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Some of the best lessons in writing fiction are found in nonfiction. One of the most 

valuable books on writing, as far as I’m concerned, is The Word: An Associated Press Guide to 

Good News Writing, by the late Rene J. Cappon, a longtime editor for the AP. It was published 

a few years after I first went to work with the AP. I still keep it close as 

an indispensable reference. 

 

Cappon’s overall message: write with “precision, clarity, and grace.” Plain words, he 

said, are better than showy ones. The Word, packed with 140 pages of writing wisdom and 

examples, represents an excellent resource that novelists and short story writers can draw on 

to polish and improve their craft –even though it’s written for news writers.  

 

Language	  Must	  Communicate	  

Writers should remember “ . . . the first duty of language is to communicate, and that 

words can be the best of friends or the worst of enemies.” Cappon believed writers, new 

and experienced, should always be aware of the process of writing. Here are a few morsels of 

wisdom you’ll find in The Word that apply to both fiction and nonfiction: 

  

 To say things clearly and concisely takes skill and, above all, vigilance. 

 

 Why tell readers that something is dramatic or tragic. Give them the particulars, and they will supply 

their own adjectives. 

 

 



 

 Writing is the art of the second thought. What first springs to mind is seldom good enough; the skill 

lies not in a ready gush of words, but in sifting them. 

 

 The verb, particularly in the active voice, is ringmaster of the sentence. It see pace and movement. 

 

 Short sentences are more likely to be clear than long ones, and copy with a high proportion of short 

sentences is apt to be more readable. 

 

 Among attributive verbs, said usually says it best. It’s short, clear, neutral and unfailingly accurate, a 

verb for all seasons. 

 

 Some sentences read well without that, others don’t. There’s no rule about when to put it in. It is true, 

thought, that you can never go wrong by including it, while you can cause small disturbances by 

omitting it. 

 

Good	  Ears	  and	  Good	  Eyes	  Help	  With	  Details	  

There are plenty of concrete examples in the book on what makes good writing work. 

Cappon focuses on the effective and efficient use of language. Writers have to develop a 

good ear to fit words together. At the same time, a good eye is important to pick out “small, 

specific details” that give intimate glimpses into the story and characters. 

 

So, what makes a good writer? According to Cappon, “A really gifted writer will become 

obvious to anybody. … It’s a very mysterious thing, I mean, why one writer is very gifted 

and the other one is just able; it’s very hard to say.” 
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