where we cannot go 

 

Meet people we could never meet or be 

 

 

Anything else? 



WHAT MAKES A GOOD FICTION 

STORY? 

Interesting characters 

Stirs our senses 

Storytelling   

Does it speak to your emotions? 



NOW WE MIX THE TWO… 

Elements of a good fiction story 

With 

The who, what, where, when and how 

of nonfiction and journalism 



THE GOOD OLE’ INVERTED 

TRIANGLE 



WHAT WE REALLY WANT IN 

GOOD STORYTELLING 



NEW JOURNALISM PIONEERS 

Tom Wolfe – The Right Stuff 

Gay Talese – Honor Thy Father 

Hunter S. Thompson - Fear and Loathing 

on the Campaign Trail 

 

Blended literary techniques with 

traditional journalism 

 



THE RESULTS CAN BE AWESOME 

The Diary of A Young Girl- Anne Frank 

In Cold Blood –Truman Capote 

Helter Skelter -Vincent Bugliosi & Curt 
Gentry 

Into Thin Air - Jon Krakauer 

The Guns of August - Barbara W. 
Tuchman, Pulitzer Prize winner 

The Autobiography of Malcom X as 
told to Alex Hailey 

 

 

 
 



We know what it’s like to a be young Jewish 

woman hiding from the Nazis. 

Experience wars and meet the people who 

fought there. 

Atop Mount Everest as people are dying 

hundreds of feet above us. 

Growing up black in the Deep South 

Or down in the bunker with Hitler during his last 

days 
 



HOW DO WE ACCOMPLISH THIS… 

With descriptive writing, stretching 

your writing muscles 

Making use of your senses 

Print is not video 

You supply the visuals 

 

 

 



Trust yourself to report the details. 
You’re the observer. 

Use dialogue – Listen to people.  

Multiple points of view 

Create scenes  -- a sequence of 
continuous action 

In other words…. 

 
 

 



PUT YOUR READERS  

AT THE SCENE…. 
 



IN COLD BLOOD 
The local accent is barbed with a prairie twang, a 

ranch-hand nasalness, and the men, many of 
them, wear narrow frontier trousers, Stetsons, 
and high-heeled boots with pointed toes. The 
land is fiat, and the views are awesomely 
extensive; horses, herds of cattle, a white 
cluster of grain elevators rising as gracefully 
as Greek temples are visible long before a 
traveler reaches them. 

 



Why is this so effective? 

 

Good descriptions of men and land, 

accents 



WHAT YOU MIGHT READ 

IN A NEWSPAPER… 
CAPE COD – A young man from Boston was attacked 

and killed by a great white shark Saturday afternoon. 

While swimming with a friend, the shark bit the man’s 

left leg. After attempting to fight off the shark by 

punching it in the face, he suffered lacerations to his 

hand and loss of his left middle finger. His friend 

pulled him to shore. 

The victim was later pronounced dead at the hospital. 
 



SHARKS ON CAPE COD 

BY NEIL SWIDEY/ BOSTON GLOBE MAGAZINE 
 

IT WAS ONE OF THOSE idyllic Saturday afternoons in 

summer, when the sun gently warms a cloudless sky, 

and the blue-green waters surrounding the Cape and 

Islands beckon so seductively that Bostonians forget 

all the traffic tie-ups they had to sit through to get 

there. A young man who had made the trip from 

Boston wasted no time hitting the waves with a family 

friend.  

https://www.bostonglobe.com/staff/swidey?p1=Article_Byline
https://www.bostonglobe.com/staff/swidey?p1=Article_Byline
https://www.bostonglobe.com/staff/swidey?p1=Article_Byline


The two men were out beyond the breakers 

when, suddenly, one of them looked over to 

see a giant eruption of water encircle the 

other. A great white shark had attacked the 

young man from underneath, leveraging the 

element of surprise in the classic style of the 

ocean’s apex predator. Snapping its jaw down 

on the young man’s left leg, the shark started 

to drag him below the surface of the water.  
 



