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Create a Lasting Impression


Learn the secrets of the “whys,” “whens,” and “how-tos” of thank-you-note writing. The Art of Thank You will motivate you—or perhaps someone you know who could use a little encouragement—to pick up a pen and take the time to express gratitude. Interspersing straightforward guidelines with funny, inspiring anecdotes and examples by such luminaries as Abraham Lincoln and Ernest Hemingway, the author’s practical tips for newlyweds, business people, and children make this handy little book an indispensable resource.


After nearly twenty years as a technical writer, Connie Leas retired and turned her attention to thank-you notes. Years of gathering material from advice columns, etiquette books, and collections of selected letters have made her a no-nonsense thank-you-note expert. She has five children and lives with her husband in Boulder Creek, California.
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Register online at www.simonandschuster.com for more information on this and other great books.
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The deepest principle in human nature is the craving to be appreciated.
         —William James





To the Reader


[image: images]


Dear Readers:


Thank you for selecting this book—or for taking a look at it. I hope you find it useful and inspiring—even entertaining.


I came up with the idea of writing a thank-you-note book after a wedding gift I had sent was not acknowledged. In trying to imagine the reasons for this breach of etiquette, I concluded that the recipients of my gift either didn’t know that a gift requires a thank-you—which is hard to believe—or that they felt insecure about their note-writing skills. Either way, I decided a how-to book was in order.


I started out by going to the library and checking out all the etiquette books available—usually very large tomes that covered everything from how to set a table to proper behavior on the tennis court. I also scoured magazines, newspapers, and the Internet. Little by little, I became something of a thank-you-note expert.


My early drafts focused rather narrowly on rules, etiquette, and social correctness, as well as on the dire consequences of neglecting to write thank-you notes— a sort of verbal finger wagging. However, the longer I stuck with it—the more I read and the more people I talked to—I found more and more examples of thoughtfulness and kindness motivated not by the “oughts” and “shoulds” of social convention but by an empathetic regard for the feelings of others. Little by little, themes of generosity, gratitude, kindness, and consideration took up a larger share of the book—and rightfully so.


I am no thank-you-note poster child. My notes are not as beautifully written as many of those you’ll find in this book and I don’t offer them as freely as do some of the people you’ll meet here. Also, I didn’t work as hard to train my children as the parents mentioned in these pages. But I will take credit for introducing you to these remarkable people and for sharing the memorable thank-you notes I’ve collected.


It appears that thank-you notes are on the decline, a consequence, I suspect, of the electronic gadgetry that has made us impatient with activities requiring time and effort. As expressions of gratitude diminish, so too do thoughtfulness and civility—virtues we can’t afford to lose. Perhaps this book can help. So can you.


 


Connie Leas
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I am not one who believes that too many cooks spoil the broth—at least not where the “broth” consists of a book like this one. I figure the more “cooks,” the better. Many friends and relatives helped me by offering suggestions, opinions, criticisms, encouragement, ideas, thank-you notes, and anecdotes. Early on, when the book was just an idea, the enthusiasm of my daughter-in-law Cheryl Farr Leas—herself a writer—made me believe I should go ahead and write something. (Cheryl also offered valuable editorial assistance as well as thank-you notes, including the one from a Brooklyn firefighter.) My sister, Elaine Greensmith Jordan, alerted me to the Maui Writer’s Conference Manuscript Service, without which I may never have found an agent and publisher. She also reviewed my earliest draft, offering suggestions that helped move the book toward its final form. So, too, did my friend Lucia Mouat, another writer.


I sent a later version of the manuscript to other friends and family, who reviewed it, corrected it, and offered suggestions for improvement. I am indebted to them for their attention to my project: Bob Good, Speed Leas, Bob MacKay, Kristi McKenzie, Karen Riechel, Jocelyn Stoody, Susan Thatcher, and Marion Weil. Another friend, Laura Dolson, put me in touch with Dawn Price, who writes daily thank-you notes—a great find!


Finally, thanks to my agent, Rita Rosenkranz, who, with unflagging attention, guided both the book and me toward publication; to my editor, Jenefer Angell, whose enthusiastic and cheerful approach to the project made collaboration a pleasure; and to my copy editor, Marvin Moore, whose perfectionism compensated for my lack thereof.
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Writing a thank-you note is a small but gracious way to repay kindness with kindness. By expressing gratitude in writing, you make sure others feel appreciated. Moreover, your note of thanks provides tangible evidence of your appreciation to the good people who have treated you well.


