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			To Sherry,
who proves that every bad vacation
can become the stuff of immortality

		

	
		PREFACE
THE LEGEND OF QUOTE BOY

		
			WIT IS THE ONLY WALL
BETWEEN US AND THE DARK.
Mark Van Doren

		

		WHEN A FRIEND ASKED what I was writing these days, I replied, “I’m going to teach you to come up with the words they’ll quote in your obituary.”

		She recoiled as if I’d offered to design her coffin. So I added, “Ever see the musical Fame? Where the song says, ‘Baby, remember my name’?”

		She nodded. “ ‘I’m going to live forever.’ ”

		“My book will help you do that. Only with words instead of singing and dancing.”

		I meant it too, having had experience with immortality—not my own, but the lasting words in an important book. When I got into college, I celebrated by buying a copy of Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations for the breathtaking sum of fifteen dollars. Every day I switched on my new electric typewriter, typed a quote onto an index card, and taped the card outside my dorm room door. Naturally, classmates started calling me Quote Boy. I didn’t mind; a guy on our hall threw up on a dean and earned the name “Booter” for the rest of his life. Besides, the quotes were a conversation piece and a way to meet women.

		Even better, the words in Bartlett’s were the stuff of immortality. One of the cards I put up bore a quote from the Hindu Upanishads that was almost three thousand years old: “The gods love the obscure and hate the obvious.” Whatever that meant, I felt jealous. Imagine making anything that lasts three thousand years! I taped up the work of other immortals, like Ogden Nash.

		
			NASH: A door is what a dog is perpetually on the wrong side of.

		

		And Mark Twain.

		
			TWAIN: When angry, count four; when very angry, swear.

		

		And Cornelia Otis Skinner.

		
			SKINNER: Woman’s virtue is man’s greatest invention.

		

		Each time I taped up a card, I wondered how that person did it. What was the magic behind words that went viral and stayed viral?

		Many years later, I discovered the means: tools that produce brilliant words in striking order or that shift our view of reality. I share them in this book in the hope that there’s a Quote Boy or Girl—or even a Word Hero—in you.

	
		
			PART I

			[image: ]

			You have the motive but not the knowledge.
Take heart: in this section we explore the secrets
of memorability—focusing your thoughts, tapping
into inspiration, gaining an audience’s attention,
and making your words stick.

		

	
		[image: ]

PRACTICE WITCRAFT

		THE SQUARE ROOT OF RAINBOWS
Formulas for Memorability

		[image: ] MY FIRST REAL LESSON in what I call “witcraft” came off a loading dock in Philadelphia. I was sixteen and just starting my first summer job at a department store. My assigned mentor, Al, was a man of the world at least two years my senior. He led me onto a semitrailer and pulled a thousand-dollar dress from a hanging rack.

		“Observe.”

		Al ripped the fabric down the middle, recorded the dress as damaged, and turned significantly to me. “With responsibility,” he said, “comes great power.”

		I had heard the old chestnut about power and responsibility, but it had never occurred to me that a cliché could be corrupted so deliciously. From that day on, I hung on to everything the guy said.

		In retrospect, he wasn’t all that witty, and his bon mot certainly wasn’t worth a designer gown. Needless to say, Al proved to be a dubious moral guide; next day he taught me how to surf the roof of a moving delivery van. But that summer he became my first living Word Hero.

		In the years since, I’ve studied witcraft as an effective way to change people’s emotions, their minds, and their willingness to act. I learned how to get people’s attention and make a good impression, even better than the one Al made on me. I wrote a book, Thank You for Arguing, and went on to coach rhetoric, the art of persuasion, with students, lawyers, corporate execs, and aerospace engineers. I read all the ancient and modern rhetorical wisdom I could find and have employed the advice and help of hundreds of experts.

		But Al was the first to teach me the essence of word heroism: with a very little wit comes great power.

		THE SHAPE AND FORM OF HEROISM

		Since then I’ve had some terrific mentors. The great Roman orator Marcus Tullius Cicero—lowborn, stubby, turnip-nosed Cicero—stood on words and led the Roman republic. He and other rhetoricians through history, from Joan of Arc to Barack Obama, grasped the secrets of image crafting through witcraft. They set their words in stone, sometimes literally. They were Word Heroes. I’d like to help make you, too, into a Word Hero; maybe not on the order of a Shakespeare or Churchill, but someone who holds a share of immortality.

