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Editer’s Note: Ou April 5, 1973,
Robert A.. Heinlein delivered the
Jwmnes Forrestal Memworiai Lecture
to the Brigade of Midshipmen at’ his
abna mater, the U.S. Naval Acad-
emy at Arnnapolis. While every
science-fiction reader knows Hein-
lein through Fis stories, where his
characters cften speak from many
different points of view, here he
speaks in his own person. ubout
writing, about science jiction, and
about the things in life that he con-
siders to be most important.

Introduction by the Midshipman
“Six-Striper”: . . . a speaker who is
not “A Stranger in a Strange
Land.” :

Mr. Heinlein: Thank you, Bri-
gade Commander—and “It’s Great
to Be Back,” too! ’

Admiral and Mrs. Mack, Ladies
and Gentlemen. Young Gentlemen
of the Brigade—

For years I bhave refused all
requests to speak . . . but-when I
was ashed to speak at my alma
mater 1 accepted at once—and
caught myself in a bight, for I
learned that L was expected to talk
about suience fiiction, its impact on
American socizty, and my experi-
ences concernimg it.

But I never discuss my stories
and 1 am stili more reluctant to
discuss the waemk of my colleagues.
As for the mmmpact of speculative
fiction, 1 am two close to the center
to judge. And how can an author
have experiwmces in connection
with his work® He works alone, no
company. but 2 typewriter. About
all that could happen to him would
be an earthquuike.

Let’s see iff the subject is some-
thing you wamt to hear about—How
many of you wever read science fic-
tion? Hands,. pilease.

All right, ¥ talk about science




fiction but I'll get in a few
licks at the end on what J want to
talk about,

Now who of you here tonight
has read anything that | have writ-
ten? Hands up again, please.

Thunk you.

One more datum, please How
many of you are interested in writ-
ing for publication? May I sec
hands again?

Oh, come now. you're not being
frank with me. Thousands of con-
tacts with the public over more
than thirty years cause me o esti-
mate the number of aspirant
writers =among the adults of this
country at fifty percent—or more. It
is impossible that a group this
large, all adult and all literate,
could have so few in it who want
to write. [ can tell you in less than
fifty words how to get published
.. . but if you are too shy to admit
that you are interested in writing
and publishing what you write, |
won't bother.

Let’s try again. How many are
interested in writing for publica-
tion? I won’t talk if only a handful

-want to hear. Let’s sce hands.

All right, that’s enough to justify
discussing it. The rest of you are
invited to dope off and think about
the gatefold in Playboy.

Five Rules for Success in Writing:

First: You must write.

Second: You must finish what
you write.

Third: You must refrain from re-
~titing except to editorial order.
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Fourth: You must place it on the
market.

Fifth: You must keep it on the
market until sold.

That's all. That's a sure-fire for-
mula for getting anything—anything
at all! - published. But so scldom
anyone follow all five rules
that the profession of writing is a

does

sott touch for those who do
though  most professional  writers
are not oo bright, not oo wise, not

even

too creative. For these rules work
in series, not in parallel. If you
bilge any one of them, you bilge
completely-and your writing will
not be published.

Let's see how they ‘work. 1 said
that halt of the adult literate popu-
lation cliim to want to write. Call
that halt of a hundred million. So
we start with fifty million people.

Nine out of ten who say they
want to write never get around to
it. That leaves five million.

Not more than one in ten who
start to write something ever finish
what  they start—finish it com-
pictely: corrected, typewritten,
double-spaced, one side of the pa-
per in standard format. That
leaves—at most—five hundred thou-
sand.

Of those who do finish a manu-
script. nine-tenths of them won't
leave well enough alone. They start
fiddling with it, rewriting, polishing,
changing until they have
squeezed the life out and lose in-
‘terest. Now we are down to fifty
thousand.
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Most of these survivors don’t
send their work off to an editor.
Oh. no'!—that involves the chance
of failure and they're not ready to
face that. Writers—all writers in-
cluding scarred old professionals—
are inordinately fond of their
brainchildren. They would rather
see their firstborn child ravaged by
wolves than suffer the pain of hav-
ing a manuscript rejected. So in-
stead they read their manuscripts
aloud to spouses and long-suffering
friends.

This leaves only five thousand
survivors who acmully send their
work to market.

So off it goes to an edito{— .

—and back it comes with a rejec-
tion slip.

This is very painful to the ego.

The usual amateur stops right
there. He is so discouraged that he
puts away his manuscript and for-
gets it.

Or he might send it out once
more. The second rejection is even
more painful than the first. It takes
real stubbornness to send it out a
third time. Only a handful will
send a manuscript out four times.

A still smaller number will keep on -

sending it out, as many-times as
necessary, until it sells.

For it will sell. If a manuscript
has any merit at all and its author
keeps on trying, eventually it will
sell. Some editor will find himself
facing a deadline with blank pages
still to be filled. He reaches into
the slush pile and pulls out this

Channel Markers

"manuscript that he aecalls as being

bad but not utterly hopeless, re-
reads it, and thinks, “Well, if I cut
out that useless first page and start
with the action—then tighten up the
ending. cut out all those adjec-.
tives—then bluepencil this descrip-
tion of weather—it would just about
fit. Peggy! Send this bloke form fet-
ter number two. the one that lets
me cut to fit-and add that para-
graph about how we would like to
see more of his work but not more
than forty-five hundred words.”

