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I realized that when I finished typing or pasting in all of the above—title to paper, where I’m giving it, name, affiliation, etc. I had almost used up enough space to fill half of a column for a newspaper!

If brevity is the soul of accessible writing, then this paper is about brevity. 

And, of course, as an academic, I must add coherence, integrity of the message, and no sacrifice of rigor and content to the quotidian demands of writing for the press.

So, returning to the title of this short presentation: what did we learn in writing dissertations that we now have to unlearn.

Basically, I would suggest, we did not learn to write with brevity. We learned to research deeply in the sources, we learned to produce coherent arguments, we learned to be thorough, we learned to be critical, we learned to be comprehensive, we learned to plunge through the documentation and research and take chances on the shoals of innovation and new interpretations, we learned a lot of things.

My dissertation director must have thought I was a pretty good learner. I gave him twelve chapters of my dissertation upon my return from working in the Archive of the Indies in Seville, and within a few weeks he returned eight and said, basically, “we’re done.”

“Ah,” I was so bold to suggest. “Where are the first four chapters,” which he had excised.

“You didn’t really need those. Good background work,” and then he added something like, “well, that’s done, let’s go get lunch.”

My dissertation was later published, first in Spanish, and then in English, and a few people actually read it over the years. One girl (they’re all girls under the age of forty at my age), a knock-em dead looker who is actually a very good historian in her home country of Ecuador, pronounced it a classic at a conference in Annapolis a few years ago, and I rest my case.

Dissertations can be classics. Columns in newspapers are never so styled.

Why do we write for the Press might be a more useful question in the title of this paper. 
Let me be personal here and get down to the nitty gritty.

We do it because I think we have something to say about how history makes us what we are. At least, that’s why I do it.
For example, I just began a little series of three articles on the church and state. 

Everyone has an opinion on the interface between the church and the state. I bet I could start an argument right now by climbing aboard that buggy.
But what do we know—really know—about these two institutions that we have tried to keep separated in this country?

Not much I thought, and since I’m teaching my first half of the history of the Christian church, and spent some time with the Emperor Constantine, well, those of you who teach Western civilization know where I went with this one.

Constantine not only legitimized Christianity and brought the horror of the persecutions to an end, but he presided over the marriage of Lord State with Lady Christianity. Here’s the beginning of my piece on this phenomenon, the proverbial “hook” to bring in the reader.
“These days we have a lot of experts on the First Amendment to the Constitution and the separation of church and state. 

Just read this newspaper.

Or, even better, Google it and stand by for a blast from cyberspace.

But how many know how the church and state first came together in a symbiotic relationship that lasted—or continues to last in some parts of the world—for centuries?

This year we commemorate the 1700th anniversary of the Battle of Milvian Bridge.”

The Battle of Milvian Bridge? Guaranteed to bring the guy readers in with all that testosterone. 

Now that I have my little following of readers perhaps curious as to how this union of Church and state came about, or, of course, more exactly for you dissertation writers, how the Christian church came to be so intimately associated with the Roman state since under Rome the pagan religions had always been wrapped up in the personage of the Emperor, my next piece in this trilogy is the story of John Calvin in Geneva.
And you Ren-Ref guys know where this one is going. From Constantine to theocracy. 

And the third piece will be on a modern totalitarian approach to the Church. I’m thinking of Cuba since I am more familiar with Fidel than Josef or Mao. 

This will complete the trilogy. My readers will be equipped and ready to make sane and judicious judgments on the fighting among modern political candidates and pundits, all with expert advice.

Of course, I am under no illusion, or perhaps delusion, that my readers are rocketing forward with my pieces to a new level of knowledge and wisdom.

Some other reflections. At one point in my writing I had reduced my format to single paragraphs and short sentences, avoiding any pretense of sophistication or informed analysis. Big words were a no-no.

I was, in fact, pandering to the lowest common denominator, and, as I hit that low, I realized there were readers out there quite able and desirous of analysis that could be both subtle and sophisticated. The academic cast of mind did not require me to write also in an academic fashion, trading clarity and brevity for jargon and often a sloppy, self-indulgent grammar.

About this time two years ago I sent a 1000 pp.+ manuscript to my publisher. 

After no doubt choking on that bit of bravado, he told me—in no uncertain terms—cut it. 

“How much?”

“Under 700 pages.”

“I can’t do it.”

“Yes you can.”

Really, I thought. This was the height of impertinence on the part of an editor who simply did not know how important everything was in the manuscript!

The book is now in the pipeline, a streamlined 498 pp. at last count, and I am sure, a much better read.

So, second point in my reflections. Whatever you think is so complicated and nuanced that it cannot be reduced from 10,000 words or 5,000 words down to 1000 words is not so. It’s just you who may be having the problem of making your prose both efficient and effective.

And a third reflection. I have not become a journalist or columnist or commentator. I do not write on everything that crosses my horizon which I figure would have some interest by local readers.

I write of a wide variety of subjects. Some of them include retirement, traditional marriages and the Church, the Bay of Pigs, Christians and Muslims, Columbus Day, Darwin and the Christians, Che Guevara, human rights, Haiti, immigration, socialism, a citizen army and others. 
Almost invariably I set these subjects in an historical setting, and then read forward from there. 

I have never been paid a cent, although I know some of the pieces have been reproduced and published electronically in other venues. I know this from some of the vitriol that has seeped into my email box occasionally from controversial pieces.

My writing has become more efficient, more readable, more economical and writing for the press has made me more conscious of how one communicates effectively and persuasively in our world.

I also keep all my writings on my blog, but I have never tried to sell or market the blog to a wider readership. So I have two or three, sometimes ballooning to five or six, hits a day, probably from people who hit the wrong key and got there by mistake.

I am facing a conundrum however in my writing. Or, perhaps, as Kermit the Frog, might have phrased it, a fork in the road. My last book was indeed academic in nature and structure. I just don’t know how one could write a popular biography of such a serious figure as Bartolomé de las Casas, who gave us a picture of slaughter and brutality in the conquest of the Americas that helped produce the Black Legend.
My next project is the air war over the Bay of Pigs, April, 1961. Don’t ask how I moved from Las Casas to Fidel Castro. It is a long story. It began once upon a time in a land called Cuba….

So, here’s one beginning to my fliers over the Playa de Girón book:

“Ordinary people sometimes rise to determine the fortunes of nations. They happen to be there at the right time and in the right place. This is story of the few aviators who flew for and against Fidel Castro’s increasingly communist regime in the spring of 1961. If I were to invent this story and cast it into a novel, you would not believe it. On Jan. 1, 1961 Castro was sitting in his office in Havana wondering when the Yanquis would invade his small island and try to topple him. The same day, a committee of CIA people sat in Washington planning the invasion of Cuba.”

Here’s the other, alternative opening:

“Joe Shannon was always a careful aviator. Fighter pilots who live to their eighties tend to be that way. Chuck Yeager is. The old adage among pilots is that “there are old pilots, and bold pilots,” and the bold pilots don’t tend to reach the age of wisdom.

So when Joe and his co-pilot stepped out of their briefing shack into the warm tropical night on the muggy Nicaragua Atlantic coast on April 18th, 1961, headed to their B-26, they were ready for the mission.”

It is, ultimately, of course a matter of preference and taste. And I’ll finish with that cliché, having already written almost 1700 words in a column that I need to get down to 1000 words. But, this is an academic conference.
Thanks so much for your attention.

[finished first draft 22 March, 2012]