		Word heroism takes very few words—no more than a dozen or so. Few of us remember Franklin Roosevelt’s speeches, but many of us remember the memorable, the characteristic parts, that made FDR FDR. “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” “… a date which will live in infamy.”

		To create memorable words yourself, you simply need to discover a set of techniques—forty-three in all—that have been used by masters from Winston Churchill to Jimmy Kimmel. These tools will help you focus on the few words that count the most in a conversation, argument, important e-mail, blog post, thank-you letter, college paper, or presentation.

		This book does far more than merely list the techniques, though. Consider it a course in self-taught heroism, and use it to develop your own unforgettability. From the next chapter on, you will progress through the stages of phrase-making mastery, beginning with Word Apprentice and working up to Word Hero, that rarified state where your witcraft compels people to remember your name. By the time you achieve word heroism, you will have gained:

		
				Confidence in your ability to write and speak

				Knowledge of what makes a memorable expression memorable

				Prowess in producing the right words in just the right order for maximum effect

				Skill in the techniques used (consciously or instinctively) by the most unforgettable personalities in history and pop culture

		

		You’ll project a strong, articulate personality, the kind people like and respect. But we’re talking about more than image polishing. We’re talking about a lasting image, one that lingers after you leave the room—or this mortal coil, for that matter. The right words, arranged perfectly, leave a lasting impression in an audience’s brain. And what are the techniques to create this magic? Figures of speech.

		Word sounds and rhythms, puns and wordplay qualify as figures—the term rhetoricians give words in unusual context or order.

		You know the expression “That’s just a figure of speech.” Personally, I object to the “just.” Figures can do for speech what architectural forms do for a cityscape, or the female human form does to your average randy male. A figure in the physical world composes the shape or form of something; look at the Washington Monument on a foggy day and you’ll make out the figure of a column. Less monumentally, we traditionally call a woman’s shape or form her figure. A figure of speech works the same way, usually without the obsession over phallic architecture and weight loss. This rhetorical figure constitutes the shape or form of words in a sentence.

		Figures get an audience’s attention because they stand out from the rest of language. Take this head-snapping hyperbole from the TV show Glee:

		
			SUE: You have enough product in your hair to season a wok.

		

		An unexpected ending to an ordinary line (again, in Glee) can get an audience’s attention.

		
			KURT: He’s cheating off a girl who thinks the square root of four is rainbows.

		

		You can raise eyebrows by ironically agreeing with your interlocutor.

		
			WILL: Who’s to say everything I do is one hundred percent on the ball?

			SUE: No one would say that.

		

		It’s all about delivering the unexpected. The audience unconsciously hyperfocuses on your words and makes its own links to the familiar. The effort makes people more than passive listeners. They become active participants in your words. (If you’re witty enough, you hear this participation in the form of laughter.) The links the brain makes between the familiar and the less familiar take place in electrochemical connections called synapses. Imagine if you ran into Angelina Jolie on an elevator. Even if you had never met her before, your brain has linked up enough synapses that you would have no trouble recognizing her. Stranger who doesn’t know me, the brain says, while the synapses fire like crazy: Movies. Dark-haired women. Fat lips. Hollywood beauties. Eighty-seven adopted kids. Brangelina. And so on. What got your attention in the first place was the shock of seeing this familiar-looking woman. Your brain did the rest. Memorability comes in part from linking the familiar (Angelina!) with the unfamiliar (Hollywood star in my elevator!). The utterly familiar, on the other hand (same creepy guy you see every day, inspection sticker), gets ignored.

		You know how camouflage works, using patterns and colors to fade into the background. Similarly, a good spy looks perfectly ordinary and speaks in perfectly ordinary ways. To rouse someone’s awareness, you do the opposite: go for the unusual and unexpected. Later on, you’ll see figures that help you sneak up on an audience and give it a rhetorical knock on the head. The more surprising figures mug the audience’s expectations, twist grammar or logic, or marry unlike things. You can use them to look witty, tell a memorable story, get a laugh, or change the emotions in the room. But all figures deliver something out of the ordinary. Every good figure is an attention-getting figure.