So now our hopeful is a pub-
lished writer and if he has

been as stubborn in continuing io -

write as he has been about keeping
his work on the market, he will
have some manuscript that has
been rejected several times but
which he finds he can cut from
seven thousand words to forty-five
hundred—and does and finds that
the cut version reads much better
. and thercby begins to learn a
most important lesson in the writ-
ing trade: that any manuscript is
improved if you cut away the fat.
This last of five go-no-go gauges
has eliminated another ninety per-
cent. We started with fifty million:
we now have only five hundred
survivors,
These figures are substantially
true. A few years ago my guild, the
Authors League of America, made
a survey to locate all professional

- writers. We found only four hun-

dred who stated that they sup-
ported themselves and their fam-
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ilies solely by free-lance writing.

All the others had some other basic
income.

Let’s allow for population in-
crease and for any the survey
missed—not many, the real profes-
sionals have their names plastered
all over the newsstands; they can’t
hide. So call it a maximum of five
hundred.

Only five hundred making their
livings at free-lance writing out of
a population of over two hundred
million. Less than one in four hun-
dred thousand.

Yet I said that free-lance writing
is a soft touch. It is. Do you know
of any other occupation in which a
man can be his own boss, with no
capital investment, no employees to

worry about, no payroll to meet, no _

hours to keep, no need to meet the
public other than when and where
and how it suits him, live anywhere
he wants to, dress as he pleases,
work only three or four months ‘out
of the year, take long, long vaca-
tions—and still make a very com-
fortable living?

What he does have to do is to
follow those rules, every one of
them, every time, without fail—and
keep on following them, for year
after year after year.

It means working when you
don’t feel like working, even
though there is no one to tell you
that you must.. It means following
these rules even when you are dis-
heartened by a long string of rejec-
tions and your head aches and your

8

stomach is upset—and your wife
thinks you are a fool not to look
for a job. It means refusing to see
your best friends when you are
writing. It means telling your wife
and children to get out of your
study and stay out! It means of-
fending .people who can’t under-
stand that writing must not be in-
terrupted—not for dinner parties,
not for birthdays, not even for
Christmas. 1t means getting a repu-
tation as a bad-tempered, self-cen-
tered curmudgeon—and resigning
yourself to living with that reputa-
tion no matter how eagerly you
want to be liked—and writers ‘do
want to be liked, else they would
not be trying to reach people
through writing.

I probably havent convinced you
that those five rules are all it takes.
But they are the business.rules of
anyone who makes anything and
offers it for sale. Take a cabi-
netmaker specializing in handmade
“furniture. He must make furniture
and he must complete each piece
he makes. He never tears up a
chair -he has finished because he
has thought of a better design. No,
he offers that chair for sale and
uses the new design to build an-
other—this is the “no rewriting”
rule.

Having finished a chair, he puts
it on display and keeps it there un-
til sold. At worst, he’ll mark it
down and put it in his bargain
basement—and a writer does the
same thing with a manuscript that

Analog Science Fiction / Science Fact



fails to sell to high-pay markets; he
puts his cheap-rate pen name on it
and sends it to the endless low-pay
markets . . . with no tears; words
are worth whatever the market will
pay—no more, no less.

A beginner finds hard to believe
that no-rewriting rule. A myth has
grown. up that a manuscript to be
suitable for publication must be re-
written at least once.

Utterly false!

Would you refry an egg? Tear
down a freshly built wall? Destroy
a new chair? Ridiculous!

This silly practice of rewriting is
based on the hidden -assumption
that you are smarter today than
you were yesterday. But you are
not. The efficient way to write, as
with any other work, is to do jr
right the first time!

I don’t mean that a manuscript
should not be corrected and cut.
Few writers are perfect in typing,
spelling, punctuation, and gram-
mar. Most of us have 10 go back
and correct such things, and—above
all!—strike out surplusage and
fancy talk. The manuscript then
needs to be retyped—for neatness;
retyping is not rewriting. Rewriting
means a new approach, a basic
change in form. -

Don’t do it!

A writer’s sole capital is his time.
You cannot afford to start writing
until you know what you mean to
say and how you mean to say it. If
you fail’in this, it is' not paper you
‘are wasting but your sharply lim-

10

ited and ‘irreplaceable lifetime.

An instructor in English who re-
quires a student to rewrite is rein-
forcing the worst possible habit in
the use of Janguage, the inability to
say it right the first time. If the stu-
dent thus abused is a midshipman,
he may wind up the sort of officer
who can’t write a letter or a report
without making half a dozen false
drafts. The Navy does not have
time for such nonsense. Efficient
use of language is an indispensable
tool of the naval profession. Under
battle conditions it can make the
difference between success and dis-
aster. ’

Thie most valuable course I took
here was one called “Order Writ-
ing.” Its emphasis was on clarity.
When a section met, each midship-
man drew a slip which outlined a
situation and told him what he
was—task force commander, ship’s
captain, whatever. He had a few
minutes to study it, then was' re-
quired to write on the. blackboard
an order to fit the situation, then
he was under fire from all sides.
No rewriting, no second chance—if
the instructor or any midshipman
in the section could find any plau-
sible way to misconstrue that order,
his mark for the day was zero.
Otherwise it was 4.0—nothing in
between.

It was a wonderful course!

I think I have time to say one
word about classes in ‘“‘creative
writing.” .
continued on page 166
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