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“Exiled!” Blog

"If you want to see how everything started and read it as it happened, go to page 33 and come forward."
	
	



Light at the End of the Tunnel 
03-07-07 @ 9:53 A.M.
I finally found out about the delay. The publisher had to move the headquarters to another town. But the book is nearly ready. It even has a sub-title: "From Tragedy to Triumph on the Missouri Frontier." Meanwhile, I've spent six weeks trying to recover from surgery on my left shoulder. I can use both hands to type now and have finally stretched my muscles enough to tie my own shoes. I've passed Kindergarten 101. [image: image1.png]


  All just in time for the new book with its accompanying presentations and autographing sessions. I can hardly wait! 




Sigh! 
11-14-06 @ 3:23 P.M.

I tell you, even in the secular field, this "faith-business" is HARD! The book didn't come. It wasn't at Huntsville and it wasn't at Arlington. It also wasn't at home when I got back. A week later, it still isn't here. I know it is coming. I just don't know when. I think I said that before.
On the plus side, I read the first chapter to a group of 4th and 5th graders today and they could hardly wait to get on with the rest of the story. That's encouraging. So.... on with the process. 




Oh, ye of little faith! (That's me) 
10-27-06 @ 9:06 A.M.

Soon after I made yesterday's entry, I got an email from the publisher. "Exiled!" is probably going to be ready in time for my presentation at Sam Houston State University in Huntsville, TX on Nov. 4! That's even better than I expected and I'm thrilled. I hope you are too. If you've kept reading this long, arduous set of writings since I began, your labors are nearly over. I promised to keep this journal until the book came out. I probably will add another blog about the marketing, etc. for those of you who are interested in that process as well. If you think it would be useful, please leave a message on this blog. Thanks.



When, oh when? 
10-25-06 @ 2:53 P.M.
I'm beginning to feel a bit like I think the early Christians must have felt. They anticipated the end of the world and were sure it would happen in their lifetime but they weren't sure just when! Similarly, I feel sure the new book is coming, sooner rather than later. I'm just not sure when. The galley proofs have been sent back so my part is done. It's just a waiting game. I hope you're still looking forward to reading it! 




Near Miss 
09-05-06 @ 10:52 A.M.

As I drove along, all alone on a day-long trip to a family reunion, I was thinking of "Exiled!" and its imminent publication. I'd been working on the teacher's packet and, among other things, was developing a list of all ten verses of "Old Dan Tucker". (Mr. Keeter sang them one day when he was feeling particularly good.) I suddenly realized that my recent Internet research for extra verses had given an author for Dan Tucker. I'd assumed earlier that it was an unattributable folk song. Never assume in historical fiction, writers! It turns out the song was written in 1843, and, thus, could never have been sung in 1837. My heart sinks when I think of the near miss. I think I'm in time to get it changed to "Yankee Doodle," which has more than ten verse, any authors of which are long since lost in time (I've checked), and is a safe bet. Whew!  



The Home Stretch 
8-19-06 @ 8:10 A.M.

I sent the galleys back yesterday, by UPS. I found four mistakes - things like paragraph breaks. And, GOOD NEWS!!, we have a title. It's the one I used when I sent it in: Exiled! I'm still not crazy about it but the publisher likes it and so do some adult readers. So, that's its name. I found out that the book, because of its length, won't have any b/w line drawings inside, just the cover art. But that's OK. Most juvenile books don't have interior drawings. The publisher thinks this book is for an older audience than GTT. Strange--- I thought, since the heroine is only 12, and the other one had a 14 year old, it was for a younger group. I'm going to market it for grades 4-6. 
Now, I'm energized and am working hard to get the teacher's packet done. Interestingly, though, I'm caught in a uninspired spiral simply because I looked at what I'd done for the GTT packet and found myself recycling the same items, properly changed. I really want to do something different. I should never have looked at the other one for a guide. It put me in a box. I'll go with that for now but won't look at that other packet again for awhile, trying to free my mind a bit.  I will have different handouts in terms of the related crafts so that will help, but still....



The End is in Sight 
8-15-06 @ 10:17 P.M.

Hooray! Yesterday, out of the blue, I got a package from UPS. It was the galley proofs for "Exiled!" It still has that name. I thought the folks at Eakin might come up with a better one but , so far, they don't seem to have. I'm working hard to get the proofs read, any corrections made, and get it back to them. The chapter titles are enhanced with a small sampler like GTT had a clock on the first page of each chapter.  I think it's a great idea. 

So we can look for a book in the next 6 weeks, I should think.



What was I thinking? 
8-13-06 @ 5:05 A.M.
I never learned to do counted cross stitch so I have to learn how before I do Ruthy's sampler. I'm working on a small piece with a few words, a couple of trees and a schoolhouse and I now know why Ruthy had such trouble making herself finish hers! It's tedious and not really designed for someone with tri-focals. But I'm determined to learn. My biggest problem is making the stitches even and keeping the appropriate tension. Thus far, I'd give myself a C or maybe a C minus, but I hope to eventually get it right. In order to force myself to finish, I'm setting a goal of at least one letter a day. I may do more but that is the minimum. I'll keep you posted when I get it finished.



Publicity Update 
8-7-06 @ 8:37 A.M.

I've finished developing a general press release and all the various personalized versions for specific audiences, such as: my first teaching venue, my various alma maters, local sites mentioned in the book, etc. They will go to newspapers and alumni newsletters. Now I'm working on the items I'll take to show to children when I make classroom presentations. This is a very important area since some of the success of the visit depends on taking display items that catch the interest and imagination of the children. Thus far, I've decided on these: a 100-year-old copy of Hawthorne's novel mentioned in the ms, an enlarged and mounted copy of the frontispiece from the book, a life-sized scale, one-dimensional replica of a flintlock rifle, mounted on a stiff backing, and a half-done version of Ruthy's sampler. (She never finished hers.) I'll also take one that is complete. 

I found a proprietor of a cross-stitch shop who would design (for a fee) a sampler based on Ruthy's background and using the verse I chose. She's doing a great job and wants to make one herself. We've come up with a plan to allow joint rights and mutual publicity - reciprocal links to our websites, a page at the back of the book telling where to order "Ruthy's Sampler," and-possibly- a book signing at the store when we unveil Ruthy's Sampler kit for sale.

I'm having a problem with the life-sized, one -dimensional rifle. (Since the Columbine disaster, it has to be flat, rather than a three-dimensional replica if it is to be brought into the schools.) I can't simply enlarge a photo since it isn't to scale and enlargements would make the stock extraordinarily large. I'm hoping to find a draftsman who can do a sketch to scale. For carrying purposes, I'll enlarge the long barrel separately and make a velcro attachment. 

Well, that's the news from the publicity front. When we get closer to the actual publication date and have a copy of the cover, I'll get the small "book cards" made and an enlarged copy of the cover. Oh, yes! It has nothing to do with writing except that I'm a lot more organized lately. I actually cleaned up my office, catching up on the filing, etc. I only wish I had wall-to-ceiling bookcases!



Poor Blog! 
5-18-06 @ 9:10 A.M.
Folks, I apologize. This log is being sadly neglected. As, unfortunately, is the manuscript revision. I now know that my new historical adventure novel is to be published sometime between now and the end of the year so I must stop everything else and get ready for that. This involves developing a media release database and a complete teacher's packet, among other things. I hope to publicize all over Missouri, among all the people who have used GTT in their classrooms, and all over Eastern Tennessee, where the first half of the book is set. This is a big job. I have to get names, addresses, etc. You can keep up with my efforts of the Historical Fiction blog at this site. I hope you will. I'll let you know, via that blog, when to check this one again.



Sometime in 2006 
5-18-06 @ 8:52 A.M.

I recently went to Texas to attend the Texas Library Convention in Houston. I spent a lot of my time autographing books in Eakin Press' booth. During that time, "my" publisher said she intended to publish "Exiled!" sometime in the fall. She thinks it will be near September; I'll be happy if it's sometime in 2006. She assures me they will come up with a really good name. 

I've sent her the ms on a computer disk, along with helps for the illustrator. We've decided, since the main character is a girl and that will be the largest audience, to use a sampler motif to introduce each chapter, similar to the clock at the first of each chapter in Gone To Texas: From Virginia to Adventure. I look forward to the final choice of a title and am grateful to work with creative people who can shore up my weakness in this area.

I wish that a book with a female main character would interest middle grade boys more, but--alas! Later on in their lives, maybe. Or if they knew for sure none of their friends would ever find out. But not in public. I can't tell if it's an inate part of being male or whether it's part of our culture, but somehow, along about the time a boy gets to be approximately 9 years old, he becomes convinced that nothing a girl could ever do would be worth reading about. I feel sad about that but know it's true. Girls will read about boys; boys in general will not read about girls. An exception has always been the "Little House Series" by Laura Ingalls Wilder. I can only hope my new book, with a very brave and active heroine, might prove an exception too but I'm not holding my breath!

Finally, the next number of entries will describe my preparation for the median push upon the publication of the book. I have a lot of work to do if I am to have everything ready --a database of newspapers and other press release outlets, a list of people to receive the pre-publication postcards, etc. One of the "fun" parts for me will be the developement of the accompanying teacher's packet with all sorts of ideas for related activities and enrichment. So, watch this blog for publicity ideas.



Writer's Block? 
3-11-06 @ 10:03 A.M.
In case any of my faithful readers have begun to wonder if there would ever be any more entries on this blog, let me reassure you. The truth is that I've been procrastinating because I'm not sure how to go about what I want to do. I read numerous mysteries for children but I'm finding it difficult to rewrite a story that I already have done once and want to change drastically in its second go-round. I feel very insecure and have found a jillion reasons to put off beginning -- things like cleaning my study, filing stuff, etc. But I finally realized what I was doing and, with a great deal of anxiety, gave myself permission to write nothing but junk. I knew I had to get something - anything - on the screen. So I wrote all sorts of opening sentences and, lo and behold, some of them turned out to have promise. So now I'm ready to begin again. 
I will admit, though, that I'm not nearly as eager to write as I usually am with completely new stories. I already know this character and a lot of the back story and I'm not as excited. Maybe I will be later. Anyway, stay tuned for further developments.



Learning from Others 
2-7-06 @ 8:06 A.M.

Just to be sure I know what has been successful before, I'm studying a group of popular mysteries already in the library. I excluded Nancy Drew/Hardy boys and Encyclopedia Brown because they are one -of- a- kind things. I also excluded any published before 2000. I need to see what's new. I'm analyzing them according to: when the protagonist & antagonist first appear, when the main mystery first appears, what kinds of mysteries are being used, and the number and kinds of supporting characters. I'm learning that many of these books have more than one problem to be solved. They're often related, though, and one must often be solved in order to solve the primary problem. 

I should be able to write soon, I hope. I miss the story creation part of writing. It isn't nearly as much fun to search for a new agent, revise portions of my website, work on publicity plans for "Exiled!", etc.



Here We Go Again! 
1-30-06 @ 10:50 A.M.

I have delayed making this first entry on "Write It Again" because I kept procrastinating on beginning my new work. To be truthful, I have never done this level of revision before. I revise pages and chapters all the time but this is a complete "re-visioning" of an old ms that never found a home, primarily, I suspect, because I wrote it at the very first of my novel writing career and didn't have sufficient control of my craft. I still think the story has promise, though, so I want to re-work it.

