Writing Your Own Life Story










By Delores Davis, presenter 

Creating your story in an entertaining and creative way is the focus of this section. You are the creator.  
1. Why create

This is your story, you are the center. You will engage with issues, ideas, emotions, struggles, that were or are yours and tells what matters to you. Your approach should be to write your first draft with your heart and rewrite it with your head. The first part of writing is to write, not think! 

2. What to create 

a. Your life-as an individual or
b. Summary or Trends of your family history i.e.
a. Achievement 

b. Travels

i. Moving from Farm to city-(from urban to suburb)- or

ii. another country 

c. Careers in our family. 

d. Family Medical challenges- Living with Pain

e. Family business- Up through the ranks

f. Military service
g. Recipes/Cook (Use family recipes-build stories around them)

3. How 
Schedule/Plan-Make a commitment –

Challenges  

Personal (Obstacles -time/motivation)


Family/Others (Difficulties/ alternatives)
Writing styles
Research 


Collect documents already available


Search needed ones

4. Inserts  - Additions that may the stories more “alive”
5. Organization- Structure-Prioritizing  (Self and story)
6. Revision - reviewing, correcting, rewriting. 

Writing Your Life Memoirs in a creative and entertaining way
You have something important to do before you die, and only you can do it. Only you can look back and make sense of the life you've lived.  Whatever your achievement and challenge in life- your story and the story of your ancestors (or descendants) are worth writing. Writing often helps you to put meanings into your life. Sometimes it is difficult to reveal your inner thoughts or express emotions; many tend to deny these feelings. But writing gives us a chance to say some of the things we always wanted to say. Here when an opportunity presents itself, we can reveal our convictions regarding the world we live in, marriage, religion, health, death, relatives, friends and life values. Heartbreaking moments can be described in balanced tactful writings. Delicate language can be used to write about indelicate subjects. Everyone can write a life story. It can take time and energy, but once you’ve done that, you will have a completed project that was worth your time and the reader’s interest.

Writing is first an observation and then putting that observation in words. It’s your life that matters more than what you have done. The written word takes on a life of its own. It can be read at leisure, studied and absorbed into one’s own life experiences. It may bring comfort during a time of sorrow or solutions during a time of crisis. 

Your approach

Before you begin, remember, you aren't governed by any hard and fast rule. Sit down and write! Clarifying your aim, asking why will help to reveal the form you eventually take and what you want to focus on. Don't give up when you get frustrated. False starts and interruptions are not always a wasted time and energy. Consider writing as if you were writing to your grandchild's child. That way you'll increase the details and explain more of your story.

It is a rare life that does not contain struggles with difficult emotions and experiences. Sharing your life story with others can be awkward. You must often consider the feelings of other people in your life. They may feel it is better to leave things as they are-or leave things “out.”
Other concerns include;

· Disclosure of hidden information or experience 

· Pain of stirring up old emotions

· Unreliability of memory

· Disagreements about events, OR
· Different interpretations about the same event

Remember this is your story. You are the center. “You engage issues, ideas, emotions, and struggles etc. that were/are yours. It is your life and the structure tells what matters to you.  You should write the life as candidly as you saw it-including the tears and laughter and consider not if you should write your story but how.   

Develop a system                                                                                                                                                                           Once you have written several vignettes, begin to create an outline and filing sys​tem.
· How - Preparation/Plan

· Keep a personal journal for ideas and thoughts. Have several notebooks in different places. You need to record them or you will forget
· Keep a loose-leaf notebook. Start with a simple outline-create a sheet for each section on the outline. Put the thoughts, stories and documents behind each area in notebook. 

· Gather material (information) - Begin organizing available documents
·  Charts- Ancestor and Descendant

· Maps- the travels

· Family Photographs, Letters or other important documents

· On the computer keep “to do” notes. Create folders for areas on the outline or other groupings. Then put the stories, notes and information into the appropriate folder. 

· Create a working lists (tables) of ideas 

· Study pictures-Jot down things that occur

· Pick a topic and begin writing a few paragraphs. 

· Start with a single object- a picture-letter. Use them to stir up memories. 

· What personal crisis did you go through- teen-age drugs, broken marriage, sudden dismissal after years of service. 

· What happened/when/why/how/where 
· Compare stories with family, long lost cousin, classmates, and neighbors
· Make a commitment Organize space and make a commitment of time (when you create an area designed for your writing and plan a time-you are more likely to think of writing when you see the area and get close to the time) 

· Structure.  An outline is a guide to keep you on track- Then, if change is indicated, change the outline. 