		I selected the best figures for the tools in this book. The easiest and most fun part of rhetoric, figures compose the core of my language blog, Figarospeech.com, where I take on the guise of Figaro (last name “Speech”), a committed, even obsessive, “figurist,” or coiner of figures. Figaro explores the tricks and pratfalls of language in politics and the media. Owing to our national ignorance of rhetoric, I tend to find more pratfalls than tricks. But knowing your figures can turn you from someone of the pratfall variety into a skilled practitioner of the art. With the right tools, you will gain the ability to compose beautiful prose, express irrefutable anger, proclaim your love, get people on your side, or thank them as they have never been thanked.

		Figures can do all that. The Greeks believed in them so much that the philosopher Plato actually wanted to ban them. If Plato had had his way, Athens might have had a figure czar just as we have a drug czar. He had a point. Figures in the wrong hands can be powerful forces for evil as well as for good. In fact, your ability to spot their use will let you see through the tricks of marketers and politicians.

		In your own hands, well, make sure you act the hero.

		A warning: too much of this good thing—this witcraft and clever wording—can become an embarrassment of riches, overwhelming your audience or turning it off. Not even Churchill and MLK came up with a blockbuster in every sentence. Their audiences’ heads would have exploded. Use the tools in the book for a few great memorable words, and then build your other, simpler words around them.

		WORD IT LIKE WARREN

		In fact, born Word Heroes use figures instinctively without sounding overly ornate. Take Warren Buffett. Investors read his annual Berkshire Hathaway chairman’s letter as if it came from the oracle of Delphi. They savor his wit while they glean the secrets of the world’s savviest investor. OK, they read mostly for the investment secrets; but how many investment letters get quoted for decades afterward? Warren Buffett’s do, because he proves himself to be a wizard at figures, the rhetorical as well as the business kind.

		For instance, Buffett clearly likes one of my own favorite devices: taking clichés literally. Look at this quote from a panel discussion he did in 2008:

		
			BUFFETT: I try to buy stock in businesses that are so wonderful that an idiot can run them. Because sooner or later, one will.

		

		See what he did? He took the cliché “an idiot can run it” and imagined it wasn’t a cliché at all. Why prefer something that an idiot can run, if an idiot will never run it?

		Buffett even instinctively knows the figure that defines terms to get the upper hand in an argument.

		
			BUFFETT: Price is what you pay. Value is what you get.

		

		The quote reminds me of the late, lamented cartoon “Shoe.” In one strip the son asks his journalist dad, “Why are you staring out the window? You should be typing.” Dad answers, “Typists type. Writers stare out windows.” This device, which chapter 8 covers, lets you redefine an issue in one short expression.

		If you really want to achieve immortality, though, talk like Yogi Berra, the immortal logic buster who said, “If you find a fork in the road, take it,” and “Nobody goes there anymore. It’s too crowded.” When you abandon logic to achieve a higher wisdom, you coin a figure called a Yogism (chapter 12). Warren Buffett is good at this, too.

		
			BUFFETT: Occasionally, a man must rise above principles.

		

		You have to love a wit like that—and people do. Easy for Warren to say, right? Well, speaking figuratively does take practice. It also takes a bit of studying. I make the studying part easier with a method for examining memorable words. Called unwriting, it works like this: to see how a quote you like varies from plain ordinary speech, write it as you or I would normally say it, without the wit. You’ll learn this technique in chapter 3. To get the general idea of unwriting, grab this Buffett quote:

		
			BUFFETT: Beware of geeks bearing formulas.

		

		Next, put it in plain, unmemorable language:

		
			UNWRITTEN: You should be skeptical of number crunchers and their computer models.

		

		Now ask yourself how Buffett’s quote varies from the unwritten version. As he often does, he twisted a cliché—“Beware of Greeks bearing gifts.” The old saying probably occurred to him when he was thinking of computer geeks. Hmmm. Beware of geeks … Beware of geeks bearing … um, formulas! All you have to do to complete the picture is to become an investment wizard and make more money than anybody in the world. Personally, I still find mutual funds a mystery. But you have to start somewhere. Besides, while Word Heroes like Buffett are to the mannerisms born, the rest of us must be made. We have to learn the tools.