 My first steps are: (1) Write out a description of the various characters, and setting. (2) Develop a more detailed plot outline, to include a new feature: a mystery. I've completed #1 but, when I began to consider #2, I realized I didn't have an adequate understanding of how to incorporate a mystery into the plot. So I bought eight children's mysteries at the local Friends of the Library paperback book sale. I plan to read each of these and analyze how that author handled the plot. I should learn enough to proceed. Meanwhile, I've asked a knowledgeable friend to read the original ms and tell me what parts she really likes enough for me to consider incorporating in the new (hopefully better) version. Stay tuned.



Move On 
1-30-06 @ 10:47 A.M.
I am now blogging on the other log, "Write It Again", which is also on this site. Be sure to click on that log from now on. Thanks. Louise



How Sweet It Is! 
12-14-05 @ 7:21 P.M.

I couldn't stand to wait a moment longer so, yesterday, knowing I had to order another 50 copies of GTT, I called my publisher. To my delight, she answered the phone herself. (Small publishers do a bit of everything.) After placing my order, I asked her if she'd made a decision about "Exiled!" or whatever it will be called. She had. She was definitely going to publish it, not only because she thought it was a good story but because she was impressed with my willingness to get out there and sell my books. She knew she, as well as I, could make money on my efforts. Of course, it will be about two years from now before the book comes out but it will eventually be in my hands. I'm thrilled!

With that off my mind, I plan to work very hard to see if I can find a market for some of my other mss. Additionally, I have a book that never quite came together, primarily because of my own lack of skill in the earliest of my writing efforts. I now want to revisit it and do a complete revision because I still think the basic plot has merit. So, at this point, I plan to leave this blog to its own devices and will soon begin a new one on this same carrier. It will focus on my struggles to revise a previously completed work and can also be accessed via the Write Kidz Fiction" site.

In a separate file,  I also plan to write down ideas as they come to me which will eventually result in a sequel to "Exiled!" I'm tentatively calling that sequel "Granny Girl." We'll see what happens when Ruthy begins to learn to be a "granny woman" or a midwife/ herbal healer. Stay tuned. Meanwhile, rejoice with me that I now have a 4th published book on the way!  [image: image17.png]
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Reading is a success! 
11-18-05 @ 9:45 P.M.

I read the first chapter of Exiled! to the fall conference of school librarians and their united response was, "Wow!"  If all readers respond as they did, I've succeeded in starting off with a bang. I hope so. I felt I didn't do that well enough in GTT and really focussed on the opening scene in Exiled! I mentioned this to the publisher and she asked if I had submitted a final copy to them. I reassured her that it was in her system and hope that she pulls it and reads it herself. 

I told myself I'd wait until after the beginning of the new year to start a new book but I'm at loose ends without the discipline of a new novel to begin my day. I know the mending needs doing but a story is so much more fun. Sigh!



Waiting and Finding 
10-27-05 @ 11:55 A.M.

Every day I wonder how Eakin Press is responding to the new ms. I have to keep reminding myself that the entry period doesn't close until Oct. 31. November is the time when they make decisions about what to keep and what to return. Part of the decision-making process in any publishing house, large or small, is based on the author's track record, part on the perceived potential of the story, and part on the money available for new publications. I should hear sometime within the next six weeks. At that, it's a better turn around than if I were submitting to NY.

I got my requested references for the newest ms. (which is only a glimmer of an idea in my mind at this point). I tell you, if you write historical fiction or non-fiction, nothing beats the "American Memory" section. In this case, since I needed "herbal" info, they sent it on to the scientific section. I got a great bibliography.

Today I'm storing my maps of early Missouri. I went to a local art store for an extendable cardboard tube. It should be perfect. And I will never get this study neat and ready to begin another round if I can't find a way to store things.  SHELVES! I need shelves!



Here We Go Again! 
10-20-05 @ 10:06 A.M.

One of the hardest times in an author's year is the waiting following the submission of a manuscript. My publisher made some positive statements earlier but I won't be comfortable till I sign a contract. And there's always the possibility that she won't like it at all and I'll be back to looking for another outlet.

The easiest way to get through this waiting period is to begin another project. I have two: one is to revise an early ms. that I think has promise but that I didn't know how to fix  before this point; the other is to start the sequel to "Exiled!" (or whatever it will finally be named) while it is fresh in my mind. Toward that end, I'm making a small start toward collecting the additional reference materials I will need. The main one will be a collection of American herbal remedies in the first half of the nineteenth century. I hope to find something published then. If not, I'm looking for a collection of folk remedies from that period. I've contacted research librarians at the local county and university libraries plus the American Memory section of the Library of Congress. I think I have all the rest barring some complication that arises in mid-writing. That's the beauty of writing a sequel. You already know the territory. The working title for this new book is "Granny Girl" (a take-off on the southern title of "granny woman" for a mid-wife or herbal healer). Don't hold me to that title forever but it's a start. Remember my poor record with titles.

OK, folks. Here we go again. I also plan to start a second blog under this same general title of  "writekidzfiction". It will be "Revising a Manuscript." I'm taking a few more weeks off to get this study in apple-pie order - sorta clearing the decks before the battle, so to speak. Then the new blog will begin. See ya online.



Check and Double-check 
10-1-05 @ 4:14 P.M.

On my way home from shopping this morning I had the terrible thought that I couldn't remember checking about the invention of steel pen nibs. I have Ruthy using them and I thought I was right, but I wasn't sure. So, the minute I got the groceries unloaded, I headed straight to the Internet. Meanwhile, my husband found a facsimile of a letter one of his ancestors had written from Arkansas in 1841. The writer had obviously used a steel pen. The lines were too fine for a quill. Nearly 1837, but not quite. 

Meanwhile, the Internet site on "history of writing implements" gave me welcome news. The patent was granted in 1803 and, by the 1830's, the steel nib was in wide use. (Large sigh of relief!) I couldn't afford to leave it to chance. You have to make sure. If I had been wrong, I would have changed all the pages in the book that were necessary. Never tell yourself "no one will know." You will and it will destroy your joy in a job well done. And, with my luck, a hundred other folks would know or find out too.


	
	


Blow the Trumpets! 
9-30-05 @ 10:09 A.M.

I just put the total manuscript for "Exiled!" (the current working title) on my desk, along with the cover letter. It's finished and ready to send to the publisher next Monday. What a relief! It's the longest book I've ever written - over 40,000 words. That's about as long as a juvenile book ought to be, Harry Potter to the contrary. 

I've spent the last two days doing the all-important, but terribly tedious, end work: check all margins, spacing, page numbers, etc. and be sure they are consistent. Go over the cover letter several times, to be sure it says what it ought and no more. Look at the publisher's guidelines one last time, to ensure my compliance. Don't want to be disqualified for a technicality!

I will keep you posted on results, positive or negative, as soon as I hear. Thanks for continuing to read my blog.



What's in a Name? 
9-26-05 @ 11:01 P.M.
I don't know why I have such trouble thinking of titles for my books but I do. I settled on "Sent Away" for this book after months of not having a clue as to what to call it. My publisher, even before reading the book, thinks the name is a bit weak and I trust her judgement. The challenge is to come up with a better one. "Pioneer Girl" is already taken. I might try "Across the Wide Missouri" except my heroine only crosses the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, so that's out. It's way past my normal bedtime and I'm having a "mind attack," wondering what in the world to name the darned book. "Ruthy, the Red"? Red-Haired Traveler? Yuk! See what I mean? I'm going to look in my vertical file under "Book Titles" and see what kind of suggestions the pundits in the writing magazines have suggested. If you have any bright ideas, leave a message.



Check and check again 
9-18-05 @ 4:53 P.M.

One of my two "whole-book" readers has caught two major errors. In four chapters in the middle of the book, I changed Mr. Keeter's name to "Teeter" and never even noticed it.  Second, I had a reference to a wild apple tree in SW MO, thinking - I suppose- about Johnny Appleseed. He, however, didn't come to this area. Mature apple trees wouldn't have been out in the wilds in 1837. 

I caught the third one, myself.  I had Ruthy shaking hands with a male neighbor, upon being introduced. Women didn't do that, then. What was I thinking?

Stay tuned. Who knows what we'll find next? This is a cautionary tale for all you writiers out there. Check and re-check if you want to be accurate. Even then, you may make a mistake.



All the "Add-on's" 
9-13-05 @ 11:17 P.M.

While two friends are reading and doing a final critique on the finished ms., I'm working on all the other stuff -- stuff you may not know has to be done. Selected References, Acknowledgements, Author's note, Glossary (historical fiction uses a lot of words with which children may be unfamiliar), an Appendix showing Ruthy's "Housewife" - a random list of entries containing home remedies, recipes she's collected, and random pieces of "useful information." I actually have a copy of one that was handwritten in the early 19th century. I got it from the Western Historical Collection at U. of MO-Columbia.

Then I have to write some suggested "flap copy" (on the back of a soft binding) and a synopsis. Oh, yes, I almost forgot the marketing plan. It may come as a surprise to you, but publishers, even the big ones in NY, expect the book not only to sell itself but that it will be actively promoted by the author. Only when they've paid beaucoup bucks as an advance do they get people on Oprah, etc so they have a chance to recoup their investment. The rest of us have to toot our own horns. That's why we so desperately need pleased readers to use word-of-mouth to encourage others to buy our books. (Hint, hint.)

If I work non-stop, even through the week-ends, I should be ready to submit during October. I really enjoy the notes. Thanks to those of you that take time to react.



Rejoice! 
9-3-05 @ 11:25 A.M.
Ring the bells! Beat the drums! Clap your hands with joy and celebrate with me. This morning, I finished the last chapter and I think it has a very satisfying ending. Now comes the other part - adding, subtracting, and smoothing out. The good part is that I'll have the ms ready in time to submit it during October, one of my publisher's two "submission months." (The other is May.) If I'm lucky and she takes it and puts it into the publishing pipeline, we'll still have to wait approximately two years before it comes out the other end. It's hard to wait but I will just keep on writing and hope I'll sell some more. I'd love to get to the point that I have a book coming out somewhere at least once a year. From my mouth to God's ears, right? I'll keep you posted on what happens next. I hope some of you will feel moved to let me know you read this and send a message.  Whew! Finishing a book feels good. I may even manage to get the mending and ironing caught up at last. :-)



A Rare Bird 
8-30-05 @ 2:23 P.M.

Yesterday, I very nearly made a fatal mistake in my end-of-story plotting. I realized it when a friend, upon reading the draft, made a wry comment. The mistake is common enough that I feel it should be recorded in the hopes it may help some of you as well. Here it is: Fortuitous coincidences that save the day are a no-no - no matter how much previous foundation you've laid. If it would be extemely unlikely in real life, don't use it. 

In my case, I thought I needed to kill a rabid wolf and it was up to Ruthy, who'd had only a one-afternoon drill on shooting a long rifle. At first, I had her kill it. On the first shot, mind you! What was I thinking? (Probably how much I want to get to the end of this first draft and make things as exciting as I can.) At any rate, I re-wrote the chapter, allowing the normal thing to happen. She missed entirely. She tried again and missed again. Thinking third time would be a charm, she prepared to make a third attempt, only to be stopped by the baby's imminent arrival. No midwife will come to save the day. In the end, both my friend and I agreed that the chapter is much stronger - more interesting, more realistic, and- actually - more exciting. 

Remember, it's only in B-grade westerns that the cavalry rides up in the nick of time to save the day.



Cautions 
8-12-05 @ 11:49 A.M.

