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"When the heck are you going to write a book?" I was asked the other.day. 
It's not the first time I was asked that. 
Anyone who's been in th e newspaper business long enou�h to remember using copy pencils 

and manual typewriters is ex­pected to write at least one book b�fore that last deadline in the bJg newsroom in the sky _ or wherever. 
Truth is, I have started on many, many books over the paSt few years. 
I haven't finished any. And chances are I won't. 
"!Jlere's usually this problem: I thank I .know a lot about almost everythmg, and quickly find that 

I know amazingly little about al­most everything. Believe me 1 that's a real handicap when it comes. to writing a book of more than f1ve pages. 
Several years ago, I decided that what the world needed was a good book about growing up in 

the backwoods. The titles came easy. "My Brother the Bear .. "Wolves I Have Kno�." "Sno�­
balls in July." 

The words came much harder 
It's not that there wasn't a lOt to write about -grandfather the a one-armed lumberjack, one­�oom schoolhouse with outdoor Joh�s and potbelly stove, bears 

eatmg out of our garbage can 
snowbound for days and really 
not cari�g if the plows ever got 
around, m to town on Saturday af­
ternoons for cowboy matinees sung to si eep at night by loons. ' 

But a whole lot of the stuff that 
sells books was stuff I didn't 
dare hang out on the line. Some 
of the old skeletons rattling 
around in a few of the family 
closets better not see daylight, I 
was warned, at)d geez, I do need 
a place to stay and a brother to 
take me fishing when I mitrate 
back home. · · 

And after some of my old class­
!llates got wind of that I was go­
mg to tell all about my school days -the teacher who was ter­
r<?rized with the hot poker, the 
k1d who pulled the knife on a 
teacher, the kid who went on to 
be an unsuccessful bank robber 
the kid who wet his wool snow� 
pants most every morning the 
kids who rigged the bucket of wa­
ter over the privvy doo� just be-

ba s in Ju y. 
The words came much harder. 
It's not that there wasn't a lot 

to write about -grandfather the 
a one-armed lumberjack, one­
room schoolhouse with outdoor 
johns and potbelly stove, bears 
eating out of our garbage can, 
snowbound for days and really 
not caring if the plows ever got 
around, into town on Saturday af­
ternoons for co�boy matinees, 
sung to sleep at mght by loons. 

But a whole lot of the stuff that 
sells books was stuff I didn't 
dare hang out on the line. Some 
of the �Id skeletons rattling 
around m a few of the family 
closets better not see daylight, I 
was warned, at)d geez, I do need 
a place to stay and a brother to 
take me fishing when I mi rate 
back home. •· - · 

And after some of my old class­
mates got wind of that .I was go­
ing to tell all about my school 
days -the teacher who was ter­
r<?rized with the hot poker, the 
k1d who pulled the knife on a 
teacher, the kid who went on to 
be an unsuccessful bank robber 
the kid who wet his wool snow� 
pants most every morning, the 
kids who rigged the bucket of wa­
ter over the privvy door just be­
fort: the county superintendent 

1 arnved for-his routine inspection 
- they threatened to bar me 
from any more class reunions. 

I do not want to be barred from 
class reunions. I love class reun­
ions. Even more than I love an 
appendectomr.. 

Some day I m going to write a 
book about class reunions. , 

But not about growing up in 
the backwoods. 

Unidentified flying objects -
U�Os, flying. saucers, space 
ships. Believe m them or not, it's 
a subject everyone is interested 
in: I've seen s�me pretty strange 
thmgs, especially late at night, 
but never a UFO. But I knew 
people who did. Lots of people. 

I flew through the first chap­
ter. It was about a guy up north 
who was given pancakes by some 
short, friendly folks who landed 
a flying saucer in his yard. They 
stuck around for a while. And the 
g�ass in his yard and a nearby 
pme tree were scorched. I be­
lieved the guy. He was the first 
person I had ever met who didn't 
say the space visitors looked like 
"Martians." He said they looked 
I ike Italians. 

Hut when I got to the second 
chapter, I realized that most of 
the other people who had seen 
flying saucers or had rubbed el­
bo�s with alien beings were not 
qu1te as long on credibility. And 
even quotable crackpots need 
some measure of credibility, 
ey� on such �atters as space 
VISitors, my literary agent in­
formed me. 

So that book fizzled. 
.Someone suggested once that I 

Jf'Ublish a collection of my best 
· 'c�umns. My mother and I were 
still at loggerheads over which 
were my 150 best efforts when 
what should happen-some up­
st�rt Chicago wordsmith pops up 
w1th a bookful of what he thinks 
are his best columns and before 
you can say Royko, it's on the 
best-seller list. 

So much for that book. Mine 
would be just as good and sell 
l·ust as well, I -am sure, but the 
iterary critics would dismiss it 

as little more than sour grapes. 
1 Books by firefighters about 

firefighting usually bum up the 
charts. 

After Dennis Smith wrote a 
best-seller, "Report From En­
gine Co. 82," which was about 
f!le busy New York City fire sta­
tion where he risked life and 
limb, I hit on the idea of writing a 
contrasting autobiography of 
sorts about the lifeo&-. imall city 
firefighter. ·!'.tul''�' 

I t  would re veal bofi f ire­
fight�rs sometimes .._. to  put 
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There•s usually this problem: I think I know a Jot about almost everything, and quickly find that I know amazingly little about al­most everything. Believe me, 1 that's a real handicap when it comes to writing a boOk of more than five pages. 
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