		NAMING THE TOOLS

		In ancient Rome, students learned their figures after they learned grammar, considering them to be the next step in training the sophisticated mind. While schools still teach some grammar, modern education tends to stop at that point. It’s as if our education ground to a halt in the sixth grade, as if our society limited mathematics to arithmetic and ignored the calculus and finite math behind our bridges and computers. An education in figurative language actually helps you move beyond grammar. Some people—the kind who see grammar as the equivalent of the laws of Moses—need to get used to some figures. Logic lovers may not like the more fallacious aspects of figures either. But as you shall see, there are good, persuasive reasons to bend the rules.

		The same urge that drives some of us to know the rules also makes us want to learn the names for the tools. It certainly helps to know the difference between an adjective and an adverb, and a pronoun’s missing antecedent can be difficult to spot when you don’t know your antecedent from your elbow. For similar reasons, you will find names for the figurative tools in this book, in the chapters that describe them as well as in an appended glossary. Not only can the terms help you remember the techniques themselves, but they also help prove that I have some serious scholarly backup—that the figures did not spring newborn out of my head.

		The problem is, most of the official terms for these techniques happen to come in the form of unpronounceable ancient Greek. Take, for instance, this old joke:

		
			You said you wanted to play football in the worst way. Well, you’re playing it in the worst way.

		

		The joke uses a remarkably useful device that repeats words while changing their meaning. The figure has an official name, antistasis (an-TIH-sta-sis), but in the text I call it the repeat changer. If you once happened to be the kind of curious child who memorized the names of dinosaurs, rest assured that you will find the official name wherever one exists. For those of us who find the tools more important than the names, my informal labels should make the tools easier to remember. After all, it’s what the tools do that counts.

		I believe that most thoughtful people have the stuff of great words within them. The inspiration—wit, even genius—lies buried in our unconscious. For most of us, that fire burns too deep for ready use. We sense something witty or wise approaching the tip of our tongue but never quite getting there. Figures help narrow the gap between inspiration and expression. While they may not put the words in your mouth, they will bring your inspiration closer to your expression—making the gap small enough to let the spark leap across. I’ve chosen the ones that help you go from inspiration to memorable phrase as easily as possible.

		Still, the sheer number of figures here may sound overwhelming at first. There are just so many of them—and I left out a couple hundred others that rhetoricians have defined over the centuries. Besides, how can you whip out a device on demand? Are you supposed to memorize all the tools in this book and sort through them like a computer to find the right one?

		No, and let me count the reasons why.

		
			1. A few tools will take you a long way. Which ones you use will depend on your personal predilections. I suggest you read this book through and then scan the list in the back for the tools you like the best. Your own life situation will have you sticking to a few purposes. You may give presentations a lot. You may be a storyteller in search of good endings. Or a hospice nurse in search of comforting words. Or a shy person who wants to sound witty at parties. Your situation or predilections will have you reaching into that part of the toolbox that suits you. (Go to this book’s website, wordhero.org, for a tool that helps you find your oratorical type.)

			2. When in doubt, cheat. In the next chapter, I show a method that lets you simply insert words into other people’s memorable expressions.

			3. It helps to know what you’re talking about. Half of figurative brilliance consists of brilliant boiling down. In the preface, I quoted Cornelia Otis Skinner’s wonderful line.

		

		
			SKINNER: Woman’s virtue is man’s greatest invention.

			A rhetorician will find the quote packed with great devices—a figure of definition (this is this), a piercing analogy (woman’s virtue is like electricity and telephones, only more ingenious), irony (she pretends to admire the invention), and a trope—a kind of nonliteral language—that equates “man” with the male gender. But essentially, the quote’s effectiveness comes from a distillation process. Skinner took a complex interpretation of relations between the sexes and reduced it to two words: “greatest invention.” Feminine virtue doesn’t exist in the natural state; men had to make it up (“invention”). This fiction has been used to keep women in their subservient place, an impressive feat of rhetorical dominance (“greatest”). Cleverness, and some tools you’ll find in this book, took the sentence over the top. But the sentence started with some serious boiling down to what I call the pith. You’ll find that, and more, in the next chapter.

		

	
		[image: ]

FOCUS YOUR THOUGHTS

		THE PITH METHOD
Creating the Core of Wit

		[image: ]FIGURES DO MORE than create flashy language. They underlie many, maybe most, creative acts. Words themselves can serve as catalysts for thought. At the core of every great anecdote, punch line, comeback, love letter, thank-you note, e-mail, essay, college paper, proposal, or presentation lies a compact, magnetic set of words that makes everything else fall into place. It’s the climax, the payoff, the takeaway. That’s what I call the pith. Again, it rarely consists of more than a dozen words. Get your pith right, and it bookmarks your thoughts in people’s minds. It works whether you plan to speak it aloud, print it out, or send it into the data cloud.