Two things occured today that seemed worth of mention:

1. I have been calling a character by one name and, on rereading an early chapter, found her mentioned by another name. I changed the first entry because I liked the latter more. However, I think, next time, I’m going tomake a formal list of the full name of each character, however minor, the first situation in which that character is mentioned, and any other pertinent data. I’ve had to go back and check things in earlier chaps. too many times. Not a good use of time. A list will be much better.

2. I have my MC receive a letter from her mother and mentioned that it was "crosshatched" because a single sheet, folded and sealed with a blob of wax, was the typical letter and most writers needed more room than a single page provided. I thought, in time, to write out the letter in my own handwriting to see if crosshatching was needed. It wasn’t. So I’m adding another paragraph to be sure I need it since I want the readers to learn about this custom. A good argument for cooking your recipe, hand writing your letter, etc. to make sure it’s all OK

Finally, if this ms.were a TV script, it would have "music changes and intensifies" at this point in the stage directions. I’ve decided on the final, climactic event and the ending of the book. Ta-da! I’m nearly through the first draft. Remember, a sequel is planned.



The Second Time Around 
7-30-05 @ 9:26 A.M. 
As I near the end of my first draft, I keep remembering various minor themes or threads that I need to "tease out" during the re-write. Examples: Ruthy's temper. I made a point of it in the first chapters and have ignored it since. I need to highlight her growth or lack of it in the rest of the book. Another is the use or fear of the rifle. I had her father give her shooting lessons and haven't mentioned it since. I need to touch on it again and I'm planning to use it close to the end of the story. If I don't touch on these from time to time and show change, then it was useless to spend time and emphasis on them in the first place. That's the advantage of re-writing. One's ms. is always better the second time around.



Words and More Words 
7-15-05 @ 3:36 P.M.

I’m beginning to consider the possibility that I need to have two volumes in this saga. I have Ruthy in Greene County now, but if I want to tell all the story I have planned, the book will be much too long. I can go through and cut the trip almost to nothing but I like those chapters. So I’m seriously considering that this book will have a sequel set solely in Missouri. Volume 1 will tell how she come to be here and why she decides to stay. Vol. 2 will tell the story of living on the frontier in 1837. That is the only solution I can think of. I hope I can convince my publisher that this is a good idea. I’m going to concentrate on doing the best first book I can do and hope people want to read a second one.



We Are Not Alone 
7-4-05 @ 10:36 P.M.
Right in the middle of watching Macy's fireworks on TV tonight, I realized I will need to do something else on the second draft of this story. I really haven't had this little wagon train encounter many others on the trail and that's not natural nor according to how it would have been. I'll have to go back and add some incidental encounters.

But not now. I just got them in sight of Springfield.At last. Hallelujah! I thought we'd never get there. I've laid out all my Greene Co. and Springfield history sketches and I'll start by rereading them in the morning.



What Day Is It? 
7-1-05 @ 10:22 A.M.

I finally got busy and focussed on a specific, day-by-day calendar and found that I had to make some changes in several chapters. After I received the historic weather information from the National Weather Service - about St. Louis and Cairo, IL, I found I needed to change the snow scenes to heavy rain to conform to my need to have things happen in late October. (I think.) What I'm trying, ultimately, to do is have the dates of this imaginary journey and those of the historic Trail of Tears journey overlap so I can have Ruthy meet a Cherokee child when it really could have happened. I may have to change a few things again but I hope not.
Next time, one of the pieces of data I'm going to get at the beginning is not only a calendar but also the weather reports.



Well said! 
6-11-05 @ 8:20 A.M.

I ran across a quote in "The Writer" (July, 2005) that is so apt, I wanted to include it. The author, Jo Beverly, is speaking about historical research and the writer's use of it. She says, "We come closest to truth in the words of the people of the time--in their letters, diaries and memoirs, and in plays, novels and political speeches. Even there, however, we are interpreting the words of another time and place and will often misunderstand. The best we can do is to gather as many threads as we can and weave our own honest cloth.  There will never be enough sturdy threads from the past, so we have to add the floss of our own speculation and even invention in order to create for our readers that delightful tapestry called historical fiction." (italics from laj)
I couldn't have said it nearly so well.



Better Late than Never 
6-10-05 @ 4:32 P.M.

I've learned something rather late in the game that other historical fiction writers learn much earlier. Next time I start a piece of historical fiction, the first thing I plan to do is to log on to calendars.com and print out an entire year or two around the appropriate date. That way, I know from the start when Monday is, etc. I can also note important historical events of the outer world that the characters would surely have been talking about. As some of you already know, I missed the death of Zachary Taylor and the inauguration of Franklin Pierce in GTT. I should have included it. It would certainly have been discussed during the boys' journey. I made sure that didn't happen again, but I didn't start out with a calendar from the get-go, so now I'm playing catchup. Oh, well, as the title says....



Does it Matter? 
6-10-05 @ 9:19 A.M.
I'm having an ethical/historical battle within myself about whether to make the effort to try to get accurate weather data for 1837. There wasn't much and I'm not at all sure it matters. But I found a reference so I guess I'll consult it. Will the children care? Probably not. My imagination will probably satisfy them. But I will care. Yes, but I wish I didn't. Can I get by without it? Yes. Do all other historical fiction writers take such pains? I don't know and I'm not even sure I think they should. But here I go. The best reference, in case you ever want to know, is "The Stormy History of American Weather" by David Laskin. Once more to the library, dear friends! Sigh.



When are we going to get there? 
6-7-05 @ 1:55 P.M.

I've spent the last couple of days analyzing a copy of Rountree's diary of his trip from TN to Springfield in 1830. They averaged only about ten miles a day, but that's from all the breakdowns, weather-related overnight stays, and sickness. When the weather was good and all was well, they'd often make 30 to 45 miles a day. East of the Mississippi, it definitely wasn't a trackless wilderness. The quality of the roads varied, but they were roads. After they got into Missouri, it was another thing altogether. 

I'm trying to develop a travel calendar so I can decide what to put where. Christmas is coming up in the book and I need to know where they are, etc.It isn't writing, per se, but it's a necessary part of the research and can definitely affect the actions and dialogue.



Got ahead of myself 
5-26-05 @ 4:54 P.M.

I'm in such a hurry to get my characters out of their snowbound status and on to Springfield, that I wrote one of my characters into a completely uncharacteristic action without being careful to lay the groundwork. Fortunately, a friend who always gives helpful critiques pointed it out in a tactful manner. So I got busy and wrote what may be one of the most gripping chapters thus far.

I am reminded to be sure each character either behaves in his expected mode or, when he does something completely out of character, to be sure I've laid the groundwork and provided an understandable motivation.



Interesting Incidents 
5-22-05 @ 8:03 A.M.

I made a presentation at a writing workshop yesterday in the St. Louis area. The husband of one of the participants, a software expert, expressed surprise and pleasure on learning that one of his wife's writing colleagues both knew what a blog was and had one as well. Hooray for our side! :-)

On returning home and reading my most recent email file, I found that a distant cousin, also a descendant of the original "Ruthy," had found me via a Google search that references this blog. What fun! I didn't even think about the fact that my blog would be on Google, but it obviously is. Onward and upward.



A Rookie Mistake 
5-19-05 @ 7:54 A.M.

I just realized the other night, in a wakeful moment, that I have made an elemental error in this manuscript. Of course, that's the beauty of the first draft. It is amenable to countless revisions. In this case, I failed to give a clear answer to the fundamental question in any character-driven tale: "What does this character want or need more than anything else in the world?" This question is, or should be, the driving force behind all the rest of the book. 
I, however, was so focused on getting the book off to a really dramatic beginning, that I failed to deal clearly with the overall problem. Perhaps it wasn't clear enough to me. I realized this when I asked myself how I would know when the book was over? When I wasn't sure, I realized what I'd done. So, after talking with colleagues who are familiar with the story about their perceptions or lack thereof, I think the ultimate problem is now clear in my own mind. So I'm going back and tweaking the story here and there to make it clear to the reader. Actually, I'm a wee bit ashamed of myself. I emphasize the core question all the time when I speak to children. I can't think how I failed to have it clear in my own mind before I began. Every time I think I have a real handle on my craft, I'm brought up short. Probably a good thing.



Without a Vision... 
5-11-05 @ 11:43 A.M.

I'm enjoying going back and adding descriptions, now that I know what to add. I'm not adding a lot , though. I always skip long descriptions, even as an adult, so I'll not inflict them on children.
The big problem, at the moment, is length. I added up the number of words thus far and I have 28,000. GTT was only 30,000 words long and that was a good length. I've asked my publisher what her preferred length is because more words equals a higher price for the book since the cost of printing goes up. We like to keep the price reasonable. I may have to go back and cut quite a bit. However, not yet. I plan to write fully to the end. Then, cut, after I know what will affect the ending and what won't.



Hills and valleys 
5-1-05 @ 1:25 P.M.

The valleys around Rogersville were far more open than I had visualized. I had the closed-in areas of the Appalachians in my mind as a model. These, however, were generous valleys, fairly wide, with rolling land. Except north of town, where things were a bit narrower. I traveled about five miles in each cardinal direction, feeling that I would find what I needed. This would be about the distance the Donohues could have traveled comfortably in one day, if they wished to tend to business and get back before nightfall. I took lots of pictures with my new-to-me wide-angle lens. I also kept a log of each photo so I wouldn't be confused later. One of the mistakes I made when traveling before GTT was in not taking enough photos. I thought I could remember, but- even with a topographical map to consult- it is hard. 
The other major feature around Rogersville is how the hills and, farther on, the mtns., are configured. One major chain of rounded hills runs on either side of the valley, holding it close, then relaxing to allow the valley to spread. You'll see, in the completed ms., how strange and somewhat threatening it felt to Ruthy to come to a place where she couldn't see any hills or mountains. I base this on the feelings of Eastern-born colleagues who came to the Rockies, only to leave in a couple of years. They said they simply couldn't learn to be comfortable with so much wide-open space.


	
	


News from the Trip 
4-29-05 @ 1:24 P.M.

The research trip did exactly what I hoped for. It gave me a real sense of place and I am now ready to write the descriptions I left out earlier. I also got new insight into Ruthy's reactions on the journey, which should enrich the narrative. 

Rogerville, TN is a huge time capsule of buildings built before 1837. We walked around the entire historic district and brought home photos and notes. I'll talk more about these insights over the next several days/entries.



At Last 
4-21-05 @ 6:57 A.M.

I've been talking about it in this blog for months and at last it's coming to fruition. We leave Saturday for a week-long research trip. We'll go to Hawkins Co. TN and wend our way back via the 1837 route over which Ruthy traveled on her way to Springfield Mo. I have the 1837 map and lots of film. Even have a new (to me) wide-angle lens for my old Konica camera. One thing I've learned is the need for pictures even though I take copious notes. One's memory is unreliable and, invariably, you find that you need something you didn't write down. Photos are invaluable.
To those of you who log onto this blog regularly, I apologize for waiting so long to make another entry. I did that because, after awhile, writing becomes so daily and there was really nothing new to report. Also, I really never am sure if anyone is reading this anymore. No one ever sends me a message. I may simply be writing for myself. Oh, well! [image: image45.png]






A Fictional Ruse 
3-28-05 @ 2:18 P.M.

We're finally in Missouri. I felt, if I didn't force myself, I'd never stop being fascinated by all the interesting things that can happen on a journey. I was determinedhowever, that this story would not be simply a journey novel. That would be too much like GTT. So, to get them on their way, I gave Ruthy the flu. She never knew when they decided not to stop because of their fear of winter weather. She never knew when they crossed the Mississippi River either. Now she is better and I'm really on the way to the last third of the book.