A thank-you note—especially one that is handwritten—is appreciated not only by gift-givers but by those who have hosted you for overnights, helped with a project, expressed condolences, done a good job, offered a sympathetic ear, found your lost wallet, invited you to dinner, lent you money, or any number of other generous acts. The list of possibilities is boundless. For example, an elderly man sent a thank-you note to the Internal Revenue Service expressing appreciation for their “fine young employee”; a grateful mother wrote Dr. Jonas Salk to thank him for developing the polio vaccine.


Usually we feel grateful to be on the receiving end of thoughtful acts; less often do we express our gratitude in writing. Cathy Keating, first lady of Oklahoma, is one person who writes her thanks, no matter how overwhelming the task. After the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Office Building in Oklahoma City, she personally responded to the hundreds upon hundreds of offers of help, prayers, and money. It took her several months to acknowledge each letter, but acknowledge them she did. “It was the right thing to do,” she said. “Nothing can replace the acknowledgment of a kind deed better than a handwritten note from the heart.”




I am 84 and very Cranky-Fussy—


The Federal Income Tax Blanks get more complicated and hard to understand each year. I was sure I was not figuring correctly my Tax Report for those over 75 so I went down to your office-Room 1102 & secured help from young man in Help to Taxpayers office. I was very fussy and cranky after walking & Panting for 30 minutes but he was very patient with me & laughed me out of being mad. I was ashamed of myself. I asked for help in figuring on income & credits for those over 75. He made out my report & saved me $80.00.


Thank you & this fine young employee.


Old Man





I would guess that not many IRS employees receive thank-you notes. This one was saved and later published in Letters of the Century.


Thank-you notes as treasures
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For famous people, such as Jonas Salk, accolades may be commonplace, but you can be sure they are treasured nevertheless. For most of us, receiving a note of appreciation usually pleases us far beyond the expectations of the note-writer. In fact, notes of thanks attain an almost trophy-like status and are often saved and displayed.


My mechanic has tacked a collection of smudged and faded thank-you notes to the walls of his grimy office. Doctors also save their notes of thanks. In an editorial in Patient Care journal, Dr. Karl Singer writes that he saves expressions of thanks in a special file. “They’re a counterbalance to the inevitable complaints, negative reviews, and lawsuits that we all get at some time or another as physicians.” Dr. Singer also tells of a “note” he received in the form of a large cake on which was written “Thanks Dr. Singer and staff for 25 years of great care.” “That day,” he reports, “everyone in the office felt happy.” One rural doctor, Kathryn Rensenbrink, after visiting the home of a dying patient, received a letter from the man’s daughter, thanking the doctor “for coming like a guardian spirit out of the winter dark.” “How wonderful,” Dr. Rensenbrink writes, “to be most appreciated when you feel the least able.”




April 13, 1955


Dear Doctor Salk—


Not the least among the many honors a grateful world bestows upon you are the blessings of a million mothers to whom your discovery means freedom from a most tragic fear. When I realize that my young daughter and another child as yet unborn will never suffer from polio, I am more grateful than words can express to you and to all the others who have made this possible.


Most sincerely,
Joanna H. Shurbet





Some people, like this mother writing to express her thanks to Dr. Jonas Salk, don’t keep their gratitude to themselves. They are an inspiration.


 


Ministers especially treasure notes of thanks. One minister says he saves his thank-yous in a file under “E” for “encouragement.” He pulls them out “on those days you think you should resign.” Another pastor reports that such notes give him the “assurance that my work is not in vain.”


Especially worthy of praise are those people who write thank-yous to gladden the hearts of strangers who have provided a valued service. My daughter-in-law, who writes travel guides, has received thank-yous from people who appreciate her well-researched recommendations of hotels and restaurants. Like many of us, she saves and prizes such notes, which may serve as the only evidence that her work has value to others. “I’m always so thrilled when readers write thank-you notes,” Cheryl says. “Most readers don’t think about the people who do the intensive work that goes into writing an annual travel guide. So when somebody takes the time and energy to say thank you, I know that I’ve really connected with them on a personal level. That’s what makes it all worthwhile.”




Dear Elaine,


I was so happy to talk with you the other night… This whole experience has been so healing for Kathy and I but on different levels… I always felt I had a sister. I am so happy. We have bonded so quickly. It’s been a blessing in both of our lives. It’s almost like being born again.


I’ve always been so terribly depressed on my birthday but this year I think I’m starting to feel differently. I’m starting to feel whole for the first time in my life… The pain in my heart is gone after 42 years. Without your interview and letter to ‘The Village’ I would have never found my sister!


You are loved,
Wendy





My sister, Elaine Greensmith Jordan, received this note from a friend whom she had helped in locating adoption information.