The young man fought back, punching the shark 
in the face, which left him with more injuries: 
multiple lacerations to his hands and the loss of 
most of his left middle finger. Then, just as 
quickly, the shark let him go. The other man 
swam furiously toward the blood-reddened 
water. He used one arm to grasp his mangled 
friend and the other to paddle, all the while 
screaming for help.  

By the time they made it to land, the injured 
young man was in severe shock and had no 
radial pulse. Bystanders on the beach strapped 
him to a makeshift stretcher and then whisked 
him away. 

It was too late. He was pronounced dead at the 
hospital.  
 



WHY IS THE LATTER SO 

POWERFUL? 

Because it gave us a false sense of beauty 

 

The writing put us in the water with the victim so 

that when he was attacked we felt his pain 

and also his friend’s fear. 

Good visuals  
 



USE ALL YOUR SENSES TO 

OBSERVE 

See, hear, touch, taste, smell 

Think of a world without those.  

Just as senses enhance our lives, so your 

writing will be enhanced with good 

sensory descriptions. 
 



HONE YOUR SENSES – WRITE! 

Taste of a fully loaded burger 

The smell of a city dump 

Sound of a mall 

Feel of a dog found in a puppy mill 

Sight of town after an earthquake 

 
 

 



THE GUNS OF AUGUST - BARBARA W. TUCHMAN 

In scarlet and blue and green and purple, three by three the 
sovereigns rode through the palace gates, with plumed 
helmets, gold braid, crimson sashed, and jeweled order 
flashing in the sun. After them came five heirs apparent, 
forty more imperial or royal highnesses, seven queens—
four dowager and three regent—and a scattering of 
special ambassadors from uncrowned countries. Together 
they represented seventy nations in the greatest 
assemblage of royalty and rank ever gathered in one 
place and of its kind the last. The muffled tongue of Big 
Ben tolled nine by the clock as the cortege left the palace, 
but on history’s clock it was sunset, and the sun of the old 
world was setting in a dying blaze of splendor never to be 
seen again.  

  
  

 



Photo courtesy of Wikipedia 



DESCRIBING PEOPLE 

How we describe people will add 

depth to our story. 

Otherwise it reads like a police report: 

 Be on the lookout for a male, six feet 

tall, brown eyes, brown hair 



FRANK SINATRA HAS A COLD  -- 

GAY TALESE (ESQUIRE)  

 
Sinatra with a cold is Picasso without paint, Ferrari 

without fuel—only worse. For the common cold robs 

Sinatra of that uninsurable jewel, his voice, cutting 

into the core of his confidence, and it affects not only 

his own psyche but also seems to cause a kind of 

psychosomatic nasal drip within dozens of people 

who work for him, drink with him, love him, depend 

on him for their own welfare and stability.  
 



Leo Durocher, one of Sinatra's closest friends, was 
now shooting pool in the small room behind the 
bar. Standing near the door was Jim Mahoney, 
Sinatra's press agent, a somewhat chunky young 
man with a square jaw and narrow eyes who 
would resemble a tough Irish plainclothesman if it 
were not for the expensive continental suits he 
wears and his exquisite shoes often adorned with 
polished buckles. Also nearby was a big, broad-
shouldered two-hundred-pound actor named Brad 
Dexter who seemed always to be thrusting out his 
chest so that his gut would not show. 

 



What did his say about Sinatra? 

‘Sinatra with a cold is Picasso without paint’ 

But as much as it talks about Sinatra, it’s 

also about the people around him. 



HARRISON FORD BY CHRIS HEATH (GQ) 

Harrison Ford has four children from his 

first two marriages and is father to the 16-

year-old son of his third wife, Calista 

Flockhart. As we chat, Ford, in response to 

something I've asked, shares some fairly 

inconsequential anecdote about this 16-

year-old, then halts himself.  

https://www.gq.com/contributor/chris-heath
https://www.gq.com/contributor/chris-heath


His tone shifts, and he starts speaking in 

that low, patient, unwavering voice that 

anyone who has seen him on-screen 

would recognize, the one his character 

uses when he wants to let it be known 

that he is about to start fighting back 

and everyone should be very scared. 
 



