EDITING AT THE EDGE
Brendan O’Brien
Hello everybody: it’s great to be here! First I’m going to tell you a little about my background: I grew up in a small town called Nenagh in Co. Tipperary, Ireland. I then lived in Dublin – by far the largest city in Ireland – for around 20 years, and also in London for a few years; I went freelance in 1993. In 1998 my wife and I decided to move from Dublin to a rural area called Munterconnaught in Co. Cavan – also in Ireland – largely because we felt that our son and daughter would have a better quality of life there: they were aged seven and four at the time. The fact that I was freelance gave us the freedom to do this: Pauline, my wife, was not working outside the home in those days.

In some respects, of course, as a freelancer one’s location is immaterial, especially in the online era. From my experience, I would say that ‘editing at the edge’ can definitely be done successfully. My main advice to people considering a move to an isolated location would be to try to harness and build community spirit both in the local physical environment and in the online environment: the two are complementary in terms of increasing the quality of one’s life.

To set the scene: our family home is about two miles from the nearest small shop and three miles from the nearest village. Munterconnaught is a dispersed community based largely on dairy farming; people tend to know each other. In my immediate area, our house is one of seven that are quite close together – a kind of cluster – which is helpful in terms of security. We keep an eye out for each other. Strangely, even though we are so isolated, the people in the other six houses include a ghostwriter who has written a number of sports books and an artist who has illustrated children’s books. Another neighbour is one of Ireland’s best-known playwrights.

Our hopes that the children would have a good quality of life were well founded: they had an idyllic childhood with freedom to wander safely and to explore the fields around our house – the kind of freedom that children in towns and cities generally do not have these days. So in that respect our plan worked out very well.

There is a strong community spirit in Munterconnaught. My next-door neighbour is a leading light in the local community and involved in everything. When we were introduced, the very first thing he said to me was ‘What are you good at?’ He was quite unabashed about trying to harness people’s skills for the benefit of the community – and rightly so, in my opinion. I know he would say now that I have made a big contribution.

For example, I copy-edited and produced, on a voluntary basis, a book that was published to mark 150 years of primary education in my area. It contains school-day memories of a wide range of people, from the very young to the very old. It was quite a lot of work. Later the local heritage society, of which I am treasurer, produced a short pictorial guide to the history and heritage of the area. My son took the photos, I did the writing and my wife did the layout. This voluntary work definitely helped to embed us in the community. I have also been involved in many activities that were not directly related to my skills. For example, I wouldn’t be able to make a living as a guitar player, but I have done my bit locally on formal and informal musical occasions.

Our policy of getting involved in local organizations has paid huge dividends for Pauline and me. It is easier to be part of a genuine real-world community in a rural area than in a city, in my opinion, but my advice would be to investigate what your local area can offer to you, and what you can offer to it, no matter where you happen to live. Some people who move to rural areas never bother to do this: they may see a trade-off between demands on their time and energy and what the community can offer. My view is that the trade-off is worth it. Yes, it takes time and energy to make contacts, socialize locally, serve on committees, etc., but you will get plenty back both in practical terms – help when you need it – and in a sense of belonging. Support from the community helped Pauline and me through a very tough time after our son, Sean, died suddenly in 2010.

An example of potentially beneficial community involvement is a campaign that I have recently been involved in called Munterconnaught Community Broadband Project. We have slow fixed-line broadband in my area, and while e-fibre broadband is due to be rolled out in a few years’ time, we would like to see our area prioritized. Clearly high-speed broadband would benefit me in my work. An ad-hoc committee of like-minded people emerged, as always happens in my community when a need is evident; we have surveyed all the households in the area to gauge the demand for fast broadband, and I will help to draft the report to be submitted to ISPs and state agencies. In the process, I have made the acquaintance of various local professionals with whom I may have a lot in common and of whom I was not previously aware. The process, as well as the potential outcome, is worth while.
So, I would recommend that isolated editors involve themselves in local processes where they can, even where these are not directly relevant to editorial work. They will yield potentially useful contacts.

At this point, I thought I would briefly address some of the topics that appear in the blurb for this session.

