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grant funders, such as the National 
Science Foundation). We have 5K 
subscribers and print and digital or 
digital-only subscription options. 

HOW DOES CREATIVE 
NONFICTION DIFFER 
FROM OTHER LITERARY 
PUBLICATIONS? 
Creative Nonfiction was the first 
magazine that focused on the 
creative nonfiction genre. Part of 
our mission as an organization 
is to serve as an advocate for the 
genre (we often publish a writer’s 
first nonfiction piece). Lots of 
literary magazines are housed 
at universities and through arts 
programs. We are not academic and 
welcome writers from outside the 
MFA program structure. 

F or this issue, I spoke with 
Hattie Fletcher, Managing 
Editor of Creative 

Nonfiction (CreativeNonfiction 
.org), an independent nonprofit 
with an educational arm with the 
tagline “True Stories, Well Told.” I 
was delighted to speak with Hattie 
because of the legacy of her pub-
lication. Creative Nonfiction was 
started in 1991 by founding editor 
Lee Gutkind to give credence to 
what at the time was called “new 
journalism,” which Fletcher says, 

“had magazine writers puncturing 
objective authority in journalism, 
allowing for narrative, playfulness, 
subjectivity, and voice.”  

My Estelle’s Edge for adding 
voice into your writing, especially 
if you are a beginning writer, is to 

tape record your story first, as if 
you were telling it to a friend, and 
include a narrative arc, ending 
where something changes. That will 
retain your voice and personality. 
Then write it up as a draft. Finally, 
edit out all the non sequiturs and 
sentence fragments and you will 
have your story. 

CAN YOU TELL ME ABOUT 
YOUR ROLE AS MANAGING 
EDITOR? 
I work with the team to curate the 
content, edit it, and come up with 
ideas. I also put out calls for pitches 
(each issue has a theme or unifying 
focus), run the internship program, 
work on the education program-
ming, and do the grant writing 
(we often have partnerships with 

ALLABOUTTHEPITCH
Covering the tips, tricks, and tactics for capturing the attention of an assigning editor so you don’t get ghosted.
BY ESTELLE ERASMUS 

Imagined Nature: Three Rings in Eco-Nonfiction: Thoreau sojourned. Emerson 
walked. John Muir swayed with Douglas firs. Later, Annie Dillard spied on 
muskrats, and Barry Lopez retreated from icebergs. Afterward, Luis Urrea 
followed migrants through desert hellscape, Linda Hogan deified the wolf, Lauret 
Savoy traced identity, and J. Drew Lanham birded while Black.  

CNF has a formidable history in nature writing. By “nature writing,” I mean the 
well-challenged notion of a seer engaging with landscape. However, our genre tree 
has grown since Walden. I propose to chart writers from “Civil Disobedience” to 
“Birding While Black” with a brief stop to acknowledge how the 1960s bled into the 
’80s (Dillard, Lopez, Rachel Carson). The tree rings grow to contemporary writers 
such as Urrea, Savoy, Hogan, and Lanham, who center conversations on race, 
gender, carbon-dioxide—growing the tent housing eco-nonfiction.  

Benedict Anderson said nations are “imagined communities” created via novels 
and nonfiction. Well, nature is too.  

As a former wilderness guide, I have a unique perspective on eco- writing … 
[Additional bio info] 

PITCH 1
HATTIE: The writ-
ers mentioned 
here connect with 
the magazine’s 
themed issue 
about the evolu-
tion of the genre.

ESTELLE’S EDGE: 
For a pitch on writ-
ing about nature, 
the writer shows 
he has a relevant 
background.