What does this have to say about 

Harrison Ford? 



TEAM OF RIVALS: THE POLITICAL GENIUS OF 

ABRAHAM LINCOLN BY DORIS KEARNS 

GOODWIN 

Lincoln’s shock of black hair, brown furrowed face, and deep-

set eyes made him look older than his fifty-one years. He 

was a familiar figure to almost everyone in Springfield, as 

was his singular way of walking, which gave the impression 

that his long, gaunt frame needing oiling…. In repose, his 

face was “so overspread with sadness,” the reporter 

Horace White noted, that it seemed as if “Shakespeare’s 

melancholy Jacques had been translated from the forest 

of Arden to the capital of Illinois.” 

https://www.thriftbooks.com/a/doris-kearns-goodwin/196351/
https://www.thriftbooks.com/a/doris-kearns-goodwin/196351/


Yet, when Lincoln began to speak, White 

observed, “this expression of sorrow 

dropped from him instantly. His face 

lighted up with a winning smile and 

where I had a moment before seen only 

leaden sorrow, I now beheld keen 

intelligence, genuine kindness of heart 

and the promise of true friendship. 
 



DESCRIBING A PERSON 
How short or tall are they? 

Do they have an accent? 

Do they fiddle with their pen or touch their hair? 

Do they wear heavy perfume? 

Are they a fast walker or slow? 

Handsome, pretty or otherwise? 

Well spoken or not? 

Scars or perfect completion? 
 



With our research and interviews, we 

learn so much about a person, dead 

or alive, that we can make the 

conclusions 

 about them 



NATALIE WOOD  BY SUZANNE FINSTAD 

As a self-described dutiful child, Natalie was trained 

by her mother to keep silent, to not rock the boat. As 

she got older, she kept her silence, often to protect 

others, as was Natalie’s way. During her life, in death, 

even after her death, no one, that I could see, had 

ever protected her. Certainly not her mother, the 

directors who exploited her, the studio executives 

who looked the other way, the men who abused her, 

or the sheriff’s detectives and coroner’s examiners 

investigating her drowning in 1981. 

 



PRACTICE 

Describe a person from your life.. 



STORYTELLING 

Creating compelling stories that make 

the reader want to keep reading 

with good descriptions, interesting 

characters, stirring our senses. 

 

 



AND LIKE A GOOD FICTION NOVEL…. 

Good non-fiction stories will have something 
more to say about the human condition 

Anne Frank—the goodness of people amid 
the horror 

Into Thin Air-the price of being greedy for 
excitement 

Do the people in your story change? 

This is where the emotion comes in. 

 

 

 

 

 



AVOID CLICHÉS 

 

Red as a rose 

Black as night 

Light as a feather 

 

Reach for good descriptions 

 
 



NATALIE WOOD BY SUZANNE FINSTAD 

I had uncovered the facts using the 

sheriff’s murder book, put them together, 

and strung them in a row like lights on a 

Christmas tree, revealing the full horror of 

that strange, doomed night.  



MORE FICTION TECHNIQUES 

 

Read out loud. If you have to take a 

breath, it might be boring. 

Read good nonfiction writing. Rolling 

Stone, Vanity Fair, The New Yorker 
 

 



DON’T GET CARRIED AWAY … 

Gerardo Raul Chavez who was a short high school dropout 

with short black hair and muscular arms vowed to his 

seventeen friends that included boys and girls that he 

was going to kill a high school student.  15 days later, 

Canyon Ridge high school student Vason Lee Widaman 

who was six feet tall with light brownish hair and who 

looked like his mother was gunned down. After a night of 

drinking, Chavez confessed to the killing of 15 year old 

boy on a street corner in the middle of the day or a few 

minutes before 1 p.m. Rocky Mountain time. 

 



KNOW THE RULES, BREAK THEM 

STRETCH THEM 



AND REMEMBER… 

You are a storyteller. 