		I first learned this principle as a freshman in college, when I wrote two words that helped launch my career as a writer and editor. The phrase itself did not change my life—I can’t even remember whether I wrote “seismic copulation” or “fornicational geology”—but the effect it had made all the difference.

		I used the phrase to sum up the famous sleeping bag scene in Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls. Like many other immature readers, I found the passage both titillating (“He felt her trembling as he kissed her and he held the length of her body tight to him and felt her breasts against the chest through the two khaki shirts …”) and hilarious (“And then the earth moved”). My paper was mediocre, and I knew it; so I received a double surprise when the instructor gave it an A-plus and circled my seismic phrase in red ink. “Gemlike!” he wrote in the margin.

		The prof liked to grade papers during the five-cent-beer hour at a dive called the Alibi, which may have had a lot to do with his generosity. But his comment gave me a flash of insight: My professor was a phrase man. For the rest of the semester, I made an effort to write one memorable phrase into every paper, and I ended up with an “A” for the course. Having discovered one of the secrets of gaming the academic system, I diligently crafted key phrases right up through senior year. You could say I was cheating, that I was giving my education short shrift. But four years of concentrated rewriting of phrases and short sentences did more for my eventual career than the courses themselves. After all, every memorable set of words contains a pith.

		This chapter will show you how to produce a pith from a jumble of thoughts. We will look at ways to produce memorable lines that help fuel the rest of your thinking. You will see what makes people remember your words, and you’ll learn a method that lets you steal the best techniques from others. Then, in the following chapter, we look at the three basic elements that underlie memorable expressions. You’ll spot the techniques in a fun or profound quote; by the end of the section, you’ll be co-opting those techniques for your own expressions. To put it pithily, you’ll go from pithy to peerless, concise to catchy, succinct to striking in just two chapters.

		OK. That wasn’t pithy.

		LET THE PITH SPEAK

		Do not mistake pithiness for bumper sticker writing. After all, how many bumper stickers have you read that really say something?

		
			MY OTHER CAR IS A HORSE
IMAGINE WHIRLED PEAS
I [image: ] WOLFHOUNDS
EAT BERTHA’S MUSSELS

		

		Actually, as you’ll see, some bumper stickers really do have an effect, but only because they use techniques that you’ll acquire in the chapters to come. (I’m a big fan of “whirled peas,” which uses a pun to misdirect our peace-loving brains.) Most bumper stickers, on the other hand, fail to deliver any point other than self-expression. But the fault lies in empty-headedness, not pithiness. You can express a lot in a few words, and those few words can help direct your thinking into greater complexity and originality. Focus on a few words or so, and you focus your thoughts as well. When you prepare to argue with someone, or present a proposal, or give a talk, this kind of focus helps frame your point. Coming up with those few words also makes for a first-class exercise in rewriting, a skill that schools should teach more. You might find pithy writing useful if you’re on Twitter—you can even find a site, besttweets.com, devoted to the art of microelegance—but this book isn’t about short writing for the sake of short writing either. Nor am I talking about writing, exactly. I’m talking about a way to think.

		Pith Method

		Our education can get in the way when we prepare to say something important. In our memos, formal e-mails, and the like, many of us put our thoughts down using the method we were taught in school, with a topic sentence at the beginning of each paragraph. The remaining sentences serve to support that first one. This is not a bad way to think. Chances improve for your paragraph having a thought behind it, which ranks it far above most people’s. And learning to write this way helps you organize your spoken thoughts as well. But this pyramid approach—putting the important stuff first—rarely creates memorable words. Your best takeaway, the expression people can’t get out of their heads, might come at the end as a surprising punch line, or in the middle.

		We also learned in school that words invariably are a product of thinking. Thoughts first, then words. Our teachers told us to get down whatever was in our heads, and clean it up later. Again, this isn’t a bad method; it certainly helps relieve writer’s block. But it’s not the only method, or even necessarily the best one. When you want to come up with something memorable—not just original phrasing but an original thought—sometimes you should start with the words. Words first, then thought.

