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About Writing Letters

WE ARE SO BUSY tending our time-saving devices that
we can find little time for anything else. We are so
snowed under by the news and views of other people
that we find little chance to express our own ideas.

This is an invitation to escape for a while from sub-
jection to things and people, and to pass around some
ideas of your own. Writing letters is fun, it is useful,
it is easy.

Every letter cannot be a masterpiece worthy of being
put into a printed book, but every letter can be, at the
very least, a good journeyman job suited to its purpose.
Its only purpose is to meet the needs of the reader.

People who write letters do not aspire to the fame
reserved almost wholly in these days for writers of fic-
tion. But writers of letters convey more thoughts to
more people in a week than the fiction writers do in a
year. They move more people to action. They give
more people pleasure. They conduct the nation’s busi-
ness. For them there is no Governor General’s medal
or Canada Council grant. They do have, however, the
sense of service and the tonic of self-expression.

A well written letter does not attract notice to itself.
It has three points of focus: the writer, the message,
and the reader. All you need is to have something to
say, to know to whom you are going to say it, and then
to write in such a way as to tell your story in a Pleas-
ing manner. This applies to both private and business
letters.

Many people who think with regret of their lack of
skill in talking well find relief through writing letters.
Samuel Johnson said: "No man is more foolish than
Goldsmith when he has not a pen in his hand, or more
wise when he has." Napoleon was uncouth as a
speaker, but became master of a quick, strong and
lucid style which placed him among the great letter
writers.

Family letters

To inform is only a minor function of the letter to a
member of the family. Here is a free and easy chat that
can go a long way toward holding families together in

these days of early and wide dispersion. There is not in
the wide world a thing so sweet as a letter with family
feeling in it. It adds to pleasure and divides sorrow.

The letter between members of a family tells about
commonplace things. It mentions the events of the day,
the pastimes enjoyed, and what new people have been
met. It is somewhat like coffee-party talk, full of tri-
fling stories.

But it has substance too. As Helen said to Menelaus:
"Tell me about your adventures on the voyage from
Troy. I gain nothing by knowing it, but because you
are dear to me I want to share in all you have experi-
enced."

There is room in a family letter for gaiety and wis-
dom. It can call back carefree days to memory. Its ad-
vent can be just like the entry of the Good Fairy in a
stage play, setting things to rights.

Business letters

As to business letters: writing is part of your job, so
why not make it a pleasant job ?

Your work offers as much chance to be original, to
persuade, and to apply logic, as any form of writing.

Business writing must be designed to perform a ser-
vice. It must have something to say that matters. It has
an instant impact; it involves both you and your read-
er. It has no room for airy frills.

William H. Butterfield, fruitful author of business
textbooks, says in the latest edition of Common Sense
in Letter Writing (Prentice-Hall Inc., 1963) that there
are seven steps to take: (1) get all the facts; (2) 
what you mean; (3) don’t take half a day saying it;
(4) write courteously; (5) focus your message on 
reader; (6) make your message sound friendly and hu-
man; (7) remember the "tact" in "contact".

Written with these points in mind, your letter may
be received as a stroke of genius, which is pleasing.
But you will know that it is the product of thought and
work.

So, know what you are writing about. Don’t depend




