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Name _______________________ 
English 

Jolly 
SUPER DEVICES FOR BEGINNING AN ESSAY 

      (With great thanks to O.C. Guinn)          
 

Have you ever tried to push a car from a dead start?  It's easier once the car moving; momentum takes over. 
 
It's the same when you begin to write.  Getting the brain started from a dead stop is tough. Sometimes just grunting 

out those first sentences takes all your strength. 
 
If starting is your most difficult point, how can you get going?  In the early stages write everything FAST, without 

stopping.  Don't worry about where to start.  START ANYWHERE.   Just get your thoughts out in whatever crazy 
pattern they occur.  Turn off the self-criticism.  Many people, when they begin to write, stop after the first line.  "That isn't 
what I meant," they say, and fuss with a word or phrase.   Meanwhile, a big blank page still waits.  The temptation to edit 
before you write is strong, but you can train yourself to resist it.  The rewards will be great if you do.  Write now, revise 
later.  They are separate steps in the process. 

 
Again, START ANYWHERE.  That's what many professional writers do.  Certainly don't get bogged down worrying 

about mechanics or coherence; you'll make additions and cuts later.  This is stage one.  Good writing doesn't spring from 
people perfect and complete, like mixing up a glass of Kool-Aid.  You'll need at least a few drafts to get it in shape.  How 
long that takes varies from writer to writer. 

 
I urge you to "start anywhere" when you free-write or begin a draft.  I mean it.  But once you've got your main ideas 

down in a page or two,  you need to think about what newspapers call a lead, which rhymes with seed, which is the 
function of your first sentence--to plant early in a reader's mind something that will bear fruit later. 

 
The worst thing a lead can be is leaden, which rhymes with deaden, which describes what a careless or dull lead does to 

readers of what you write.  If your writing has only one chance to shine, it should shine at the beginning. 
 
The irony about a good beginning, a lead, is that it is not always written first.  That's right.  It's frequently a product of 

revision.  That's partly because (I repeat) writers don't usually know what they're going to say until they say it.  Leads often 
come later because they are tough to do and they matter so much. 

 
Professionals, newspaper writers, find shortcuts to getting things done with only minimum revision.  When they begin 

and work from a good lead, the article will have an immediate focus and that will do away with lots of revision.  But this is 
a pro, and she does it for a living every day.  You can try it too, with this caution: the minute you slow down and start 
groping instead of writing fast, forget the lead and push ahead. 

 
What is a good lead?  I am going to show you some types and examples on the next page.  For writers, a good lead is 

a line or two that gives a focus, an "angle," a shaping edge to an essay.  For your reader, the lead is something that nudges 
them into the rest of the piece.  That's really all--something to stir up a reasonable amount of curiosity.  The first example 
I give is, "She slapped him six or seven times and he just stood there."  Only the subverbal would not read on. A great 
lead is something else. 

 
A bad lead is all windup and no pitch: "In the following essay I hope to show..."  Just do it, don't announce it.  

Another weak lead is a phony question: "Have you ever thought about bee pollen?"  Unless you’re writing for an 
herbalists’ catalog, you know perfectly well your reader hasn't.  The phony question rings hollow. 

 
Here are a few types of leads with examples.  Try them out. 
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I. THE STRIKING STATEMENT   (It is abrupt, surprising, concise, even shocking) 
A. She slapped him six or seven times and he just stood there.  True, Josh Arnold's mother had been drinking 

sherry, and he had been sarcastic.  Richard Bradford's novel, Red Sky At Morning, reveals the growth towards 
maturity of 17-year-old Josh Arnold and the deterioration of his mother, Ann. 

 
B. Holden Caufield has a dirty mouth.  Still, J.D. Salinger's novel, Catcher In The Rye, redeems Holden as a very 

decent kid.  He may swear in every third breath, but he still sets a high standard for moral behavior, he 
appreciates sincerity, and he is quite altruistic. 

 
C. Tennessee ham basted with Coca Cola was her idea of gourmet food.  
 
E. Josh already had a deadly enemy and it was only the first day of school. 

 
 

II.  THE QUESTION  (You ask and, of course, supply an answer.  Beware, however, of phony questions that don’t 
sound authentic.) 