Literary License 
3-18-05 @ 2:03 P.M.
When is it acceptable to alter an historic fact to suit the needs of the story? That's what I've been grappling with. I have a copy of a flat map from the Lib. of Congress. It was pub. in 1837 and is very  useful. At the same time, I need a book of maps for the story. I know they had atlases in those days because, thanks also to the L of C, I found two "Mapping America" type volumes who say so. I'm not using one in my own research but I do plan to use it in the story. I think I may not need to be specific but if it comes to that, I'll indicate what I've done in the Author's Notes at the beginning. Literary license must be accounted for in historical fiction, it seems to me.



Found: A Conflict for the Middle 
3-8-05 @ 3:33 P.M.

I finally figured it out. Do you remember the "Traveller's Guide to the United States", published in 1837, the very year I'm dealing with? I got a copy of salient pages from the Library of Congress and it has sat on a nearby TV tray all this time, since I have to consult it frequently to keep the journey on track.  I'm having a lovely new copy available in the storekeeper's wagon. Ruthy wants to see it, has to interact with Will Grogan, which keeps some tension in the early boy- meets- girl idea, and the two end up vying to hold it, sending it into the ashes of the supper cook fire. Imagine the mess the book is in. Imagine the wrath of the storekeeper. Imagine Ruthy's guilt! Dealing with all this will be enough to get the wagons clear to Greene County, MO.



Squarely in the Middle 
2-15-05 @ 8:30 A.M.

The middle of a novel always seems to be hard. The major themes are set and the climax is pages, even chapters, away. It is extremely important to have enough eventful material here to carry the story along. But therein lies the rub. Part of the reason I haven't made an entry for a couple of weeks is that I'm in the middle--polishing, revising, tweaking earlier chapters and trying to decide how to make this part of the book exciting enough to carry the reader to the next section. Be patient with me. When I figure it out, I'll let you know. 

Meanwhile, I continue to spend time marketing the previous book -- schools, writing groups, festivals, tv possibilities, & bookstore signings. It's all necessary even though all I really want to do is write. I hope you're writing too.



Black Powder 
1-25-05 @ 7:59 A.M.

Oh, me. During my Christmas travels, I realized I wanted to add a new complication on Ruthy's trip to MO. This necessitated laying some groundwork in the first third of the book. I'm presently in the process of adding a chapter, the nature of which means I shall have to learn the basics of loading and firing a black-powder rifle. Luckily, one of my husband's nieces and her family compete in shooting contests with the old-time black powder firearms. I shall seek a lesson when I go back to Texas this summer. Why try the actual thing rather than simply observe or read the details? I need to feel the weight of the gun, experience the kick at the shoulder, and all those other small details that can make my chapter that much more meaningful. It's true: "The devil is in the details." Meanwhile, I'll write the "bones" of the incident, adding final details in a later draft.



Importance of Setting 
1-6-05 @ 11:42 A.M.

I received a new book about writing for Christmas: "Write Away" by Elizabeth George. Right after she talks about characters, she talks about setting and stresses the need to go to the places you’re writing about. She feels that, even though a lot of information can be acquired via maps, pictures, and the internet, there is still a real advantage to walking the ground of the story. 

I agree entirely. That is why many of my previous entries have talked about going to Eastern TN as soon as I could. All I’m waiting for, now that I can ride, drive, and walk in comfort, is some assurance that winter won’t rear its ugly head. I can hardly wait!

Incidentally, I haven't heard from any readers in quite awhile. Is anybody out there readin? :-)



Recipes and Remedies 
12-10-04 @ 10:15 A.M.

I've spent a lot of time with my "new" 1837 TN map. It has all the main roads, distances, and even the names of the creeks to be crossed. I think the journey phase of this book is about to fall into place in my mind. I just need to come up with one more real emergency to inject a little more excitement into the narrative. I began this book with the idea of exploring how a girl's travels might differ from the boy in my previous book. I know that girls faced emergencies too - just slightly different in many instances. That's beginning to jell in my mind.

My research for this book has taken longer than for GTT, primarily because I was much more familiar with the 1850 decade than that of the 1830's. I've also gone further afield, away from what I know already, in this book. 

Finally, after much searching for just the right source for home remedies and recipes, I found what I needed on my own shelves! I had forgotten that, years ago on a visit to Harper's Ferry Natl. Site, I bought a reproduction of "The American Frugal Housewife" (1933) that contains household hints, recipes, and lots of "domestic medicine" hints.  So I think I'm pretty well informed for what I'm writing now. Someone told me the other day that they never dreamed a children's book of historical fiction took this much research. It does if you want to be accurate and I do.



Treasure Trove 
11-29-04 @ 9:34 A.M.

You can't have enough good maps when you write historical fiction. Towns, roads, railroads, etc. that exist today may not have been there in your time period. I found all I could in the map areas of two major universities, but the most important one of all escaped me. I needed to know about early travel routes in TN to be accurate in the references as Ruthy traveled to MO. At last I discovered a source I should have used at the beginning. (Let that be a lesson to you and me, both!) The Library of Congress on-line! They have a section called "American Memory." I posed a map question and they responded with an 1837 map of TN, KY, and part of IL, showing the roads and railroads in existence. I'll need to use a magnifying glass but that's OK. It's just what I needed and how lucky can I be that the one map they have of that period is the exact year I'm writing about? That's another reason I enjoy historical research so much. I feel as if I found a pot of gold! :-)



More Than I Ever Wanted 
11-18-04 @ 8:29 A.M.

In the middle of writing a letter to Ruthy's parents, I found I needed to know more about early 19th century baby bottles, diapers, and postal rates. So I had to go back to the library. Thanks to some good reference librarians, I found what I needed to know plus a lot more that I didn't. But that's the way with research. It was interesting. A fifth-grade boy asked me the other day how I could call what I write "fiction" when it obviously had so many facts. It was a good question and one I'd never received before. I tried to explain that I invented all the actions but the materials used and the setting had to be true to the period. I'm not sure he understood entirely, but it was the best I could come up with.



Once More Into the Library! 
11-7-04 @ 4:34 P.M.

Every time I think I am finished with my research for this book, I decide I want to add a detail to the story that has to be checked. This time it was 1837 postage.(We didn't use gummed stamps until 1847) After an extensive search on the Internet and in the library, I finally found the data I needed in, of all places, a county genealogical site for the area in which the story begins. 

I read the other day that a local romance author has written several hundred romance novels in the last fifteen years. I'll be lucky if I write one a year! Historical fiction obviously takes more background research. Oh, well. I was the one that chose it.



More Little Things 
11-1-04 @ 9:55 A.M.

Today I'm on the trail of sending letters in 1837. There were no stamps in the U.S. until 1847. I know a letter could be passed from hand to hand, but my character is in an area where the postal service is operative. I'm not sure if they simply paid a fee and the postmaster noted that or if the recipient had to pay for receiving the letter, as they did at some period in England. I've asked the reference desk at the library and I'll probably also look for a children's book about mailing letters. They generally include that sort of thing there. Plus, I'll have a nice reference for the list of references in the back of the book (when it comes out.)

At any rate, I'll keep you posted. (Pun intended!) :-)



Details Can Be Powerful 
10-25-04 @ 1:42 P.M.

In  historical fiction, sometimes a small detail can lend a sense of versimilitude (I love that word!) to the entire chapter. I am choosing to use the accuracy of some coins as that small detail in a chapter just before Ruthy leaves home. Her papa gives her some emergency money and her mother is sewing it in the band of her everyday petticoat. The money and its buying power must be just right. I have a coin book but I can't find the buying power for 1837. So I'm going to look at ads in microfilmed newspapers to try to figure that out. It may sound like an unnecessary detail but I plan to use that money's value in a later scene so I want it to be right. 




Developing Emotion 
10-19-04 @ 10:35 A.M.
I just finished writing a leavetaking scene in which Ruthy's parents deliver her into the hands of a friendly couple who will see her safely to Greene County, MO. When Ruthy's eyes filled with tears, mine did too, so, at least, I convinced myself. Tonight is the night to read it to my writing group. We'll see if I manage to engender similar feelings with them. If I did, and it isn't too much, I will have achieved what I set out to do. This chapter is almost all conversation and, thus, it is hard to keep it moving. That's another thing I want to ask the group. 



Two kinds of critiques 
10-08-04 @ 9:48 A.M.

I'm lucky in my two critiquers. One sees the big picture and mainly questions me about lack of a specific motivation , etc. The other focuses my mind on needed details. Both are important in revision. I give careful attention to both.

This matter of detail in writing has always interested me. I tend to use only as much as is absolutely necessary to make the story work, leaving the rest to the reader's imagination. This approach reflects my own childhood impatience with long descriptive passages. I always skipped them entirely, looking for the next point of action. As a result, you'll notice my descriptions of minor characters tend to say things like "a tall man with a big black beard" or "a man with a high voice at the end of the table." I rarely mention the weather unless it directly affects the story. I find that most, but not all, children like less detail. They want to story to move! So, when you're writing for children, consider the level of detail carefully. It's a lot like salt - not too much, but not too little either! How much is "just right" is up to you. Sometimes I add the noted omission of detail my friend points out; sometimes I don't. But I'm extremely grateful to have had the reminder to consider the situation.



Once More Into the Fray! 
10-06-04 @ 9:43 A.M.

Back in the spring, two children's librarians generously took time to read and critique the first third of this ms. Because of the surgery , etc., I've not had time until now to go over their suggestions carefully. So, as a way of getting back into the story, I'm going over all the previously written chapters, reading them and making minor changes where I agree with my friends' suggestions, most of which are right on target. As I've said before, a good critique is worth its weight in gold. A single writer finds it hard to see all the small things that make a difference. In a day or so, I should be back in the writing routine and ready to add more to the story.



It Never Fails 
9-25-04 @ 9:20 P.M.

Those of you who have recently heard my presentation on "Toot Your Own Horn: A Publicity Primer for Writers," know that I stress the good things that come back when you "cast your bread on the waters" or give of yourself with no apparent return in sight. Well, it's happened again. 

I recently spoke, gratis, to the young winners of the Reading Rainbow Writing Contest sponsored by the local public television station. They hadn't planned to send out any press releases about the program. But I managed to think of a win/win situation and it worked out great. The organzizer just sent me copies of a well-written press release she composed and sent to the small hometown newspapers of each child winner. She got the names of the papers via a questionairre at each parent's place. This mention in a local paper was an added award for these youngsters and, given that I, as the speaker, was generously included too, it was a win for me as well. I've just been mentioned prominently in five new (to me) newspapers. It came because I gave of myself and someone else did something nice in return. I didn't do it for that reason but it never fails. Give a little; get a lot. And never forget, "He who tooteth not his own horn, the same shall not be tooted." Toot that horn, writers, and beat that drum. If you do, you'll sell books. It's as simple and as hard as that.



Have patience 
09-22-04 @ 11:25 A.M.

I've been working on the presentations for five separate appearances with 7 different topics. Now I'm off to make a bunch of them. When I get back, I promise you and myself, I will get busy and finish the ms.



Procrastination, Thy Name is LAJ! 
8-30-04 @ 8:31 A.M.

