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The Exercise 

Step 1: Discuss 

Here’s a pertinent example from a century and a half ago. In his memoir, Roughing 

It, an accounting of his first trip to the American west, Mark Twain takes a job as a 

reporter the daily newspaper in Virginia City, Nevada. His editor asks him to go out 

Rationale 

You may wonder, how is this possible? My answer: Not only is it possible but necessary. 

We are, of course, aware of one of the tenets of nonfiction: that what appears on the page 

must be a fair and true representation. Memoirs that stray from this are dismissed as 

inventions. So then, your students may rightly ask, isn’t imagination an impediment to 

the goal of being fair and true? This exercise, which asks students to explain what didn’t 

happen, shows why imagination, made use of appropriately, is a great asset to the 

nonfiction writer. 
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into the town to find out what’s happening, but he comes back hours later, 

discouraged by his empty notebook. The editor suggests he go to the town depot to 

find out if any hay loads were coming in from Truckee, California. Twain does so, 

but learns of only one hay wagon arrival. It is all disheartening and he feels as if as a 

reporter he has failed, but that soon changes. Here is how. In recounting his tenure 

at the newspaper, he uses both an actual event and his imagination in a dramatic way 

to enhance the narrative: 

“Presently, when things began to look dismal again, a desperado 

killed a man in a saloon and joy returned once more. I never was so 

glad over any mere trifle before in my life. I said to the murderer: 

‘Sir, you are stranger to me, but you have done me a kindness this day 

which I can never forget. If whole years of gratitude can be to you any 

slight compensation, they shall be yours. I was in trouble and you have 

relieved me nobly and a time when all seemed dark and drear. Count 

me your friend from this time forth, for I am not a man to forget a 

favor.’ 

If I did not really say that to him I at least felt a sort of itching desire 

to do so…” 

So, you can see here that the writer is not bound by what actually happened, but what 

his fertile mind conjured about what might have happened had he allowed his 

mischief to rule the day. And yet the writer is not misled, not lied to by the writer, 

because Twain admits his deceit. 

This technique can be used in other ways, too. For example, in my in-the-works 

Vietnam War, I recount the lecture in 1962 by my history professor, one that largely 

reflected the Pentagon’s and Kennedy Administration’s view called the Domino 

Theory, an idea that argued that if one Asian country fell to communism, they would 

all fall like dominoes. This, then, became the basis for fighting a disastrous war. The 

Domino Theory was later shot full of holes. So I posed, in the memoir, what the 
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result would have been had my professor been able to see in the future, after most 

of the original assumptions about the war were dismissed as naïve.  In this lecture, 

he tells the real story of North Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh as seen from Ho’s 

intimate point of view.  

Step 2: Write 

Ask your students to write what they might have said in a dramatic confrontation had 

they honored their first instincts rather than their good sense, or vice versa. 
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