		That’s because there are times when we can only suss out the best of our thoughts—dig them out of our unconscious—by labeling them. If that sounds counterintuitive, well, of course it is. Still, try it sometime with something you have to write, such as an important memo, a “Dear John” letter, or a big paper for a class. Instead of working out your thoughts in your head or scribbling them down, start instead with a key line. Write it down and then, before you write any other line, perfect that one. It doesn’t have to be the first line. Think of it instead as a tag line for a movie. “Houston, we have a problem.” “Sometimes love means never having to say you’re sorry.” “In space, no one can hear you scream.” Then use that line to inform the others.

		In fact, a single phrase helped me focus and structure this book. I knew I wanted to take the ancient principles of figures and tropes, updating them for modern life. The problem was, I had no idea how I was going to structure the book itself. Instead of writing an outline, as my schooling taught me to do, I worked first on a title. I scribbled all the terms that might help, and even tried to invent some of my own. Here’s what I came up with:

		
			SET YOURSELF IN STONE
WITCRAFT
AWECRAFT
VERB, NOUN, RENOWN
SHORT, SWEET, DURABLE WORDS

		

		None of these titles quite did it for me, though. Only one, Set Yourself in Stone, focused on the reader or even on the outcome of reading the book. I wanted something playful, words that might riff off a pop-culture phenomenon. My editor wanted a book that makes the reader feel she’s progressing from piker to wizard in one volume. Pretty daunting, from a title-writing standpoint.

		Then one day, while visiting in-laws in Cincinnati, my nephew, Clay, invited me to play Guitar Hero. He handed me a fake guitar and fired up “Love in an Elevator.” I was terrible. But having recently bought a real guitar, I loved the feeling of being actually capable of jamming with the likes of Joe Perry and Steven Tyler. And then it occurred to me: Word Hero was the perfect title. It messed with a common expression, which many successful figures do. Plus it had all the qualities I was looking for in a title: playfulness, pop reference, focus on the reader.

		What’s more, the phrase helped me focus. I would write a book that helped people take one step toward immortality. The book wouldn’t merely introduce people to the wonders of figures; it would be about making you memorable. If I hadn’t been thinking about the pith of my book, I doubt that my game with Clay would have led to more than a sense of humiliation (Perry and Tyler shook their heads in disgust on the screen as I mangled their song). And the book would have been very different.

		In short, figures do more than fancy up your language. Like Shakespeare’s Prospero, they can endow your purposes with words that make them known. A well-turned phrase can inform your thoughts and help you decide what you really want to accomplish.

		I’m not just talking about writing, by the way. Figures can also make you sound witty and spontaneous in front of other people. As someone who speaks frequently in front of people, I try to avoid notes and to give the impression that everything I say is extemporaneous. But in actuality, I prepare furiously. During that preparation, I do the opposite of what writing classes teach. Before I write a single thought down, I try to come up with a few great key lines—memorable words that I can build out from. If I come up with a great pith—or two or three in a long talk—then the rest of my presentation simply supports this core. I memorize those words, along with an outline, and convey more spontaneous wit than I actually have. (Chapter 15 gives the details on figurative speech making.)

		TRIED AND TRUE CONFESSIONS

		You can apply the same method, using the tools in this book, even if you never speak professionally. Whether or not you have focused your thoughts already, you can start by zeroing in on the key words that mean the most for your purposes. To find the pith, simply ask yourself what it’s about. By “it” I mean your proposal or argument or description or story—whatever sums up what you’re trying to say. Narrow “it” down to three or fewer items.

		At an early age, my daughter, Dorothy Jr., showed a scary knack for zeroing in on what it’s all about. When she was eleven, I took on a freelance assignment to write a book of home remedies for the Rodale publishing company, which produces health-oriented books (South Beach Diet) and magazines (Men’s Health). To give me a sense of the style they wanted, the editors sent me a box of Men’s Health back issues. The magazine is notorious for its covers of shirtless, abdominally awesome men, and headlines promising better sex. After perusing the stack of magazines, Dorothy Jr. asked innocently, “Hey, Dad. How come every issue of Men’s Health is about sex and abs?”

		“Because men mistakenly equate the two,” I answered, a little embarrassed by the question.

		Years later, I went to work for Rodale, supervising a group of sports magazines. The CEO told me to lead each magazine through what he called “true confessions,” asking the editors what the contents were really about. People who work at a magazine like Men’s Health like to think their work is about great storytelling, or empowerment, or fine journalism. “But everybody knows that Men’s Health is about sex and abs,” the CEO said.

