
- Doris Lessing wrote in one of her memoirs that we all re-write history and that therefore no 

autobiography can be an accurate account of events. 

- Action points Gather all material you have on your life story including photographs, letters 

and cards – whatever bits and pieces of your life you have saved Research the era: what was 

the weather like, who was famous and what were the major political developments during the 

years you are writing about Read old newspapers and magazines Listen to the music of the 

time. Music can be very evocative and will remind you of how you felt at the time Rewatch 

films of the time, or re-read novels that you loved during that era Always make notes, 

wherever you are 

- You could also think how an event could have changed the path you’ve taken if you’d acted 

differently. 

- Action points Think about why you are writing the story What is the theme of your book? 

What kind of novel do you want to write? Think about the plot, what is the significant event 

in the book? 

- The most central event What was the most central, critical point of the story? Start there. 

“She was born in a small village in West of England” may be the truth, but it may be a tad 

boring and not very unique. (Everyone is born at some point). Now, of course, if you were born 

on a raft in the middle of the Pacific, that’s a different matter. 

- Excite the reader The start needs to make the reader want to find out more, so don’t worry 

too much about explaining everything – you can add back story later. But make sure you do 

start at the pinnacle of the story, and not at the beginning of your life. 

- Action points Think of the most crucial situation in your life’s story Write a paragraph or two, 

charting the scene, making sure you get the raw emotion of the characters onto the page 

Don’t explain everything, try to keep the action to the present time Show not tell; don’t insult 

your reader’s intelligence or bore them Don’t hold back, pour your rawest emotions onto the 

page 

- Actually shortening the time-frame is one way of making the story more concise and 

interesting, however this isn’t the only way you can make the plot move faster. You can also 

leave gaps, even years between chapters. 

- Not chronological You can, of course, write the book in a non-chronological order. 

- Action points Make a list of the main events in your life – or the story of the book Put these 

into a chronological order (if this is how you wish to write your novel) Decide which ones have 

to be included in the novel, and put the other aside in a file for you to pick up later if needed 

for characterisation 

- When I wrote The English Heart blog posts, I did use first person, but later when I began 

editing the novel, I decided to change the whole story into third person. This way the novel 

became more of a fictional account and sounded less like a memoir. This was advice given to 

me by one of my early readers, and I am eternally grateful for her comments. 



- Action points Decide on who’s point of view you are going to use – are you going to write 

using just the one, or the voices of several characters in your book Think about using 3rd 

person narrative throughout to make the book seem more fictional Alternatively, see if it 

would work out to use first person narrative for the main protagonist (you), and third person 

for the other main character(s) 

- List of characteristics Here is a list I fill in for each character when writing my novels: Role in 

the novel Personality Appearance Job/Occupation Main passion in life Character Flaw(s) 

External Conflicts 

- Leave out characters Don’t include every real person in the novel. 

- Action points Fill in the list above for each character Think of two or three people that could 

be combined into one, complicated character, and include them in a scene See which plot 

points could involve the same characters 

- Action points Make a list of the most important dialogue points in your story Make sure your 

dialogue moves the story on Ensure that there’s conflict in each scene with dialogue Make 

sure the relationships between the characters in each scene shine through in your dialogue 

Make sure the reader always knows who is speaking Don’t use real life dialogue in your book, 

but cut, cut and cut! 

- When it’s not November, NaNoWriMo online community provides writing prompts on its 

Twitter feed, which are incredibly useful if you, for example, are in a difficult phase of your 

story. 

- Find a point in your day, week, month when you have time to write. I know writers who have 

given up TV, or wake up an hour earlier in the morning to write Start a blog with your story. 

Write a chapter per week and publish it on your blog Decide to write every day for a month or 

take part in something like NaNoWriMo. If you can’t commit to a month, decide to write for 

for just half an hour, every day Try ‘f-r-e-e-writing’ exercises where you just write what comes 

into your mind for five or ten minutes on one subject, without any censoring any of your 

thoughts or the text. (Sometimes it’s better to do this by hand rather than computer.) You’ll 

be surprised what comes out! 

- I am no lawyer, but I believe that if you have fictionalised the story, and made the characters 

as unrecognisable as you can, you can add a sentence or two to protect yourself at the end of 

the book. I repeat, I am not a lawyer and I do not provide this as any form of legal advice, 

which I am in no position to provide, but you could try something like this: All characters and 

events featured in this book are entirely fictional and any resemblance to any person, 

organisation, place or thing living or dead, or event or place, is purely coincidental and 

completely unintentional. 

- Action points Make a list of people who you might be concerned about your book Decide if 

you want to let them read the whole manuscript or just the parts where they are featured 

Make sure you mention the fictitious nature of your book Take legal advice if you are at all 

worried about libellous content in your book 



- It is always advisable to mark early reviews copies with ‘unedited copy’ which saves the 

author’s blushes. 

- Action points Make sure you are absolutely clear on what the story you want to tell is Employ 

a professional editor Employ a professional proofreader 


