Writing for Magazines

Peter Brown

The aim of this article is to encourage members to write quality transport history for magazines: not just for the RCHS Journal but also for national transport publications, specialist society journals and local history magazines.

Although I have edited the RCHS Journal for more than four years and in the last ten years have had articles published in about a dozen different magazines, I do not claim to be an expert, so I wrote to a number of editors of a wide range of types of magazines, asking them various questions.  With one exception, the replies were remarkably consistent.

Why write?

History is popular.  People want to know about where they live, and transport history is a part of this.  Others have more specialist interests, perhaps as modellers or boaters, and history enables them to deepen their understanding.  Family history now seems particularly fashionable, but this can be sterile unless one knows the context of one’s ancestors’ lives.  Much of what passes as history in the media and popular imagination is superficial, simplistic or even wrong. Rather than moaning about it, it is better to try to do something to put it right.  

Sharing knowledge can also help one’s own research: your article may encourage someone else to respond and add to your knowledge.  Or it may help in building up a body of information that will enable a future historian to find a pattern and to draw general conclusions.

Where to publish?

This is the least of the problems.  There seem to be journals for almost any subject imaginable and for most localities, and most are hungry for good contributions.  

The commercial national transport magazines tend to concentrate on current developments and/or on the locomotives, boats or vehicles, but some accept historical articles dealing with places, services or people — the reservation being that they usually want articles to be well illustrated, which obviously isn’t always possible when dealing with 18th or 19th century topics or with such subjects as finance.  They do pay, about £30 to £60 a page being typical.  (Writing transport history is not a way to make one’s fortune.)

Most railway and canal societies (including the various branches of the Inland Waterways Association) publish magazines whose editors welcome relevant historical articles.  County archaeology and history society journals tend to be at the academic end of the spectrum, though some are more accessible.

Many ‘glossy’ county magazines used to carry well-researched historical articles but generally they are now essentially style and advertising publications.  On the other hand, some counties have an industrial archaeology society which produces a good annual journal.  Most towns have a local history society or civic society with a journal; many RCHS members are eligible to be members of their local University of the Third Age (U3A) which may publish a magazine.  None of these pay their contributors, but they are generally all keen to have good copy so if you write something it will probably be accepted — providing of course that it is relevant to the aims of the publisher and fits in with their general style.

The answer is to look on the magazine shelves of your best local newsagent and also to be aware of the relevant societies: indeed you are probably a member of them anyway.  If you lack confidence about your ability, start by writing for local and society journals; once you realise that what you are producing is of the required standard, then try submitting your articles to commercial or history magazines.

Writing the article

Most editors rely on what is submitted — they commission articles only in special circumstances, for example, in connection with an anniversary, or if there is to be a themed issue.

Before you start it is generally a good idea to contact the editor.  This can avoid duplication, and the editor may be able to give you some useful advice.  Once you make a promise, keep to it.  (Some editors made bitter comments about how they had been let down!)  If you wish to be published in a national magazine, it is essential to contact the editor in order to obtain their guidelines for authors or style sheet.

The optimum length depends on the nature of the journal.  The minimum is usually one page, and if the article (with illustrations) comes to more than five or six pages, in most publications it would be split over two issues.  The national general-interest magazines tend to prefer shorter articles of up to 2,500 words, as do society magazines, whereas the more explicitly historical journals will take up to some 5,000 words, perhaps more on a particularly interesting topic.

Accuracy is essential, regardless of the publication.  Most prefer original research, and this is an absolute requirement for some.  One editor commented, ‘Particularly to be avoided is something which merely rehashes other people’s work.’  A transport society journal editor stated, ‘Articles that themselves pose questions are quite popular since they often generate material for the next issue and they prompt readers to do their own ferreting.’

Most prefer sources to be indicated; a few require full references in end-notes.  The requirements can be easily judged by looking at back issues.

For the national magazines, illustrations are virtually essential.  For most of the others they are desirable providing they are relevant and not merely ornamental, though one editor responded that their method of printing means that line drawings come out excellently but photographs do not, so the latter are avoided.  Maps are usually the responsibility of the author, though most editors have access to someone who will redraw them if necessary.

The editor of a commercial single-company magazine made some comments which were significantly different to those in most other responses.  He stated that articles received ‘cold’ are rarely if ever used in the form submitted as they seldom correspond with the house style and required content for publication; it is therefore essential to contact the editor first.  A single article could be anything from one to fifty or more pages and must be original research, either breaking new ground or approaching a familiar subject from a new angle.  Photographic coverage is vital, and publication can be delayed for several years whilst a sufficient number of appropriate photographs are obtained. This different emphasis is evident from reading back copies of the magazine — something which should always be done anyway.

‘Remember the reader’

Regardless of the type of publication, almost every editor surveyed said that the essential point is to remember the reader:

• ‘It needs to be of interest to the majority of the readers.’

• ‘Contributors should always ask themselves “what is interesting to the reader?” rather than “what is interesting to me?”  Will the article be useful to the reader?  Will it be interesting?  Does it tell them something new?’

• A good article is ‘one that can be understood by non-experts as well as catering for those with

specialist knowledge.’

• ‘Wide perspectives; not narrowly confined to the subject, but setting it in a wider historical context.’

