
The building blocks of a story
By Wes Fleming #87301

one of the oBstacles to WrIt-
ing is that it seems like a chore at best; 
at worst, it’s an onerous duty we 
undertake once a year for that holiday 
letter we all seem to send out. In an 
age of email, Twitter and texting, it 
can be hard to recall that there was a 
time in the not too distant past when 
people wrote for pleasure and not just 
to arrange a rendezvous, make sure 
the kids get picked up from school, or 
to send recipe across the cyber-ether.

When you write for Owners News, 
we want you to write for pleasure, to 
rediscover those aspects of writing 
that remind you of the travelogues by 
Bill Bryson, the love letters from your 
high school or college sweetheart, or 
even the best feature work hidden 
away in the local newspapers. The 
more fun it is for you to write, the 
more fun it is for us to read, after all!

As much fun as writing can be, 
though, there are still some mechani-
cal aspects that make the finished 
product as solid as possible.

Think about how you pick up rid-
ing again after the winter. There’s a 
process – you take the cover off the 
bike, unplug the trickle charger, try to 
remember where you put the key, dis-
cover a mouse nest in your helmet, go 
buy a new helmet, pick up a new 
jacket while you’re there because 
everybody’s going hi-viz these days, 
stop for chili on the way home, realize 
it’s going to be dark if you don’t hurry 
up, check the tires/brakes/lights/
horn, get your gear on, go for a ride, 
then post on Facebook how great it 
was to finally get out on two wheels 
again.

The process is important, but you 
don’t really think about it most of the 
time. It’s become so ingrained that it’s 

second nature. You just do it, step by step, 
every time, without conscious effort… 
except for the chili. That always requires 
conscious effort.

Writing can be the same, but it takes 
practice. The more you do it, the easier it 
gets, and adhering to the time-honored 
structural practices will make it even eas-
ier. It’s possible you haven’t written any-
thing longer than an email since you 
emerged from high school or college. In 
your grade school English classes or your 
university-level composition courses, one 
of the things you’ve probably repressed all 
memory of is the basic structure of any 
kind of informative writing.

Introduction – Body 
– conclusion
A colloquial way of expressing this is “Tell 
‘em what you’re gonna tell ‘em; tell ‘em; tell 
‘em what you told ‘em.” In the ancient prac-
tices of our forewriters, this usually took 
the shape of a one-paragraph introduction, 
three paragraphs of body, and a one-para-
graph conclusion. These numerical guide-
lines are restrictive and shouldn’t be held as 
gospel, but they are pretty good starting 
points. Having about a 1:3:1 ratio in your 
article parts makes a solid first draft.

When it comes down to it, I’m of the 
distinct opinion that your introduction 
and conclusion could be written by 
anybody – including you – based just 
on the body content. That plays 
heavily on my mantra about 
starting with telling ‘em 
what you’re telling ‘em and 
wrapping up by telling ‘em 
what you told ‘em.

For me, the introduction 
is the most difficult part of 
the whole article. I find 
it hard to write an 
i n t r o d u c t i o n 

because it’s FIRST. When you sit down to 
write an article, you’re staring at a blank 
screen, or if you’re seriously old school, a 
blank piece of paper. In the writing game, 
there is nothing more intimidating than a 
blank piece of paper (or screen).

My solution? Skip it. Jump right to the 
body. Tell your story! Get into the details, 
the successes and failures, the thoughts and 
feelings, the tire sizes, the oil weight, the 
pros and cons of that helmet, or whatever it 
is you’re writing about. Write all the way to 
the end of the story, save it, and walk away. 
The body, while important and the bulk of 
your article, is just what leads the reader 
from beginning to end. The body gives the 
reader enough information to tie the intro-
duction to the conclusion and close the 
magazine with a satisfied sigh and a 
renewed wish to ride more – and write 
more.

Come back tomorrow and read your 
story with a fresh mind. Often your intro-
duction will jump right out at you, because 
once you’ve got your story down on paper 
(screen), you can see what the important 
aspects of it are. You can see that the lesson 
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you learned was about what to pack, that 
one critical tool, or how far you had to walk 
because you figured you’d never need one 
extra gallon of gas. That becomes your 
introduction, and it’s an introduction that 
will grab a reader by the scruff and insist 
they read your story simply because we all 
know somebody that put diesel in their K 
100’s gas tank.

I can usually spot a writer’s conclusion 
because that paragraph starts with “In con-
clusion…” I always say that if you have to 
write “in conclusion” to identify your con-
clusion, you already need to rewrite that 
paragraph. The conclusion is where you 
wrap up your piece; you want to remind 
the reader what it was that you were trying 
to tell them all along. One way I approach 
writing a conclusion is by rereading my 
introduction. If I feel like I can eliminate 
the entire body and jump straight from the 
introduction to the conclusion and still 
kind of understand what the point is, then 
I’ve written both a good introduction and a 
solid conclusion.

In this string of columns designed to 
help you trick people into thinking you’re a 
far better writer than you think you are, the 
introduction and the conclusion are your 
heavy hitters. The introduction will grab 
your reader, and the conclusion will be the 
thing that sticks with them when they turn 
the page.

“You remember that one article how the 
guy said he’d never forget which pump has 
the diesel with that little saying he came up 
with? That ‘lordy, lordy, look who’s 40’ 
thing? Yeah, that was awesome.” 

Wes Fleming (87301) has been riding motor-
cycles for 20 years, writing and editing for 
longer than that, and worshipping Jack 
Riepe since conception. He’s been known to 
both drag a knee and dangle a participle, but 
only in his younger, more daring days. If you 
have suggestions for future topics for this col-
umn, reach out and suggest away at wflem-
ing@bmwmoa.org.
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