Happiness shared
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Thank-you notes not only make us feel appreciated, they also allow us to experience the good feelings we engender by our thoughtful acts. This notion hadn’t occurred to me until I read a story by Roxana Robinson in The New York Times Magazine titled “Great Expectations: Should an Act of Kindness Merit Something in Return?” In the article she tells of finding a wallet in a cab, locating the owner’s phone number, and calling to tell him she had found his wallet. Instead of hearing ecstatic statements of relief and gratitude, she heard only a calm “Oh good. Thank you.” He said little more except “I will pick it up tomorrow.” Ms. Robinson was disappointed. She wanted to “talk about how wonderful it all was.” Later she consoled herself, thinking he would surely leave a “grateful note” or a “heartfelt message on our machine.”


She left the wallet with her doorman, and the owner picked it up, but he left no note in return. Days passed. Ms. Robinson began analyzing her feelings: “At first I was disappointed, but by evening I felt foolish. Why had I expected a deluge of gratitude? I had felt so noble, but in fact I hadn’t been noble at all, only responsible. My entire effort had cost exactly 25 cents.




Karen,


Thank you very much for that rather hefty graduation present. I hope Aimee knows how lucky she is to have a mother as kind and outgoing as yourself. Since I’m still going to be around, you’re welcome to interject with any motherly advice anytime you hear my mom giving me a lecture before I go out.


Thanks again,
Chris Medley





A friend of mine received the following note of thanks from a youthful neighbor to whom she had given a graduation check. As with so many notes of thanks, my friend appreciated and enjoyed it so much that she saved it.


 


Why had I expected to be treated like a hero?… I was embarrassed by my own expectations.”


Four days after finding the wallet, Ms. Robinson received an orchid with a card that said, “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. I love New York!” The wallet owner was clearly grateful, and Ms. Robinson was surely gratified by his gift and note. And while the opportunity to talk about “how wonderful it all was” had passed, the note of thanks conveyed his delight in having his wallet returned.


We can all identify with the author’s expectations as she called the owner of the wallet and waited for—but didn’t receive—his enthusiastically happy response. If we have made others happy, we want the feeling to wash over us. A thank-you note can make it happen.


I suspect the desire to share the happiness may be the reason doctors, who often receive gifts as expressions of gratitude, would much prefer a thank-you note, even if the gifts are extremely valuable. (The former Shah of Iran used to give Rolex watches.) Dr. Laura Popper, a New York City pediatrician, is a case in point. To save an infant who had stopped breathing, she ran from her office two and a half blocks to the parents’ apartment. There she provided the resuscitation and follow-up measures that saved the child’s life. Later, Dr. Popper received a box of chocolates from the grateful parents. While she appreciated the acknowledgment, she would have appreciated even more a few words that described the infant’s return to health and the joy this brought the parents. “I did care about the letter,” she admitted—that is, the one she didn’t get.




30 September 1959


Dear Mr. Marx:


Thanks for the book and for including my name at the end of that long, dreary list in the front. Thurber says it is alphabetical, but he is full of all sort of odd bits of information.


I’m enjoying the book, and it is one of the two books in my library in which the sentences seem to be uttered aloud by the author of the book. (The other book is Fred Allen’s.)


My wife and I continue to watch your show with enjoyment, and the whole thing is better than ever now that the bittersweet vine has reached the top of our antenna, so that you come through the set looking more and more like Raymond Duncan, the goatherd. Keep up the good work, and tell Melinda I was enchanted with the witch doctor.


Sincerely,
E. B. White





Groucho Marx sent E. B. White, the well-known author of The Elements of Style, a copy of his book Groucho and Me. White is mentioned in the acknowledgments.


Worldly rewards
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Writing thank-you notes can be rewarding—sometimes extremely so. For example,


 


[image: image] Peter Cummings, chairman of the Detroit Symphony Orchestra, wrote a personal—and lengthy—thank-you note to an elderly heiress who had contributed $50,000 to the DSO. Two weeks later, the heiress contributed an additional $50,000. This pattern of donations followed by letters of gratitude continued until the DSO had received an unprecedented $2.5 million from this donor.


[image: image] A woman wrote to etiquette expert and columnist Miss Manners saying that her six-year-old “… writes her own notes and expresses delight in most gifts, even new toothbrushes, so it is fun to give her presents. Her grandmother and godmother enjoy it so much, that they give her several gifts each month.”


[image: image] A job-seeker was among five finalists for a highly desirable job. Of the five, she was the only one who sent a thank-you note following the interview. She got the job.


[image: image] A woman who had been shopping for a car received a personal letter of appreciation from just one of the eight or ten dealerships she visited. The dealer who wrote the note got her business. “I felt important and believed my business was truly wanted,” she says.


On the other hand, failure to offer written thanks can be costly: grandmothers who do not receive thank-you notes have been known to cease gift giving.
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