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When you think of recreation, you may conjure up images of partying, skiing, golf, camping, traveling, listening to music, or reading for pleasure. What you probably don’t think of is writing. Many people have had bad experiences writing school assignments and can’t imagine writing for fun.
What I hope to do is convince you otherwise. I believe that writing, as recreation, can be fun, contemplative, and insightful, and that it can provide answers to a fundamental question: “Who am I?”
The primary goal of this brief minibook is to explore the kinds of recreational writing you can undertake, with topic ideas on what you might write.
In Chapter 1, “Journals and Diaries,” we explore the personal journal. When you keep a journal of your thoughts, feelings, and events, you begin to see patterns that shed light on who you are and what you’re doing with your life. The patterns that emerge bring fresh insights. The insights, in turn, define how you see yourself and those around you.
In Chapter 2, “Memoir,” we examine the writing down of memories and recollections of parts of your life. Writing a memoir of key times in your life will take you traveling to the past where half-remembered and totally forgotten events and people spring back into your mind to enrich your memories and understanding.
In Chapter 3, “Blogs,” we take a tour of blogging, a form of public recreational writing. Blogging is an entertaining option for anyone who likes to review things, critique them, or just write about things in general.
In Chapter 4, “Poetry and Fiction,” we look at a particularly rich vein of creativity. You may feel you have stories you’d like to create, or poems to write. This chapter encourages you to take up the challenge and explore your creative nature.
In Chapter 5, “Nonfiction,” we explore the many routes your recreational writing can take, from family emails to personal essays.
In Chapter 6, “Self-Publishing Your Writing,” I show how easy it is to create an e-book (or traditional paper book) that you can share with family and friends, or offer for sale.
From these chapter summaries, it may strike you that recreational writing sounds a lot like work for something that’s recreational. In part that’s true. Writing by its nature cannot be mindless entertainment. No more so than can golf. To enjoy golf fully you must practice your swing, work on your drives and your putting game, and develop course strategies. Skiing, likewise, requires work and practice if you want to tackle ever more challenging slopes. So it is with writing — the more you do it and the more you succeed with it, the more enjoyable it becomes.
Writers, and that includes you if you write regularly, often feel a sense of homecoming and anticipated pleasure when they sit down to write. It’s similar to what a golfer feels when getting ready to tee off at the first hole. If “recreational writing” sounds counterintuitive to you, read on. I hope to convince you that writing can be not only recreational, but can become a major source of insight into who you are.
~~~
Our first stop on the path of recreational writing is the time-honored journal, or diary. This is one of the oldest forms of recreational writing and has remained popular for centuries. The main distinction between a journal and a diary is that a diary tends to detail the day-to-day events of your life while a journal, in addition to events, tends to include more thoughts, feelings, and speculations. In practice the two terms are interchangeable, so use whichever term you prefer. The principal appeal of the journal is that it creates a personal look into your life. Let’s see how this works.
Each week in the 1950s a popular TV show called This is Your Life surprised a person, usually a well-known personality, with the story of his or her life. It was, in many ways, a precursor to today’s Biography channel. Then, as now, it focused primarily on the rich and famous.
Although most of us are neither rich nor famous, we share one thing in common: the stories of our lives. Each of us is unique, living out a life in a particular time and place — a life never to be repeated exactly by anyone else.
Think about the phrase this is your life in two ways: THIS is your life and this is YOUR life. THIS implies right now, time passing even as you read these words. YOUR says it all: your life’s story is personal, individual, and precious. Moments come and moments go, and you can’t possibly remember them all, but there’s a way to recall the highlights: by writing them down.
What qualifies as a highlight varies from person to person. Your child’s athletic or academic achievement might be a highlight, or a highlight might be an interesting new person you’ve met. Or a book you’ve read. Or an idea that came to you in the shower. Someone suffering from depression might find getting out of bed and accomplishing a single task a highlight. Whatever highlights you experience, writing them down will help you remember them later.
Keeping a record of the events of your life is as simple as using a notebook and a pen, finding a time of day in which you can spend a few minutes in thought and reflection, then writing things down. This simple approach has appealed to people for centuries.
Samuel Pepys, the Seventeenth Century English diarist, wrote volumes about his life in London. We know, for instance, that he intensely disliked a play he’d just seen called A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Other famous people who kept a journal or diary include Charles Darwin, Henry David Thoreau, Emily Carr, George Eliot, Winston Churchill, Beatrix Potter, Virginia Woolf, Anne Frank, Harry Truman, and Ronald Reagan. As busy as these people were, they found time to reflect on their lives in their notebooks.
Of course you needn’t be rich or famous to keep a journal. My father-in-law, Albert G. Turner, of Hamilton, Ontario — a brick mason by trade — penned over 50 crammed 8 1/2 x 11-inch ring binders filled with family events and his thoughts on life. And he didn’t start until he was 58 years old. His diaries are now a family treasure.