Would you believe I'm having trouble getting started again? After this 4 month rehab period and with 5 major presentations looming, along with the attendant preparation, I find that I'm putting off the simple task of re-reading what I have written thus far and getting on with writing the rest on Ruthy's story. I have no trouble finding any number of excuses, including (but not limited to) stiff and achy knees, end-of-summer chores in the house and yard, fine turning my presentation notes, etc. etc.  I don't have writer's block or anything like that. It's procrastination, pure and simple.
Frankly, I'm hoping the simple act of writing this blog entry will help get me on task. If anyone out there wishes to nag or urge me on, I'm open to that too. :-) I'll keep you posted.


	
	


Ellis Library 
8-18-04 @ 10:00 A.M.

I had a great time at Ellis Library on the MU campus in Columbia. I worked in the Western Historical Collection and found several great things. But that took a lot of time. First I had to look through the old-fashioned card catalog for over two hours, simply to identify the folders and microfilm documents that looked hopeful. Then I had to sign a lot of papers about security, etc. and wait for them to pull the documents. Then, as you know if you've ever done historical research, I had to wade through mountains of the non-useful to find those nuggets that I had come for.

The archivists there were very nice and helpful and made good suggestions. They also kept all my stuff on a cart overnight so I could get at it again the next mornig as soon as I got there. I found a list of prices for the Kaskaskia/Ste. Genevieve ferry and a wonderful handwritten housewifery book in which recipes and home remedies were interspersed. I wanted those "doctoring" ideas because I found all sorts of home medical components advertised in early Springfield papers and wondered how they would be used. Now I'll have some idea. The archivists will copy all that for me and send it for a reasonable fee. I also found a wonderful map of how the roads ran in 1838 from Ste. G to Springfield. That document is on file at SMS as well, so I kept the reference and will chase it down here. One of the most important things to remember when you go "abroad" to do research is to use your limited time to do the things that absolutely can't be done by interlibrary loan, etc. That maximizes the effectiveness of your work.

It was great to go and it's great to be home. Now to begin writing again.




Small, but Important Things to Remember 
8-11-04 @ 9:50 A.M.

I've identified the materials I will need next Monday and printed out all the website directions to find the library. I have guaranteed reservations at a local motel.(Important in a college community. You never know when an event will fill up everything.) 

The small things I am finding out today: Is there a nearby place to eat? What if I brought a lunch? Will they allow ball point pens or should I bring a supply of No. 2 pencils? When you have limited time and are far from home, plan to use every minute effectively. Get there early and plan to stay till closing. That's why bringing a lunch is a good thing if it is allowed and they have a place to sit and eat.

I'll let you know next Wed. or Thurs. how my work progressed.



Advance Prep for Research 
8-10-04 @ 1:47 P.M.

I'm leaving Monday for Columbia to do research in the Western Historical Manuscript Collection on MU campus. I've read their website, copied the maps of the campus and the directions for finding things, and I've talked with an archivist about what kinds of materials I will need. This advance preparation is always important before doing research in any collection. Many of their materials - often just the one you need- may be stored off-site and you'll save a lot of time by giving the research advisors time to pull what you need. I plan to work all day Monday, finish up on Tuesday, and come home late in the afternoon. That way, I'll only have to pay for one night in a motel. When you're a writer, it's important to get the most bang for your buck. That is, unless you're a best seller. Remember to keep good records. All this stuff is tax deductible if you have receipts, etc.



I'm ba-a-ak! 
8-4-04 @ 1:44 P.M.

After three months of rehab, I'm now able to sit at the computer for at least 20 minutes at a time without getting too stiff so I guess it's time to begin writing again. I'm as eager as an old warhorse who hears the trumpet and starts to charge across the green pasture far from the clash of arms. The trouble, however, is with the other things pertaining to a writing career that I have to tend to. All I want to do is work on this historical ms. but I absolutely must finish some plot overviews that will add up to a series proposal. My agent wants that, so I do too. Then I am lucky enough to have five big presentations coming up in Sept. and Oct. These pay honorariums, sell books, and are lots of fun, but it isn't putting words on the screen. Still, the whole point of writing is selling one's output, so..... I must get each presentation planned and assemble all the "props" that make for added interest. I'll be speaking, variously, to children, teachers, and other children's writers. All three groups like "Show and Tell." And one final thing - a set of postcard sized advertisements of this blog. These will be handed out in "goodie bags" at writing conventions so other people can visit this site and share in my work. One thing you can count on, though - I'll be updating this site regularly. Check in at least once a week and "talk" to me when you feel like it. I'll answer. It's nice to be back. Spread the word. 




Mission Accomplished! 
4-30-04 @ 4:13 P.M.
Today I finished revising several chapters slightly and adding two new chapters, all to make a stronger case for the action I intend Ruthy to take - a journey without her parents to the Missouri frontier in 1838. I'm extemely pleased to have been pushed to make these changes by comments from my most trusted critiquers. The ms. is much stonger and, I think and hope, more gripping. This was one of those wonderful days when the writing flows and the time rushes by, unnoticed. I looked once and it was ten o'clock a.m. Seemingly within a ten minute span, it was suddenly twelve noon. 

Now, I will start Ruthy on her journey and skip ahead to her arrival in Greene County, Missouri. Approx. 40% of the story happens before she leaves TN, 20% will cover the journey, and the remaining 40 % will be about life on the frontier and what happens to her in MO. Remember, I mentioned earlier that I absolutely have to travel the ground she will be traveling and I can't do that until my knees are well. So I'll pick up the story, temporarily, here on my home turf, filling in the middle later. I'm beginning to be anxious to discover the perfect ending, but I will likely have to wait until I see what happens to her in MO. That's the disadvantage for the writer who writes to find out instead of outlining everything ahead of time. But that's what works for me, so I'll have to endure the waiting. I always have trouble with the endings. They're hard for me. Let's just hope there is a logical conclusion - one that, in retrospect, was inevitable. Until later, and may all your endings be happy ones.



Big Gaps 
4-21-04 @ 6:05 A.M.

If you are a regular reader, you are going to notice a number of big gaps in this blog during the next several months. Please don't forget about this site, however, or give up on me. This particular 7-day gap came because I went to Texas for a book festival and some school visitations, both necessary parts of a writing career. I had a great time and the school visits yielded extra fruit - interest in my coming to six other school districts. School visits are good because it is wonderful to meet one's readers and the visits sell books! Those all important sales figures. It would be wonderful if all we had to do as authors was write, but the promotion is a very real part of what we do if we hope to be successful. 

So are agents and follow-up ideas. My agent has just written requesting outlines for three more sequels to "Wheelie Boy," my chapter book about a boy in a wheelchair and his campaign to be considered a "regular boy" and not a curiosity. Now I have to pause in my historical novel long enough to do that. I may have to start a second blog on this site called something like "Writing Chapter Books." What do you think?

Finally, my writing will be interrupted in two weeks by upcoming surgery and subsequent rehabilitation. I am having both knees replaced at the same time. I'm not looking forward to it, but I'm certainly looking forward to the aftermath. As soon as I can, I'll get back to this historical novel with no name yet. Keep checking in. I'll "talk" to you as often as I can.



Continued Revision 
4-13-04 @ 2:38 P.M.
I continue to take a new view of the next steps in my plot and to add, where necessary, story parts that will make everything that follows appear progressively more inevitable. The nice part is that, not only I, but several knowledgeable readers, can see how much the ms. is being strengthened. I write this next part to remind myself and any reader who is also a serious writer -- never reject suggestions, objections, and even casual comments out of hand. They may be right on target. Particularly when they resonate in a part of your own understanding that you've (perhaps) been ignoring. And never be unwilling to go back and make major revisions. I'm not talking here about things like punctuation and other conventions of language and writing, but analyzing the actual makeup of the plot - the structure. Where is it too meager? Where is it lacking? You may, like I, be very glad you did.



Logical Motivation 
4-12-04 @ 10:19 A.M.

I was reminded by a reader, yesterday, that the motivation for sending Ruthy so far away from home seemed a little weak. My reader felt a journey of that length was such a drastic step, that there needed to be a stronger need shown. I agreed. So, I'm rethinking what I've written. Each character's action, however illogical, in a story, must seem to be inevitable, given the situation and the "character's character." Upon rereading, I could see that I hadn't made the needed step seem to be the best, and only logical, option to take. So, I'm going back, re -viewing the story line, and strengthening the parts necessary to make the decision I want to use inevitable.




Unexpected Sources 
4-10-04 @ 1:13 P.M.

I am continually surprised, and always pleasantly so, by the various sources of good historical information and writing ideas. This morning, at the breakfast table, my husband, Don, reminded me of an event that occured in the early 1800's. In the course of his genealogical research, he contacted a physician from Indiana who is a distant relative. That man sent Don copies of a series of letters concerning their common ancestor. It seems that a branch of the family migrated from TN to IL and, on the way, encountered a violent storm, during which a large tree fell onto a wagon, pinning a woman under its weight. Her back was broken and her "innards" crushed. She was in no condition to travel and was beyond that day's medical help, so some of the parties in the group stayed where they were, tending to the injured woman until her death, while another part of the group went ahead to get started on homes, etc. Now, I'm not going to have something that final happen in my story but I am definitely going to use the incident. It's too exciting and realistic to the period to leave out. And to think I heard it over the breakfast table! Don always says I never use any of his ideas. This time, I will.

I heard from a reader the other day. I enjoy readers' reactions and comments. If you want to send one and can't find the spot on which to click, try lajmo@hotmail.com.




Telling a little more; Showing a little less 
4-8-04 @ 10:59 A.M.

My writing group reminded me the other night that I have become so fond of good dialogue that I have forgotten to put in enough description and action. They were right. I just finished revising the last chapter and it's much stronger. Good, purposeful dialogue is extremely important, but so are the descriptions of action that need to be interspersed. 

It's time for Ruthy to go away and I'm trying to decide on the few small keepsakes a twelve-year old girl in the nineteenth century might want to take with her. Any ideas? 



A Chapter in Two Steps 
4-3-04 @ 7:40 A.M.
I made a similar entry several days ago and it got lost in the great "ether" so I'll try to tell you the gist of the idea from that entry. It seems to me that nearly all my writing occurs in two steps. First, I write as much of the story as I know. Then I mull it over while going about my daily living. Sometimes it is subconscious; often I can't let the idea go and simply keep thinking about it. At some point, I suddenly realize that I left out all sorts of things that should have gone into the chapter and will make the story stronger. I then go back and add that part. You may think of this as revision, but it seems to me that it's more than that. It's almost as if I can't understand what I ought to have written until I have written something.  

Regardless of what you call it, I feel the "mulling over" and "adding to" is extremely important. I can't really go on with the next part until this part has occured. So, if you are struggling with what ought to come next, just put down whatever you know at this point, leave it, and do something else.I suspect the first writing will trigger the thought process with which you'll see what else needs to be added to make a good, well-rounded story.



Where is the Beginning? 
3-21-04 @ 7:25 P.M.

One of the real problems, for me, in writing a book, is figuring out where the correct starting place is. I am worrying about this all over again with this ms. I thought I had it right this time until at least one person whose opinion I value said the first several chapters failed to catch his interest. Now I'm wondering if all of the part I'm writing now should more properly be considered "back story," and the real opening of the book ought to be a bit later, when Ruthy is about to leave for MO. It doesn't mean I've wasted time because the "back story" is something an author has to know in order to guide the actual story, but I might not struggle so hard for the right words. Some children have found GTT to be hard to "get into" and I suspect that's because I started too soon and included stuff that should have more properly simply have been referred to around the campfire or during travel. I vowed I would do better this time and now I don't know. I'm especially concerned about a chapter describing "wash day." Maybe that's totally unnecessary. 