 READ ONLINE: CreativeNonfiction.org/writing/our-world-ourselves/ 
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An Argument for Humor in the Addiction Memoir: Addiction memoirs continue to be 
published at astonishing rates, and as the opioid epidemic gains more visibility 
and victims, there’s no sign of the trend slowing down … Too often, readers are 
exposed to the nightmare scenarios of rock-bottom, leaving the impression that 
there was never an alluring or just plain fun reason that people start drinking 
and using drugs in the first place. It can also reduce people’s experiences to 
sad-sack statistics rather than fully complex human beings who experience the 
full-range of human emotion. The role of the writer, and of creative nonfiction, is 
not limited to the functions of acknowledging pain and sorrow, and the addiction 
memoir can be a surprising and ripe opportunity for reminding people of the 
absurdity and humor in even the bleakest situations. As my drunk-grandmother 
liked to say after her third gin gimlet, “You catch more flies with honey, my dear.” 
Cliché? Yes, but she was drunk, and it’s true: Readers respond more positively to 
a little light than an endless tunnel of darkness. I know there was a recent call 
for “intoxication” stories for the magazine, and I thought this would be timely.  
I will give a concise overview of the addiction memoir and establish that the 
genre includes some of our most celebrated and notorious writers (Mary Karr vs. 
James Frey). I’ll then argue that the genre is unbalanced in terms of tone, with 
many memoirs focusing almost exclusively on desperation and damage. I’ll argue 
that this reflects our societal discomfort with allowing addicts and alcoholics 
any room for joy or humor once they’ve gone public, admitting their problems. 

Ultimately, I’ll argue, all the doom and gloom doesn’t just damage the 
perception of addicts, but it’s poor writing, because it doesn’t attempt to 
illuminate the whole truth of a story. Humor allows the memoirist to avoid 
the clichés of addiction, a topic replete with clichés because so much of the 
experience itself is about repetition.  

I co-founded and teach in the Words Without Walls program, which brings creative 
writing classes to jails, prisons, and rehab centers in Pittsburgh. Through that 
work, I read a lot of writing about addiction. And because of it, I’ve sought 
out a lot of addiction memoirs, both as a way of understanding students and for 
class resource material. In addition to the study of the addiction memoir, it’s 
always struck me that in my classes at rehab centers we do a lot of laughing, 
but rarely does that humor make it to the page.  

PITCH 2

HATTIE: You can tell 
from the first part 
of the pitch she is 
able to reach out to 
a general audience.  

ESTELLE’S EDGE: 

She is setting up 
the spin on her 
topic—the lack of 
humor in addiction 
memoirs. This could 
have easily been 
her first sentence. 

HATTIE: It’s an 
engaging pitch and 
a little funny. You 
get a sense of her 
personality and 
voice. Someone 
else might make 
this pitch more aca-
demic and it would 
be dry. 

ESTELLE’S EDGE: 

By mentioning a 
previous call for 
pitches, the writer 
shows she is paying 
attention. 

 READ ONLINE: CreativeNonfiction.org/writing/a-priest-walks-into-a-bar/ 

Estelle Erasmus (EstelleSErasmus.com) 
is an award-winning journalist and writing 
coach. She teaches journalism classes at 
New York University’s School of Professional 
Studies, and for Writer’s Digest University. 
She contributes to The New York Times, The 
Washington Post, and Wired and is writing 
a book on finding your voice, becoming a 
better storyteller, and getting published for 
New World Library. Follow her on Twitter 
and Instagram at @EstelleSErasmus. 

WHAT ARE SOME 
SUBMISSION TIPS? 
Know who you are pitching to. I can 
tell when someone is not familiar 
with the magazine. For example, if 
you tell me you want to travel and 
file updates on your trips, that is 
not for us. I want to see the whole 
essay, and they don’t need to have 
a literary spin, they just need to be 
good stories. For pitches, I want to 
get a sense that a writer has a well-
informed idea that engages with 
the genre of creative nonfiction and 

adds to the bigger conversation. I’m 
always looking for narrative and a 
research element. 

WHAT IS THE WORD COUNT, 
RIGHTS, AND PAY? 
The word count varies from 700 to 
4K. We take first rights and retain 
other rights for future projects. We 
pay a flat fee starting at $150. 

BEST WAY TO CONTACT YOU?
All pitches and completed essays 
need to be submitted through 

Submittable. Our pitching guide: 
CreativeNonfiction.org/submission 
/pitch-us/ links to the site.  WD