Your thoughts and feelings are important. They’re the warp and weft of your being. They’re also fleeting and can be easily lost in the bustle of life and writing them down helps you remember them, building an intimate portrait of your inner self.
There’s no right or wrong thing to write about. If you’re having trouble getting started, you can use the time-honored blues opening, “Woke up this morning.” Then what did you do? “I ate breakfast.” And then what? “I washed and dressed.” And then? And on and on like that. This kind of basic detailing is typical of diaries and there’s nothing wrong with approaching the writing this way.
If this strikes you as a bit boring, you can improve it by adding more detail. For example, “I woke with a start this morning, realizing it was Friday. I wolfed down some toast and coffee, then washed up and prepared myself for the busy day ahead.”
Don’t worry about mistakes in spelling or punctuation. If you’re not used to writing, then simply write in the same way you’d talk to a friend. In fact, your journal is your private friend, always ready to lend an ear to what you have to say. You can even personalize it: “Hey Journal, know what I did today?”
You can write about family, pets, meal preparation, playing with the kids, helping with homework, visits to friends and family — in other words, the events that make up your world. You may think these topics mundane, but they’re the stuff of life, full of meaning and importance to those involved.
Likewise you can write about your place of work. Your journal is one place you can talk back to your boss and say what you really think. “Journal, my boss Tom is a dolt. You wouldn’t believe what he asked us to do now.”
If you have an intellectual bent, you may enjoy writing about things you’ve read, such as novels, articles, or newspaper stories. Or things you’ve seen on TV, movies you’ve watched, plays you’ve attended, and stimulating discussions you’ve had with a friend.
And there’s always the biggie: your love life. The emotional swirl of your relationships — the ups and downs — may take volumes to fill. Your journal is one place you can let it all out. Just make sure you have a safe, private place to keep your notebooks, preferably where they can be locked. Let others know that your journals are strictly off limits to everyone. Otherwise you may not feel comfortable confiding your true feelings to yourself.
Whatever you choose to write about — your thoughts, feelings, encounters, adventures — you’ll be glad you did. Your journal becomes an extension of your memory and even six months from now, you’ll look back on your entries and be amazed at all the things you’d forgotten. When you have years of journal entries, looking back over time becomes fascinating — an adventure about your life and times.
The best tools for writing are the ones you like the best and are most comfortable with. Some journalers use a typewriter, simply because they enjoy using one. Many journalers like to key their entries into a computing device: desktop, laptop, netbook, iPad, or even smart phone. The added benefit is that digital text is flexible and can be converted to other forms, or be printed out, should you wish.
A great many people, probably the majority, keep a journal in their own handwriting, using pen or pencil, and paper. This is the tried and true method and easily the simplest. Writing longhand is somewhat akin to drawing — the grip of the pen on the page, the movement of the hand, the hand-eye coordination. These add an aesthetic dimension to journaling. Whether you prefer the click of the keyboard or the zen of the pen is less important than writing regularly, preferably daily.
One thing journal writers find useful is having a set time and place for writing. It might be at your kitchen table first thing in the morning (or maybe second thing, after making coffee) or a break time during the day when the kids are napping. Many journalers prefer writing someplace out of the house, such as a coffee shop, where they can collect their thoughts without family interruptions.
When you’re at work, you might grab part of your lunch time for journaling. Some people enjoy writing up the day before retiring in the evening. If you can’t write every day, then look for certain times during the week when you can carve out a little alone time to spend with your journal.
Any time that works for you is good, but the more regular you can make your journaling time, the more journaling will become a habit, and something you look forward to. Whether your day is going well, or badly, it’s nice to have someone (remember, your journal is your friend) you can communicate with frankly and explicitly.
Thus far we’ve looked at journaling as recording parts of our lives, with a touch of the confidante. But there’s another kind of journaling you might find fun and insightful. It’s called stream-of-consciousness writing — jotting down anything that comes into your mind. This is sometimes called “letting in the butterflies.”
The traditional method for writing this way is to write as fast as possible, not stopping for corrections, second thoughts, or even meaning, but quickly writing down whatever crosses your mind. Anything. If nothing comes right away, simply write, “Nothing is coming to me,” over and over until something does, then chase it with your butterfly net.
Julia Cameron, author of The Artist’s Way, recommends doing this first thing in the morning before doing anything else. She calls them “morning pages” and recommends that you write with pen on paper, though if you’re more comfortable typing, you should choose that. Whichever method of writing works best for you when you want to write quickly is the right method.
The concept behind this kind of writing is that it taps the unconscious, which can toss up fascinating fragments — flotsam and jetsam from below the surface of the mind. What at first seems like gibberish or foolishness begins to take on meaning, often in the form of repeated images, words, or phrases. The images and words that arrive this way are powerful and can lead to insights about your fears and dreams. These insights can inspire you to try new things in your life, or to work at correcting things that are bothering you.
Stream-of-consciousness writing can be done in the same notebook or computer file as your regular journaling, or kept separate. The two types of writing often bring each other into relief, letting you see the interchange between your reality and your imagination.
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