I might have agonized longer, except one of my writing newsletters came the other day and pointed out the importance of not making decisions about what to leave in and what to cut until the entire first draft is finished. Any necessary revision, including cuts, re-writes, and total re-visions can be done during the second and subsequent drafts. So it all stays in for now, with the idea that I know I may need to omit some later. Now, if I just don't fall in love with the totality of my words!! :-)

Contact me at: lajmo37@hotmail.com



Contact Problems 
3-19-04 @ 4:54 P.M.

When the webmaster re-designed this site, some problems cropped up about responding to a particular entry. He'll have it fixed soon but I really like to get your responses. So, at least for now, simply contact me through this email address:   lajmo37@hotmail.com
I'll put this address on with each entry until we get it all clear.



Relief 
3-16-04 @ 4:26 P.M.

I'm somewhat surprised at how relieved I feel,now that I've finally made a decision simply to skip the part where I need to travel and go back to it later. I don't know why it took me so long to get to that point.
Incidentally, if you're interested in writing good historical fiction (or simply reading it for that matter), check out the juvenile novel Weaver's Daughter. It's short but has so many "layers" to think about. Set in East TN in the 1790's, it is a great story. It deals with selfless love, overcoming a fear of death, the dearth of medical knowledge "back then," how families lived and worked on the frontier, social class, ambition to better oneself and to learn to read, slavery, the boycott as a personal form of protest, friendship, and a number of others. It is rich in discussion opportunities for children from 4th through 6th grades. I liked it a lot, myself, and recommend it for any age and expecially for teachers and writers. I hope to emulate some of the qualities I observed in this book.



Skipping Around 
3-15-04 @ 10:34 A.M.

I have made contact with the Hawkins Co.TN Historical Society but I am so convinced of the need to "walk the ground" of the area about which one is writing when at all possible, that I remain uneasy. Therefore, I have decided to skip the part where Ruthy travels from her home in TN to the MO border and put it in A.K.R. (After Knee Rehab), when I can go over the ground. I can easily pick up at the MO border and go on with the story, then fill in later.

This is a distinct departure from my normal pattern of beginning at the beginning and going on until the end. But I know that lots of authors always skip around, writing scenes as they occur to them, so I know it's possible. Actually, I feel relieved to have made the decision.I am sure it's the right one for me. 



Children and Books 
3-6-04 @ 3:53 P.M.
One of the most delightful and satisfying activities a writer can experience is to meet with hundreds of children who have loved one of your books. That's what happened this past week in Cheyenne. The teachers did a great job. The children made dioramas, wall hangings, drawings and booklets as responses. Three rooms cooked "Deaver's Freight Wagon Stew." Nearly all came with questions in hand. I loved every minute. The fourth graders' favorite character was nearly always "Brownie, the old dog." They felt really good that he found a home. But they were terribly concerned about the "puppy device" I used in Nashville to re-direct Ephraim's search for the errant medicine man. "What happened to the puppies?" they asked. At first, I tried to explain their purpose but that didn't satisfy them. I finally found a response that worked. "I don't know," I told them. "I left town with Ephraim." Now, if I'm only lucky enough to get another book started through the publishing pipeline again. Then I might get to go back again someday. 



Cheyenne, Here I Come 
2-29-04 @ 2:44 P.M.

This site will have no new entries for the next week while I go to Cheyenne, WY as a visiting author to talk about Gone To Texas: From Virginia to Adventure. I'll speak to classes, to teachers and to the local reading council. Plus, I'll meet a lot of long-time friends and likely make a number of new ones. I'll be staying at the NagleWarren Mansion B& B (www.naglewarrenmansion.com), a wonderful and luxurious place. I can hardly wait. I'll return Friday afternoon, March 5. Early Monday morning, March 8, I report for jury duty. I don't know if I'll have to stay or not. Be patient and check back in about a week. I'll tell you about my "visiting author" thing and the problems/joys of picking up where I left off in the as-yet-unnamed book about Ruthy and her adventures.




Walking the Ground 
2-28-04 @ 8:17 A.M.
I am nearing a point where Ruthy has to travel from TN to MO. I will do a lot of research prior to the writing but I am really feeling the lack of opportunity to go to Hawkins Co. TN and "walk the ground." There is simply no substitute for that. At the same time, sometimes it is impossible. In my case, my upcoming knee surgery interferes. Sometimes it is money or distance that keeps an author away. I am still trying to contact the Chamber of Commerce for the county seat. They should have some brochures. I will try also to contact the local genealogical or historical society members for help. Unfortunately, the books I could probably use the most are never allowed out of local libraries for loan because of their rarity. My other resource is the map dept. at Meyer Library at SMSU. I can at least examine the terrain. Remember, though, if you can go to historic sites that figure prominently in your book, by all means do so. Nothing else is as good.



When is the Narrative Too Long? 
2-25-04 @ 1:03 P.M.
I mentioned, the other day, that I'd been revising a particular chapter because I felt one narrative passage was too long. I was doing too much "telling" or describing and not enough "showing" or using action and conversation. A friend asked how I knew when a passage of narrative, or for that matter, a single person's conversation, was too long. I wasn't sure, so I've given it some thought. Here's how I think I know. (I may understand it more later. If so I'll mention this again.) I read the piece aloud and consider the child's age and attention span. Generally, if the narrative goes on for several paragraphs with no breaks, it's too long. If conversation goes on for more that three sentences with no breaks, that's too long. Narrative can be enlivened by conversation or action or by using a character's thought processes. Dialogue can be broken by another response or by having the speaker do something as he speaks. Rarely does a person sit perfectly still while speaking. He/she scratches a nose, shifts in the chair, sips the coffee, adjusts the rear view mirror, etc. Just a few words and the talk can continue. It makes the page much more interesting for the reader. I often have to do this in revision because it's easy to prose away in the first draft. Especially, if you've ever been a teacher!  :-)



How Old is Your Main Character (M.C.)? 
2-24-04 @ 12:58 P.M.
I thought I knew exactly how old Ruthy was in 1837. In my mind, she was, and is, 12. Some middle school children, though, expressed interest in the story, making me question my decision. The minute I make the character 12 years old, I immediately screen out all but the most avid readers beyond that age. Most people have to grow to adulthood before being willing to read about someone younger than themselves. So I have to ask myself, do I want to screen out all those potential readers?  And, after some thought, the answer is, "No, I don't want to do so, but I'm not going to change the age." So Ruthy is still 12. Why? Well, it finally boils down to physical characteristics. If she is 14, I'll either have to pretend she is not a true young woman or else the book will have to become a YA (young adult). I'm unwilling to do either. So she stays 12 and I'll take my chances with the middle school.


	
	


The Power of a Word 
2-20-04 @ 12:47 P.M.

I just finished the first draft of a very tense scene and am struck by the importance of each detail, each adjective, each comment on the sum total of the end result. That is certainly one major factor in the difference between good writing and better writing - the way in which each small part is carefully chosen to shape the whole. I'm certainly not where I want to be in that area yet, but I think (hope) I'm getting better. 

Join me in scrutinizing your words, your phrases, and your descriptive details. Be untiring in your quest for gaining skill. Be ruthless in your pruning. The result will be a story with real impact.



Don't Forget the Kids 
2-20-04 @ 7:48 A.M.

At present, I'm writing about children who lived over 150 years ago but I want to remind myself, and you, how important it is never to forget the present-day children who will read this book. I decided to write about this point after receiving a wonderful response to Gone To Texas: From Virginia to Adventure. It was written by a 5th grade boy who felt he was right there on the ground with Finis and Ephraim and loved the book. (May his tribe increase!) I think the key here is to remember that, while children may have a different lifestyle today, the deep feelings never change. The basics - fears, joys, emotional needs for friends, safety, etc. - all remain relatively constant in children, no matter when their lives unfold. Never forget your audience. When the book is published, you want your readers to say, "Yes! I know how that feels," to shiver with delight, or worry about the safety of the hero. To do this of course, we must constantly be with children, observe them, listen to them and remember our own childhood feelings as well.  If you're a writer, I hope you find fresh inspiration today. If you're a reader, thank you. Always realize you are remembered when I write.



What's in a Title? 
2-18-04 @ 11:03 A.M.

Plenty! Titles sell books. They're as important as the cover. I'm at a complete loss with this one. All I need is a working title but that could become the title at the end. It's all up to the editor. The writing group last night suggested these: "Petticoat Penance"    "Sent Away"   "Driven Away". Do you like any of these? Remember, the book is intended for 4th, 5th and 6th grades. I thought of "Frontier Exile." The writing group felt that was too adult.  The thrust of the book will cause a 12-year-old girl to have to leave TN because of community pressure following a tragic gun accident and go to live with relatives, at least temporarily, on the frontier in MO (1838). She'll have a really hard time and will do everything she can to go back home, only to find, in the end, that she is at home - that she has become a true girl of the frontier.

I want a title that will grab children's attentions and will, at least partially, indicate what the book is about. Do you like any of the above? Do you have another idea? If you have access to children, I would be interested in their opinions as well.  If you can think of something, tell me! If you want me to answer, make sure I know your email address. I hope you'll help. I would like to hear your opinions.



The Taxman Cometh! 
2-16-04 @ 4:51 P.M.

You know the old saying, "Be careful what you wish for. You just might get it!" Well, here I am, a published author again and I have to fill out Schedule C for our tax records. I spent the morning talking to an accountant and trying to do what he said. Will I make a profit? No. Were my records as complete as I thought they were? No, again. I am resolved to be more precise during 2004.
I do have some good news. A long-established literary agency in CA has asked to take a look at my most recent contemporary novel, "Most Wanted." I decided to try a few West Coast agents as well as those in or near NYC this time around. The Ashley Grayson agency wants to know what my next three books might be about, as well. So it's a good thing I always have some extra ideas simmering in the back of my mind. I spent this afternoon getting everything ready to send in the mail tomorrow. Wish me luck!



How much is too much? 
2-13-04 @ 11:59 A.M.

I spent the morning describing a 19th century wash day and struggling with the perennial problem of the historical novelist - how to include enought detail without becoming pedantic and losing the reader's attention. I'll see what the critique group thinks next week.

Meanwhile, I haven't forgotten about the glass vs. cup question. The museum curator needed to consult some records and my writing won't have to stop while waiting so I told her to take her time. I'll let you know what I find out.

Incidentally, if you are new to this blog, you may want to scroll back to the very beginning. To do this now, since there are quite a few entries, you need to scroll down to the very bottom, click on "next" and scroll again.



Many a Slip 'Twixt a Cup and a Glass 
2-12-04 @ 7:38 A.M.

If you're a writer, I hope you have access to a good critique group. I don't know what I'd do without mine. They catch things I miss and remind me when I've made unwarranted assumptions. In short, I'm a better writer because I have their help and oversight. 

In today's case, as a result of Tuesday night's critique, I'm on the trail of historic glassware. I need to know if a moderately prosperous farmer in Eastern TN, 1837, would have used glassware everyday or only ceramic ware. Thus far, all my research on the Internet and in books has failed to help. As soon as they open, I'll call the local museum and the research desk at the local university library. I'll let you know. If you have a reliable source, please tell me.



What Happened and When Did it Happen? 
2-11-04 @ 2:26 P.M.