		“They sure do,” I replied, thinking of Dorothy Jr.

		To use the tools in this book effectively in any situation, you need to lead yourself through a similar process of “true confessions,” boiling the matter down to the solid core. What’s it really about? Let me give you a real-world example.

		In our little town, we have a problem with what the state euphemistically calls “off highway recreational vehicles,” or OHRVs. They include snowmobiles, all-terrain vehicles, dirt bikes, and any other excuse to burn fossil fuels instead of calories. (Readers of my last book will recognize this issue; snowmobiles reared their ugly engines in our town a few years ago, and we managed to keep them off our roads for a while. Rhetoric is like a long-lasting pesticide. You have to spray again every once in a while. Beware of toxic environmental effects.)

		The three members of the “select board,” or town council, held a public meeting to decide whether to allow these nasty things on town roads. My wife and I did our homework and came up with some jargon to make it sound as if we knew what we were talking about: “auditory footprint,” “premises liability law,” and “statute S-1202-R.” But those words weren’t true-confession words. What was this issue really about—not just to me but to the audience? I scribbled some key words at random.

		
			ENVIRONMENT
NOISE
COST

		

		I crossed out “Environment.” The word is beloved of touchy-feely liberal types, which in our town compose only a third of the electorate. To most of the audience, the issue isn’t really about the environment.

		I circled “Noise.” Residents like to talk about this being a quiet town.

		Then I circled “Cost” twice. I’m proud to say that besides being a libertarian state, we’re also traditionally the most frugal state in the nation. Our town is no exception. Besides, I had a good argument to make: allowing off-highway recreational vehicles on our roads would cause expensive damage while subjecting the town to possible lawsuits. In case anyone challenged me on the lawsuits, I found a list of liability attorneys who specialize in all-terrain vehicles. Before we allowed those things on our roads, the town would need to consult one of those lawyers, at a cost about equivalent to fixing the town’s dirt-road rake—an item the select board had cut from the budget.

		That left me with:

		
			NOISE
COST

		

		Then I spoke the words aloud in a sentence.

		
			ME: We shouldn’t put up with the noise, and we can’t afford the cost.

		

		Not perfect, but the process was working:

		
			(a) Ask, What’s it all about?

			(b) Put those “true confessions” in a sentence.

		

		Next comes (c), Apply a tool to make the words stick. In the Word Wizard section you’ll learn about tropes, techniques that allow you to change your audience’s perception of reality. One of these tools, which I call the belonging trope, takes someone who belongs to a group and makes that person stand for the whole group. While lots of people use ATVs and snowmobiles for legitimate work, I would choose one lazy goofball to represent the whole lot.

		
			ME: A person’s fun shouldn’t cost the rest of us money.

		

		Whoa, what happened to noise? The snappy line helped me distill it out. Self-editing is a brutal process, heroically throwing away hard work and good thinking for the sake of memorability. Once you put your key words into a sentence, you’re not done. Editors often dispense an old piece of advice: “Murder your babies.” After you give birth to your lovely thoughts, you must kill some of them. Why murder two of my key words, “noise” and “tradition”? I figured that plenty of people at the meeting would be talking about noise; and as someone who has lived in the town only seven years, I might sound presumptuous talking about traditions.

		See what happened? I didn’t simply come up with an argument and a catchy way to express it. I gathered my thoughts, tried to distill them in one expression, then used that expression to focus my argument.

		Duly armed, I stood up at the meeting, used my jargon words, spoke about expensive legal counsel, and concluded with my sentence about one person’s fun costing the rest of us money. The line won’t be carved on my gravestone, but it did the job. In fact, one of the officers of a nearby snowmobile club repeated it back to me after the meeting: “I agree that my fun shouldn’t cost you money,” he said. And since then I’ve heard townsfolk speak about “the cost of other people’s fun.” Hardly immortal words, but they worked. For a moment, I almost felt like a hero.

		Now You

		While you haven’t yet tried most of the tools, you can apply the pith method to come up with a pretty good line on your own. Boil down, and boil down some more, until you have two or three key words. Then use those words in a sentence. You’re talking sports, say, and two players famous for their sportsmanship on and off the field get into a brief fight. You want to say something memorable to your friends, or at least get a laugh. Time for “true confessions”: What is this topic really about, at least from the storytelling standpoint? Think of some key words.