The first of these is:

MAINTAINING THE BUSINESS – FINDING NEW WORK

When we moved to the country, I already had some regular clients in Ireland and the UK. I had worked in-house for publishers in London and Dublin, so I had contacts. Also, when I first went freelance I had joined the Association of Freelance Editors, Proofreaders and Indexers – a small Irish organization, known as AFEPI, which had about 15 members at the time – and I had met some of my freelance colleagues at meetings in Dublin.

My new clients generally come through four routes. In order of importance, from most to least important, these are:

1. social media contacts

2. referrals made by my existing clients: I have got quite a lot of work from academics in this way

3. individuals or publishers requiring an editor who see my details on the AFEPI website

4. individuals and businesses in my local area who are aware of what I do.

I think it’s significant that my three favourite new clients in the past year have come from leads supplied by Irish editors who are in the same association as me, but whom I had never met and didn’t know prior to connecting with them on Facebook.

In the first case, I mentioned in Editors’ Association of Earth that I was looking for new clients. An acquaintance referred me to an advertisement from a German journal publisher that had a backlog of papers to edit. I got several months of good work from that.

The second case is one I mentioned yesterday in a Social Media session: an Irish colleague asked me if it would be OK to post a notice on the Editors of Ireland Facebook page – this is a small group of which I am an admin. He was putting together a team of writers for a client, to produce scripts for short instructional videos. I said that it would be fine, and that I might be interested in applying. The upshot is that, all going well, I now I have up to a year and a half of well-paid writing work lined up: the best situation I have ever been in 22 years of freelancing.

The third case was a referral from a Dublin colleague who was too busy to take on a job from a Dublin-based publisher. The job is a book on Ireland’s successful Six Nations campaigns in men’s and women’s rugby earlier this year. As I am very interested in rugby, this will be a highly enjoyable job for me; also, I have visited the publisher and may get more work there in due course if I want it.

The next topic for this session is:

DEALING WITH/PREVENTING LONELINESS/ISOLATION

For me, the social and professional aspects of the online world are both very important. For my first 19 years as a freelance editor I was isolated. I had virtually no contact with freelance colleagues, either online or face to face. My contacts were with publishers, authors, typesetters, designers. They were generally good-natured, but they were very limited.

Facebook changed all that. I mentioned yesterday that I have made a lot of friends through Editors’ Association of Earth on Facebook – people I see as genuine friends like any others, even though I’m meeting many of them physically for the first time this weekend.

One of the good things about making online friends is that they may translate into real life: this conference is a great example of that. I have met quite a few editors in Ireland that I could have met in my pre-Facebook days, but never did. Also, one Canadian editor visited my home last month and spent over a week with my wife and me. So there is a kind of synergy between the virtual and real worlds that can be nurtured and built upon for the mitigation of loneliness and isolation.

I know that many editors see themselves as introverts, and may be inhibited even about interacting with other editors in a Facebook group, but, as I mentioned yesterday, editors tend to be very nice people, and very friendly and welcoming. There is really no need to be reticent about asking questions and offering opinions.

The next topic for this session is:

FINDING PROFESSIONALS (E.G., ACCOUNTANTS, TECH SUPPORT, FINANCIAL PLANNERS)

This heading doesn’t apply to me to any great extent. Because my business is quite small and simple, I have always done my own accounts and have never used the services of accountants or financial planners. In terms of tech support, I have a neighbour who lives across the road from me and is very knowledgeable about computers: he has been a great help over the years. My advice to those living in a rural area is to find out who does what, and what resources are available to be called on. Harness the informal knowledge base.

The final topic that I want to look at, very briefly, is:

STARTING A BUSINESS REMOTELY

In terms of starting a business now, a huge amount of advice is readily available online and there are some great resources. For anyone setting up a new editorial business, Editors’ Association of Earth on Facebook would be a good starting point. All the goodwill in the world is out there, waiting for you. Ask, and you shall receive.

Finally, my overall message, really, is that if isolation is the problem, then community – both real-world and online – is the solution.

Thank you.
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