The level of knowledge to be assumed differs depending on the publication. For example, the readers of a town’s history society magazine would be expected to know where their railway station was but not necessarily to recognise the name of the railway company; for the readers of a railway magazine the opposite would be true.  This can be particularly important when tempted to refer to organisations by their initials.

One editor made the interesting point that people who knew the steam age on railways are now a dying audience: ‘A whole new generation of railway enthusiasts have since come into the scene, many of whom have only seen steam working in a preserved environment.  Articles need to reintroduce readers to the world of yesteryear, and be produced in language they can understand.’

Some thought that the subject matter (providing it is relevant) is not particularly important: ‘Almost any subject can be interesting if well written.’  Conversely ultra-specialism should be avoided, going into fine detail which appeals only to the author and a select few readers.  The focus of the article should be clearly apparent from the first paragraph.

Style

Most respondents also made comments relating to style, for example:

• ‘A good article needs to exhibit a style of writing which is both accurate and readable, demonstrates a logical structured line of thought, shows evidence of research, be appropriately illustrated and not be over-long.’

• ‘Well written, comprehensive, comprehensible, informative, “different” and — dare I say it — “entertaining”. Basically, does it “grab” me!’

• ‘Charm ... that special quality that leaves you wanting more.  Not talking down to the audience is part of the magic, building them up as it goes along is another ingredient, the author’s knowledge and enthusiasm is yet another important step.’

• ‘A beginning, a middle and an end.’

Matters identified to be avoided include:

• ‘Long rambling sentences.’

• ‘Dry facts and figures, and a “lifeless” style of writing!’

• ‘Too many lists, tables, specialist terms (unless essential and well explained).’

• ‘Extensive technical detail.  Failure of explanation for the intelligent, but not expert, reader.’

• ‘Dogmatic assertions (with or without evidence).’

• ‘Too colloquial a style.’

• ‘Humour: one man’s sense of humour is another man’s poison.’

Submission and editing

Submit to only one magazine at a time: not only is this polite, it can avoid a lot of wasted effort by the editors.  Most articles are now submitted electronically, which makes editing and publication much easier.  However, it is not essential.  

Almost all the responses indicate that editors put such things as dates and initials into the ‘house style’, insert sub-headings if desirable, correct spellings and improve grammar — in particular breaking up over-long sentences.  They will also check that what is said is unambiguous. One editor of a commercial single-company magazine went further, saying that articles in his magazine are rigorously edited, any irrelevant material being removed and all elements of text that could be better explained being rewritten, though all changes are made in full consultation with the author.

Sometimes it is necessary to reduce the length of an article, which may be done by the editor or put back to the author. Where authors do good research but are less adept at writing clearly with a logical flow, many (but not all) editors will recast the article.

One editor (of a society magazine) commented, ‘I can usually edit articles to make them readable, but by and large I like to keep articles as they are — to my mind, individual turns of phrase and idiosyncrasies on the part of the author make the magazine more interesting.’

Some national magazines submit articles to experts before publication; others rely on their editor’s knowledge. On the other hand, editors of society or local magazines tend not to check factual matters unless they see something which is obviously wrong.

The national magazines send the authors a proof copy. For other types of magazines this is generally done only if substantial alterations have been made to the article.

Writing for RCHS publications

Readers of the RCHS Journal will be well aware of the type of articles published, the general style and the expectations.  However, it would be desirable for the range of articles to be widened: for example, transport history did not stop in 1948, and much fruitful research could be done on the economic and social effects of transport developments.  On subject matter, the guiding rule is that articles should be of potential interest to a significant proportion of the general membership.  Thus, if they are on a particularly detailed or obscure subject, they should help illuminate a wider topic.

Factual accuracy is essential, of course, and fact must be clearly distinguished from speculation.  Sources must be specified.  Readability is also important, but I would not want to put off good researchers who were not confident about their literary ability.  Some articles are edited lightly, others require more work, but it is rarely a major problem.  Similarly, it is helpful if authors have followed the guidance in the style sheet diligently, but it never takes long to put everything in the standard style used.

The minimum length of an article is one page (about 700 words); if an article exceeds eight pages it is likely to be split over two issues . It is desirable to have a mixture of lengths, topics and styles in any one issue, but short articles are particularly welcome as they give flexibility in planning the contents of the issue.  Photographs and drawings are not essential, though they can make an article look more attractive.  A map is often useful, and, if necessary, arrangements can be made for one to be drawn.

On style, I endorse the points made earlier.  If I were to make one general criticism, it is that a few authors seem to try to include everything they know on a subject — which is usually a lot — instead of concentrating on what would be most interesting, relevant and stimulating to the non-expert reader.

The various Special Interest Groups of the RCHS publish Occasional Papers which may be a finished article, ‘work in progress’ seeking comments from other members, or a couple of paragraphs on an often obscure corner of transport history.  These last, as well as being interesting in their own right, may sometimes enable other researchers to identify a general issue.  Producing Occasional Papers is a simple wayto start writing transport history, enabling the author to gain experience and confidence.

* * * * *

I get a lot of creative pleasure from writing an article, from trying to make the complex simple, and I admit that it also gives me a buzz to see my name in print.  However, it took me a long time to get the self-confidence to submit anything to an editor — and I now wish that I had started doing it earlier.
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