		
			FIGHT
ATHLETES
POLITENESS

		

		What are the words that grab you? “Fight” certainly does. Athletes? Yeah, it’s about athletes. Nothing unusual there. “Politeness” doesn’t scintillate either, usually; but “politeness” and “fight” make a surprising combination. So let’s delete “athletes” and try to use the other two words, or some form of them, in a sentence.

		
			YOU: It was the politest fight of the weekend.

		

		OK, it won’t get a laugh, but it’s a start. Sports Illustrated writer Brant James took the idea of polite fighting a step further in a National Public Radio interview about two gentlemanly NASCAR drivers who got into a tussle after a race. (“Sort of an aggressive hug” is how James described it.) He took the concept of “the politest fight of the weekend” and turned it into an analogy.

		
			JAMES: This was Switzerland and Sweden goin’ at it.

		

		The notion of two of the politest, most neutral countries in the world getting into a tussle: in a certain crowd, that would get a laugh. What’s impressive is that James seemed to have come up with the line spontaneously. As a professional sportswriter, he has had plenty of practice applying analogies to sports events. What about the rest of us? How can we come up with great stuff like that? Well, practice helps.

		
			EXERCISE

			One of the most fun exercises is to write a six-word review of your favorite movie. Use the pith method to help you boil down the plot, characters, and setting.

			
				Ocean’s Eleven: Clooney robs Vegas. Ten guys help.
Toy Story: Outgrown toys speak witty product lines.
Avatar: An out-of-body planet rescue.

			

			Six-word exercises have grown popular since Smith College’s alumni magazine began a contest for best six-word memoirs. Their slogan: “One life. Six words. What’s yours?” The magazine runs the challenge to honor Ernest Hemingway, who mastered the extremely short story genre years ago with, “For sale: baby shoes. Never worn.” You may surprise yourself with your own wit and possible profundity. To sum it up in six words: half of witcraft is boiling down.

		

		THE TOOLS

		The Pith Method. Write down what you want to say, then find the two or three key words that sum up your points. Use these words in a fabulous new sentence. You’ll see the pith method throughout the book as we use it to ready your thoughts for tools to come.

	
		[image: ]

CAPTURE THE SECRETS

		THE MAD LIB PROTOCOL
A Tool for Accessing the Brain’s Three Memory Keepers

		[image: ]HAVING LEARNED TO FIND the pith in your thoughts, you have the raw material. Now you want to apply the tools of memorability. To understand how, we will conjure up some neuroscience and Sue Sylvester:

		
			SUE: You think this is hard? I’m passing a gallstone as we speak. That is hard.

		

		If you own a television, have spent more than ten minutes with a nerdy teenager, or like musicals, you probably know that Sue Sylvester is the genially vicious villain on the TV series Glee. In which case, you also know that a significant demographic comprising epidermically challenged self-described “Gleeks” love to memorize lines from the show.

		Without the memorable lines, frankly, the show would hardly be all that memorable—a few hotties lip-syncing Top Forties, for the most part. For future Word Heroes, though, the script is solid gold. Its best lines neatly illustrate well-established scientific principles—not to mention ancient rhetoric, which intuited the stuff of memorability before the first electrode got taped to a scalp. So let us look at what makes a line irresistibly memorable and use that knowledge for our own immortal purposes. In this chapter we’ll look at the three building blocks of “stickiness,” the ability to make your words memorable. And we’ll use a technique that imitates the Mad Libs game to copy the techniques behind your favorite quotes. If I do my job right, you’ll find yourself seeing self-expression in a whole new light.

		People’s memory tends

		SOUNDS: TAP-DANCING HORSES

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		PICTURES: SPRAYING CATS AND SMELL-O-VISION

		
		
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		ASSOCIATIONS: BOWELS AND CONSONANTS

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
			
			
		

		
		
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		NOW START UNWRITING

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		DISSECTING THE LITTLE OLD LADY

		Unwriting

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
				Translate the quote. What does it mean?

				Put that meaning into the simplest terms.

				Compare your simplified translation with the original.

				Zero in on the key difference.

		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		MAD LIBERATION

		
		
		
			
		

		Mad Lib Protocol

		
		
			
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
			
		

		
		THE TOOLS
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