You can add lots of realism to your story by being aware of what was going on in the larger environment during your novel's period. What were the new songs? Styles? What people were in positions of power? How was the economy? Answers to these and other pertinent questions may be found in a lot of places but one good place to start is with a book of timelines. Two that I have consulted are Rubel, David.The United States in the 19th Century, and The Timechart History of America by Barnes & Noble. For example, Ruthy will be getting to Green Co. Missouri during the winter. Christmas will come in there somewhere. It's sort of interesting to me to know that "Joy to the World" was written in 1836 and would be very new to the frontier by 1837 or 1838. Was it sung there at that time? I have no way of knowing. But it could have been and that's the point. Real-life events can and should affect your story. Use them sparingly but use them. 

I also consult McCutcheon's The Writer's Guide to Everyday Life in the 1800's but be careful to check the dates. A hundred year period can cover an awful lot of ground and what was useful before the Civil War may be out of use afterward.



Little Things Mean A Lot 
2-11-04 @ 7:02 A.M.

Perhaps it looks as if I'm spending an awful lot of time and effort in choosing small things like Ruthy's last name or the name of a book she reads. But those are the exact details that give a book versimilitude. (I love that word! Check it out.) I want each detail to be historically accurate and to fit the character's personality. They're worth taking pains with.

If you are a teacher and like to use historical fiction in your classroom, I recommend an article by a "Teacher of the Year" that will be helpful. Go to http://teacher.scholastic.com . Click on "Lesson Plans," then "Language Arts", and, finally, "Historical Fiction." Scroll down quite a way until you find "Why and How I Teach With Historical Fiction" by Tarry Lindquist. It's good.




Constructing a Time Machine 
2-9-04 @ 5:13 P.M.

I visited an elementary school recently to talk about "Gone to Texas" and one boy asked, "Will you ever write about the future?" He obviously is entranced by fantasy and sci-fi. (I've found about half the upper-graders are. Fortunately, about half also like historical fiction and adventure.) I told him, "Probably never." But I've re-thought that answer and am finding my new response to work very well. Here it is:"I am doing something futuristic - something that scientists cannot yet do. I'm out on the cutting edge! I construct time machines. And they work! You see, when you open this book, you enter a time machine and are transported at warp speed across time and space. You are able to see and hear everything going on in that other  period but they are totally unaware you are there. Your visit lasts until you stop reading. At that point, you again travel at warp speed back to your own time and culture. See? It's science as we hope it will eventually become and magical as well!" When I told some children that last Wednesday, I heard someone say, "I never thought of it like that." Try it. It might work for you too.



In My Own Backyard 
2-8-04 @ 3:23 P.M.

It's always a good idea to own a few reference books on a topic about which you are likely to write more than once. In my case, this is  the 19th century U.S. Two that I've been consulting this past week are: Frontier Children by Peavy and Smith and Children of the Western Plains: The Nineteenth-Century Experience by Marilyn Holt. This last one was a Christmas gift this year from my husband. It couldn't have come at a more likely time!

In particular, I like to examine the references the author cited. Those references can often be useful to consult, not only for what wasn't included in the topic of the particular book, but because they have lots of other "useful stuff." It is rarely a good idea to use a secondary reference other than for a general overview and background information. Always go to the original source if at all possible. Our library subscribes to all sorts of sources that will provide print-outs. Copies via inter-library requests are also possible in many instances. They'll cost a bit but far less than going to a library several (or many) states away.



First Scene 
2-2-04 @ 1:35 P.M.
I wrote the first draft of the first scene in the new book 'while ago. (I have to think of another working title, good or not so good, so I can call it something besides "new book.") It feels so great to be started at last. Of course, I know that all the research, character development and plotting is the real beginning, but it never feels as energizing as the day I actually start putting words down/up? on the screen. I'm considering a format I've never used before in which I intersperse chapters with Ruthy's journal entries - one in the third person and one in the first person. That way, I can use two points of view. Now, don't hold me to that at the end. It may not work out right at all. But I'm going to try it and see. [By the way, I haven't heard from any of you about the proposed 1st journal entry I put down the other day. Either it was so blah it wasn't worth commenting on or it was terrible and you hate to say that. Regardless, when I ask, I really want feedback and I'm tough. Say anything. I can use your opinons. Thanks.



Now? Or Later? 
2-1-04 @ 12:18 P.M.

Do you remember how I said the weather has to be a consideration in historical fiction? It does when you're doing the research, too. I want to get up to Columbia to finish the major part of this "background gathering," but winter snow/ice/sleet is forecast for the coming week so I have to wait. I'm really anxious to get going. Meanwhile, the question arises: When should a historical novelist begin writing? I read an article in the Children's Writer's Newsletter the other day that says one should begin the minute the major plot is clear, with details to be added as they become needed or available. I'm not sure of that because, to me, some of those maligned details may change the direction of the narrative. However, as you saw in a recent entry, I am beginning the introduction, relying on my general knowledge of the 19th century to keep me from going very far wrong and stating right now that I am completely willing to alter the story or add whatever should be added once I get back from Columbia.



Ranging Afield 
1-29-04@9:10 A.M.
If you are interested in knowing more about writing historical fiction, here is another reference. www.suite101.com . Click on "Communities", then "Writing & Publishing," then "Historical fiction --authorship. I found each article helpful. 

Incidentally, I apologize for the sameness of my writing location. It would be far more exotic to say "in the park" or "underneath the James River bridge" or some such. But I don't have a laptop and this won't work if I use pencil/paper. So you're going to have to put up with the fact that I am always in "the writing room." At least I have a room of my own. That, in itself, is a luxury heretofore unknown in my house. I'm just glad I don't have to put "In the basement" etc.



The Game's Afoot! 
1-29-04 @ 5:49 A.M.

I woke up very early and sat in my recliner, trying to nap, when it came to me - the first page of this new novel with no name. Here it is. I think. Remember that it has to survive several drafts. Let me know how it grabs you and, for heaven's sake, be frank. I want this first page to make the reader curious enough to want to know more. I will appreciate the feedback.

[This is a journal entry for Ruth Ann (no last name yet) and I'll show that on the page.] "I'm supposed to be sleeping. It's important to look rested, they told me. But I can't. Tomorrow keeps tumbling around in my head. Papa says it will be all right, but what if it isn't?  What if it all goes against me? Not knowing what to expect is the hardest part of all.

Dear Lord, please make me a better girl and help me control my temper, even if I do have red hair. Amen"



What's the Weather Like? 
1-28-04 @ 9:11 A.M.

I received a most interesting document via snail mail yesterday. I contacted the National Weather Service and found that the St. Louis station was keeping weather records in 1838. I tried for Fayetteville but its weather station wasn't established yet. The St. Louis record won't be completely accurate for the Ozarks, but will give a good general indication. That, plus the references to weather mentioned in Holcombe's History of Green County (usually referred to simply as "Holcombe," as in "Let's see what Holcombe has to say.") should give me a piece of background to use in a lot of incidental ways. I think it's important to remember how much the weather becomes a factor of daily life for people who live close to the land. That's true even today; it was certainly true 150 years ago. So I'll take my magnifying glass (print is very small on this copy made from a microfilm version) and check it out now and again as I write.



"If I Had but World Enough and Time!" 
1-27-04 @ 7:50 A.M.

In the best of all possible writing worlds, a writer could start a book and focus only on that. But, alas, that's not the way it is. If you're lucky enough to have another book out, then you must do things for publicity's sake. You go to book festivals, make presentations, check with book outlets, etc. Plus, like it or not, even an author has to do the things that help a family function. I do as little housework as possible but I still have to do something. 

At the moment, I'm looking for a "home" for a previous manuscript, planning for two out-of-state "visiting author" gigs, and working with schools and Girl Scouts here at home. I love that side of things so much, it is sometimes hard to make myself sit down and write but that has to be done too or one day I'll awake to find nothing in the pipeline. So, I'll keep struggling.



Working Title Bites the Dust! 
1-25-03 @ 7:23 A.M.

When I found the historical notation about the 1833 meteor shower, I thought I had a great title -- "The Year the Stars Fell." Some of you did too. But, unfortunately, I'm going to have to give it up. 1833 is the year my own ancestors came to Greene Co. but it was so early in the history of this area that the opportunities for story lines differing from the basic "pioneer year" are sparce in the research literature. If, on the other hand, I shift the time frame just five or so years to somewhere around 1838-1840, a lot of possibilities open up. So that's what I'm going to do. Abandoning this lovely title and the accompanying meteor shower wrenches my sensibilities but it has to be done. Anybody got a title to sell?

By the way, fellow readers and writers, keep those cards and letters coming! I value your comments. Simply click on the title of a blog entry and you'll find a place on the resulting page to use when sending a message.



Record the Source, Regardless 
1-25-04 @ 3:27 P.M.

I know to record every source during research, no matter how insignificant, but sometimes I get careless and slough off a reference that I don't have any plans to use. When I do, it nearly always comes back to bite me later. Example: When I researched GTT, I finished my working day at a museum/archive collection in Arkansas by reading a collection of slave narratives recorded by some WPA writers during the Great Depression. At the time, they were simply interesting stories. But one of them stuck in my memory and I ended up using an idea from it. Fortunately, it was not a quote or enough of an adaptation that I needed to cite the reference because I didn't record it. Had I needed more of the material, I would have had to go to considerable trouble to retrieve it. I was reminded of this while reading a piece in the "Children's Writer Newsletter" for Feb., 2004. The article reminds all writers of historical fiction that editors expect to see a reference list even though sources are not cited on each page in a work of fiction. These references are your claim to respectability and accuracy and you never know, at the beginning, what you'll be using. Write those references down! Write them all down. Save yourself a lot of potential trouble.

An amusing aside: A friend who gave a copy of GTT to her grandson told me he knew I used to be a teacher. When my friend asked what made him think so, he replied, "She put a glossary in the back of the book!" [I was happy to report that it was not I but my publisher who wanted the glossary but it isn't a bad idea! :-)]




What's in a Name? A Lot! 
1-23-04 @ 1:11 P.M.

I've been mulling over various names for my characters. Right now, the main ones I need are the ones for the M.C., her immediate family, the boy in the shooting accident, her best girl friend in TN and the pioneer family she's going to live with. Plus, assorted minor characters such as the ones she travels with and a judge. Later on, I anticipate needing another very important name - that of an African-American herb woman who becomes the M.C.'s mentor in MO. All these are important, but the MC and the herb woman loom largest to me. They must be distinctive and reminiscent of the period. In memory of my early female ancestor in this area, I plan to use the first name of "Ruth," called Ruthy. But I don't want to use Ruthy's real last name for fear it might be confusing to her descendants, some of whom still live in this area. This is contrary to what I did in Gone To Texas: From Virginia to Adventure. But that book hewed much more closely to actual fact that this book will. I will probably choose a surname from the 1840 Greene Co. Federal Census, but I don't want to choose one that has historic prominence for the same need to maintain clarity. So, you see why I am still grappling with it. Each name must be distinctive and memorable. 

Incidentally, the name of "Ruth" has maintained itself in my family for seven generations that we know of and counting (Ruthy, Ruth Ann, Ruth Harriet, Ruth Madeline, Ruth Ottilie, Connie Ruth, Sarah Ruth and Rachel Ruth).



The Plot's the Thing 
1-22-04 @ 4:28 P.M.