 
A. Why does Josh Arnold's mother object to the company he keeps?  Would it be different if they were white, or 

Southern, or wealthy?  Uprooted from her friends and southern traditions, Ann Arnold grows increasingly 
unstable as her son strives to find new friends and a new life in a small New Mexico town.  In Richard 
Bradford's novel, Red Sky At Morning, Mrs. Arnold's dislike of her son's friends and her new surroundings 
grow out of her social snobbery and racial prejudice. 

 
B. Is the world as phony as Holden Caulfield thinks it is?   J. D. Salinger makes a good case for Holden's view in 

his novel Catcher In The Rye. 
 
C. Sure, his parents are lousy.  Still, does that justify Chappie’s stealing from them, cutting school, or staying 

stoned all day? 
 
D. What is Holden Caulfield doing in New York City on a school night? Why is he feeling so depressed and 

lousy?  
 
 

III. THE QUOTATION  (As with all quotations, you can't just plop one on the page; it should be integrated so that 
the reader knows who is talking and what's going on.) 

 
A. "Jew are a bendejo bahstar," are Chango Lopez's first words to Josh Arnold on the opening day of school.  In 

his novel Red Sky At Morning, Richard Bradford lets us walk in the uncomfortable shoes of Josh as he adjusts 
to a new home, a new school, and new friends who do not have his welfare at the top of their concerns. 

 
B. "Hide," she warned.  "Hide from war, hide from cities, hide from people scrambling around, hide from rich 

people who sling their money around like a baseball bat," is Ann Arnold's advice to her son.  Although she has 
come to the small mountain town of Sagrado, New Mexico, to hide from the war and the corrupting 
influences of a large southern city, Ann Arnold cannot hide from the corruption in herself.  In Red Sky At 
Morning, Richard Bradford shows us the evil of snobbery, sloth, and racial prejudice. 

 
C. "Sleep tight, ya morons!" are Holden Caulfield's last words as he leaves his dorm, booted out of school, and on 

his way home.  In those words are the anger, cynicism, and loneliness that have made him so appealing and so 
repulsive to readers of J.D. Salinger's novel Catcher in the Rye. 

 
D.  “For me, living was the same as running through hell with a gasoline suit on,” reflects Chappie as he thinks 

back to his life two years before—a homeless teenager, living from day to day and joint to joint.  Considering 
Chappie’s messed-up parents, his dangerous friends, and his addictive personality, his life really was like living 
in hell. 
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IV.  THE ANECDOTE (A story, incident, or anecdote is perhaps the most common beginning for an essay.   It can 
be extremely effective so long as it bears upon your topic.   Anecdotes can come from your own life, or they can 
come from a novel your are discussing.) 

 
A. My neighbor was sick and I was mowing her lawn and sweeping her walks.  The house next door had just sold 

and the owners were standing out front.  When I called '"hello," they were indifferent and turned away with 
only superficial acknowledgement.  Later, when I was introduced as a new neighbor and a teacher, they were 
effusive and friendly, saying they had mistaken me for the "yard man."  There is a similar snobbery in Ann 
Arnold, a character in Richard Bradford's novel, RSAM.  Mrs. Arnold is a snob because of her treatment of 
other ethnic groups, her religious prejudices, and her chauvinism about the South. 

 
B.  The three of us were in basic training.  Our dress uniforms were still new and uncomfortable when we 

received our first weekend leave.  We were prowling Main Street, looking for a place to shoot pool when the 
woman walked up to us: "Wanna party?" she asked.  I wanted no part of this---this---situation; but what would 
my buddies think?  Holden Caulfield is faced with a similar situation in J.D. Salinger's novel, Catcher in the 
Rye.  Holden's actions with the prostitute that comes to his hotel room reveal him as a person of fastidious 
moral character. 

 
C. After 1,900 miles we’d reached our new home.  California at last!  The climate, the people, the food, and the 

school were all strange, all a bit frightening, but interesting and inviting, too.  We must have felt much like Josh 
Arnold in Richard Bradford's novel, Red Sky at Morning.   Josh also finds everything strange but intriguing.  In 
Sagrado, New Mexico, he endures a series of tests that reveal the strength of his character. 

 
D. I was book monitor in Mrs. Totten's third grade class.  I still remember the childish rhyme we used to chant: 

"Totten, Totten, old Mrs. Totten; boy oh boy, is she rotten!"  Holden Caufield also has bittersweet memories 
as he recalls his teachers at Pency Prep.... 