I spent the morning creating a main character and figuring out what that person wants or needs more than anything else at the present time. I don't go into as much detail on my character development as some of the longer guides suggest. I mainly decide on personal appearance and basic personality traits. Then I look at the M.C.'s relationship to his/her family and close friends.  When I finished today, I had all those things tentatively developed and had built a "back story" that led up to the story's problem. I stress "tentatively" because any or all of this could change if I find something really compelling in Columbia. Otherwise, I'll use the Columbia material to develop more details of living on the Ozarkian frontier and on traveling by wagon from Tennessee to Missouri. I'm hoping for children's diaries or memoirs of childhood plus general accounts that mention children and describe the trip.

The plotting I do at the start of a book is also not as detailed as a lot of authors do. I have a character, a setting, a time, and a compelling problem and I think I know how it's going to end. I will write the book to find out the rest. This means, of course, that I have to be willing to revise substantially on the second draft, depending on what I discover late in the story that has to be implanted earlier in the mind of the reader. But that's OK. I like the spontaneity of that kind of writing. Every day of writing brings a surprise, even to me. It gives me something to look forward to when I boot up the computer and a compelling reason to bypass the games and click on Word. 

I finished my workday by making the contacts necessary to find out about the weather in 1838 (on the frontier, the weather was a character; it had a lot of effect on everything else that happened) and more details about the meteor shower. I contacted a man that writes a column on astronomy in the local newspaper and the National Weather Service History section on the Internet.


	
	


Treasure in Box 3 
1-20-04 @ 11:57 A.M.

My second trip to the local museum to go through the box I didn't get to last Saturday yielded another flake of gold! I have one story about a circus that came to Springfield in the early period and today I found another - told from a child's viewpoint in a memoir. It occured after the Civil War and I'm working in the period before the War, but I can adapt it. That's the beauty of fiction. I can take a really good story, use the correct period details, and change it to fit my needs, remembering that children are much the same even when the things they use and wear are different.

I arrived at the museum bright and early and discovered there was a class on period costumes meeting at the same time. That's great to know. When I get to the point in the plot development in which I have to write accurately about clothes, I already know I'll have a source. Now, it's on to Columbia. That will take some planning and I won't be going for several days. I'll use the time in between to begin developing my main character. 



Compulsive -- or Best Practice? 
1-20-04 @ 8:20 A.M.

It may seem to you that I'm doing enough research to write a scholarly treatise instead of a juvenile book of fiction! But I think it's important to know a lot more than I plan to use. It's much easier to write out of depth and richness of knowledge than to skimp. Besides, remember my beginning needs. Not only do I need accurate details for the body of the book; this time I need to locate situations that pique my interest enough to provide the motive force behind the main character (MC). I'd hate to make a decision only to find, later, that, had I really done my homework, I would have had a stronger plot.

At any rate, the research phase is nearly over. I'll check out this last box of data at the local history museum today, spend a couple of days in Columbia at the Western History Collection, and begin plotting the book in earnest after that.
Now please spend a moment with me in regret. Our wonderful, nearly new main library was attacked by homegrown terrorists (I know no other word for someone like that). They doused books and computers with gasoline and set them afire. The sprinkler system did it's job but an awful lot of books must be freeze dried to preserve them and some irreplaceable, out-of-print older reference books were lost forever. A pox on those awful people and the horses they rode in on !! :-(



University Map Center 
1-19-04 @ 10:06 A.M.

I have previously mentioned one small trail map and how important it was to find it, but I also want to stress the importance of maps in general when one is writing historical fiction. I use the local university map collection plus maps on the internet. The university collection has all kinds of old maps. This time, I want early MO and early Greene Co. plus Hawkins Co. TN. When I did Gone To Texas: From Virginia to Adventure, I found help in historical atlases as well and I may look at them again.

The other thing I want to mention today is not something you typically use during early research but when you begin writing dialogue. A historical dictionary of Americanisms, found in the SMS library and other large collections, is a necessary tool to make sure all your characters' words are appropriate to the period.



Vignettes Along the Way 
1-18-04 @ 7:14 P.M.

As I continue researching and as I mull over what I've found, small interesting scenes occur to me. Here's an example: I read about small children who regularly went to the cemetery and thought about the siblings buried there. So, I imagined a sequence where my MC gets taken to the family burying ground by a smaller child in the home in MO where she's sent. It would be a good way to include a bit of "back material." I may or may not use this, but I record each scene that I think of. If they arrive in a wakeful period in the nite, I jot one or two words that will remind me tomorrow. Then I write an expanded version the next day. I will have a bunch of these accumulated by the time I'm ready to write. It's a way of doing some very effective "pre-writing." Let you imagination, informed by your research, range "wide afield."



Don't Forget the Local Museum 
1-17-04 @ 2:32 P.M.
I just got home from the Springfield/Greene County Museum. They had two kinds of exhibits I found useful. First was an exhibit of real things used in the mid-nineteenth century. I found the handmade long barreled muzzle loader the most interesting since I think I may use a gun in the early part of my book. I took informal hand measurements (my hand span is 8 inches) and the barrel is approximately 40 inches from the hammer to the front opening. It was beautiful as well as useful. The maker used a cross-grained wood (black walnut?) for the stock to achieve a tiger-striped effect. There were other things I might want to mention in the book but I have to look again because a tour group needed a chance to see everything and I can always go back.

Second thing I did was to go through some original archives of early settlers - memoirs, etc. These were recommended to me by an archivist at the local University archives dept. Networking is so valuable. Explain what you are doing to the interested parties, show yourself willing to learn, and you'll get all kinds of help, including referrals to other sources. I still need to go through one other box so I made arrangements to go back Tuesday. Don't be surprised when they tell you that researchers must be monitored. They aren't insulting your honesty. It is a sensible policy that maintains the integrity of the collection. You are honest, but some people, unfortunately, are not. At any rate, I found a lot of specifics about life in this area in the 1830's/40's that could be useful. I don't know how yet, but it's better to have too much and choose from a superfluity that not to have enough.

By the way, if you are now checking this blog at least once a week, would you let me know? I'd enjoy knowing someone is reading. Just click on the entry title and the resulting page will allow you to leave a message.




A Lucky Find 
1-16-04 @ 9:32 A.M.

After doing what I could with the local library's digitized historical material, I broke down and actually went to the library. Lucky for me that I did! If you haven't already figured it out, a good reference librarian is worth his/her weight in gold bullion and then some. I searched all the books I could identify as possibly being useful, then -lo and behold- here comes the librarian. I had told her what I was trying to accomplish when I came in and she found several books I would never have found otherwise. Each had one valuable chapter buried under a misleading title. 

Then came the best of all and I guess this is one of the reasons I like historical research so much. It's like an intellectual treasure hunt. You go through mounds of useless stuff but then, out of all the dross, a gold nugget emerges [at least some of the time]. And, this time, it did! Wow! I knew I needed a document that showed the likeliest routes a person would have taken from Hawkins Co. TN (I'm  starting there because that's where my Greene Co. ancestors started from and it lends added interest to the research process) to the Missouri border, but nothing had emerged that was exactly what I needed. I told the ref. librarian and she found this little"nothing-looking" 8X10 inch pamphlet with a faded, light blue cardboard binding. It was a National Geographic occasional publication. In the back, inside a small envelope, there was the perfect map! I shows all the possible emigration routes east of the Mississippi River. Just what I needed. It justified all the other hours. I came home a happy camper. 



Main Character - Boy or Girl? 
1-15-04 @ 7:42 A.M.
I've been grappling with the gender of my new hero, primarily because I always want a published book to sell.(I'm assuming, rightly or wrongly, that I will find a publisher!) And there's no doubt that (all other things being equal) a book with a boy or a mixed group of children in the lead role probably sells better than one with a girl as hero. The reason? Boys and girls will both read a book about a boy; boys will typically not read a book about a girl. What that says about how we, as a society, continue to socialize our boys is a matter of some distress to me, but that's beside the point here.

On the other hand, girls tend to read more than boys so that might level the playing field a bit. Whatever, I've finally settled on a girl this time for these reasons: (1) My last historical novel featured a frontier boy who traveled and I'm interested in exploring the differences when girls traveled "back then." (2) I'm doing a significant amount of volunteer work with the Girl Scouts in my area and their leaders urge the development of strong female characters in lead roles. (3) I am drawn to the historical event of the girl who accidentally shot her boy cousin by grabbing her father's gun in a fit of rage. I can really see using that as a jumping off point. (4) My ancestor whose family settled here in Greene Co. in 1833 was female (Gr-gr-grandmother Ruth Ann Leeper) and it would be a nice piece of personal tribute.




Joy! 
1-14-04 @ 11:46 A.M.

There's joy in Mudville today! I logged onto amazon.com and, at long last, Gone To Texas: From Virginia to Adventure is listed for sale. It took from the time it was published in Sept., 2003 until now. I really feel official now that I can say, "It's on amazon.com."    

I discovered a real time saver last night. The local public library has digitized copies of several really useful histories of early Greene County. I was able to browse via the Internet without leaving home. Right now, I'm doing two things. (1) I'm fishing for a character and a need to fill or problem to solve and (2) I'm looking for general lifestyle information that can "ground" the story in the setting. In GTT, I already knew the main character. He was to be based on my gr-grandfather who left western VA around 1850 and went to Texas, taking an heirloom clock with him.  In this new story, though, I'm starting from scratch. I've already found two things I know I want to use - a huge meteor shower in 1838 that made the uninformed think the Second Coming was at hand and a story about a girl who accidentally shot her cousin in a fit of rage. I don't know what happened to her. I don't want to know.I'll think up my own story. I think this would be a good "precipitating event" - a reason for a girl to have to leave home and come to Missouri. Tentatively, I want to use 1838 and let the working title (not necessarily the final title) be "The Year the Stars Fell."




Making Plans 
1-13-04 @ 7:53 A.M.

I'm starting the research that leads to a book and I'm jazzed. It's been long enough since the last historical that I'm ready to go. Here is all I "know" about the book to begin with. (1) I want to use a Missouri setting, preferably Greene County in the Ozarks since I had some ancestors that came here and I live here so it will be easier-I hope- to find material locally; (2) I want the time period to be before 1850. Each of my previous historical books has been progressively earlier and, since my family came from TN in the 1830's, I think I use sometime between 1835 and 1845 as a target.
Places to start looking: Springfield/Greene Co. Public Library (Historical Collection), SMSU MO Historical collection, Spr/Greene Co. History Museum, Western Historical Collection at MU in Columbia. I'm sure one thing (and source) will lead to another and the archivists/librarians are sure to have suggestions. I'm tired already! But still fired up.



Thoughts while cooking supper 
1-11-04 @ 7:30 P.M.

I should also tell you that, if you want further info about me and my background, please check out my web site, www.louiseajackson.net.




At the Beginning 
1-11-04 @ 4:02 P.M.

I am just starting to write my fourth historical novel for children. The first two were picture books (Grandpa Had a Windmill, Grandma Had a Churn (Parents) and Over on the River (Lothrop). The third is for grades 4-7 and has been out since September. It's called Gone To Texas: From Virginia to Adventure (Eakin Press).

My publisher has encouraged me to write a novel set in Missouri this time since that is the state in which I now live. I'd be crazy not to follow her suggestion since she is interested. It isn't a committment but it's worth a shot. I already intended to keep a journal about all the events related to writing a historical novel and then I learned about "blogs" and decided other children's writers might be interested as well. I plan to describe each day's activities from the earliest research to the final disposition of the manuscript along with the feelings related to the writing.

If you have plans to write in the same genre, perhaps you'd like to begin now, too. We could share ideas and learn from each other.