 
 

V. COMPARISON AND CONTRAST 
 

A. Students at DeCrispin High and students at Windsor take the same kinds of courses, play the same sports, and 
have an equally eccentric set of teachers.  In most other ways Richard Bradford's realistic invention differs 
from WHS because of the racial makeup of the student body, the small town location, and the period of time 
where R.S.A.M. takes place. 

 
B. Life is filled with stereotypes of dependent women and protective men:  husbands protect their wives; fathers 

shelter their daughters; brothers stick up for their sisters.  J.D. Salinger has created a character in Catcher in the 
Rye that fits into this hackneyed version of male/female relationships, but not fully.  In Holden Caufield we 
see elements of the emancipated man who can see women for what they are, not what society traps them into 
being. 

 
C. People who sell used cars have a great deal in common with people who have found a new religion.  Both are 

anxious to spread the word; both are seeking converts. 
 
 

VI. DEFINITION 
 

A. A human parasite is a person who habitually takes advantage of the generosity of others while contributing 
nothing in return.  In the novel Red Sky at Morning by Richard Bradford, Jimbob Buel is the parasite. 

 
B. Admiration, affection, loyalty, and a degree of reverence.  Taken together, these qualities equal respect.  

Richard Bradford has created a young character worthy of respect in his novel Red Sky at Morning.  Josh 
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Arnold is worthy of respect because of his ability to laugh at himself, his loyalty to friends, and his ability to 
accept responsibility. 

 
C. ‘Arrogant’ would be the best way to describe Milkman, the protagonist in Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon.  

Milkman thinks he is superior to everyone in his family, and he treats them like stray dogs—alternately 
ignoring them or kicking them out of the way. 

 
 
 VII. DESCRIPTION 
 

A. It was his first day of school and he was beginning his senior year in a new town.  Even in the cool breeze he 
could feel the discomfort as his T-shirt began to dampen at his arm pits and at the base of his back.  Scanning 
anonymous faces, he looked for that ineffable element that reveals the possibility of friendship as he walked 
the corridors toward his first class.  In Red Sky At Morning, author Richard Bradford presents a picture of a 
young man's growth toward maturity. 

 
B. He is 16-years-old---17 next month---sitting in a hotel room alone.  Depressed is what he is.  On the desk are 

some phony flowers.  Who ever heard of green mums with red leaves?  The plaster lamps made to look like 
brass candle sticks are phony.  The crummy wallpaper is phony looking bamboo.  Even the damn bathmat has 
this phony "welcome" printed on it.  Holden Caulfield is depressed.  He is depressed because he sets high 
standards; when things don't measure up, he sees them as phony. 

 
 

VIII.  THE EXAMPLE 
 

A. Josh Arnold's critical and sarcastic attitude in Richard Bradford's novel Red Sky At Morning. is evidence of his 
immaturity.  For example, he is extremely critical of his mother but fails to recognize that she has survived.  
She didn't break, she just chipped.  Josh Arnold has several shortcomings, among them cynicism, immaturity, 
and complacency. 

 
B. People born with social or financial advantages don't face the same problems that the disadvantaged do.  Note 

that neither Holden Caulfield or Josh Arnold lacks for money nor clothing, and neither suffers because of their 
religion, race, or social class. 

 
C. Windsor High School reminds me of a giant shopping mall.  For instance, choosing a core is very much like 

shopping.... 
 
 

    IX. THE SPLIT  (You can divide people or things into a few simple types.) 
 

A.  There are those who have faith in man-made things and those who do not.  I do not.  I do not have faith in 
elevators, planes, bridges, subways, or tunnels. 

 
B.  There are people who spill things, and there are people who get spilled on.  I choose not to notice the stains. 
 
C.  Holden Caulfield has decided that there are two kinds of people in his world: those who are phony and those 

who are real. 
 
 
 
REMEMBER---these are just ideas for you to use to make your writing better.  Try one and if it doesn’t work, try another.  
One truth about good writing is that it takes effort; another is that it is rarely completed in a single draft.  As always, you 
can meet with me if you are “hopelessly stuck” and I’ll help you get your ideas on paper. 