· Managing documents -organize your ‘filing cabinet’ in a logical and manageable way 
· Don’t worry if some details are left out. They will be the basis of your research
· Research–missing information/or information that would add interest to your story. (Don’t guess-research.) Almost all stories will need some research. If you’re not sure look it up. It is background for your story and you want your material to be authentic 
· Your memory is the first and best- then journals, baby books, graduation books, wedding books, letters, photographs, mementos, dreams 
· Record information about the pictures-why they are important and why you took and kept them- Write more than just name, age date. Tell what and why- 

Historical-  Research and record the major events that were happening in the world at different times of your life.  The library and Internet can help. 

Geographical - Going back to the old neighborhood or school can be very enlightening. The street names and area have been changed. Take a nostalgic trip - get pictures 
If you have difficulty with getting started or have specific challenges, consider creating  Computer TABLES     - Do three or more tables with 2 columns 6-10 row each 

· Challenging Table-  Name one row-stumbling blocks- the other stepping stones

· Write down your stumbling blocks in one column and possible stepping-stones in the other. 

· Example  Not enough time(stumbling block)--get up ½ hr earlier (stepping stone) 

· Do a 24hr. 7day week chart of your regular activities to find out on your schedule where you could set aside time to write on a regular basis 

·  “To do” Calendar table- Create 3 columns- name them

· To Do/ Details/Completed

· Write things you need to do/ details necessary to get it done/date completed 

· Don’t delete after each task is accomplished (completed). It will be a record of the work you’ve done 

Interview      When interviewing family 

· Be prepared with a notebook or tape recorder.

· Try to go to a quiet place with no distractions. 

· Try interviewing one person at a time. Sometimes with multiple people, there may be disagreements and the process could turn in ways that may stop your receiving any information. Or even worst, stop you from getting any further information! 

· Yet having more than one there at the same time often inspires them to remember other fats and activities.

· When remembering slows down, ask questions but don’t be afraid of silence. Often the person is thinking or remembering and your interruptions could help you lose something very valuable.

· If possible, it may be better to make several trips to gather material instead of one long one

· If the persons you want to interview, lives far away-start a correspondence by mail. Send questions (fewer the better) in a stamped self-addressed envelope. (People will usually respond when they keep seeing the envelop with their name and a stamp on it.) 

The Keys to Writing Success 
1. Your Voice -is the sound of author speaking to the reader. Try to imagine talking to a trusted friend as you write. Use your everyday words. Read your writing out loud to someone else or tape it to see if it sounds like you. –check if it’s the kind of words you normally use in speech. AGAIN- Think of focusing your writings toward your grandchild’s child or a young relative. You have to give more details- they won’t know you as much as your children

2. Tone -It’s not what you say, it’s the way you say it- Is it is philosophical, sarcastic, lighthearted, serious, authoritative etc. 
3. Tense-Things that happen in the past or happening in the present or will happen in the future can affect your voice. Try to maintain the same voice (I am Momma’s favorite) OR (I was Momma’s favorite.) Writing in the present tense makes story more vivid

4. Show vs. Tell (action) Painting a picture for the reader to see and feel as it is read is better than telling the reader. For example – the word dog vs. brown cocker spaniel. Not car but Ford. Not fruit but grapes. The birth of a baby not “I was so excited”. Write about the sweat of the mother’s forehead, the tension in her body, and the beautiful smile on her face when she looked at her newborn daughter. Consider your senses, what did it something smell like, sound like, look like, feel like, was it “hot”, “warm”, “cool”,  (shoes squeak?) Painting the picture is good when it’s significant and important to the story -redundant if it’s not significant.  

5. Dialogue -  People that only talk about themselves sound like a monotone and it’s hard to keep listening. It is the same (boring) with reading. Read the dialogue out loud- how does it sound to you?  

6. Voicing a person’s name- give a feel to the story and could add authority to your story.  This refers also to style and usage. For example; a gossipy churchgoer, an activist or city councilman. 

7. Body language - Many people speak with their body more than their words. Put action into your speech. (Facial language - nodding of his head, raising his eyebrow, body movements-pounding his fist) - “Quiet,” I said.  Weak “Quiet” he yelled angrily (better) He lashed his fist through the air, “Quiet, I said!” (Very good)

8. Internal thoughts of-main characters- if you want to register the thoughts of a character-many times that is done by italicizing “I bet you would, he thought. I just bet you would”

What to Include-Prioritizing is a must. 
Ours in a busy life and no one can do everything. But if you can’t do everything at least you can do something.  The most important thing is to begin.  To begin you do need a general plan of where you’re heading. An outline is a guide to keep you on track- if change is indicated, change the outline. Outlines should be flexible. They are only a road map not a rigid tool. A story flows according to the structure with the goal to keep the reader interested. Without structure-memories are random collections and it would be difficult to sustain interest. Structure creates cohesion, shape, direction and destination.
Structure of a document can be

1. Chronological- time sequence

a. Life stages- birth, childhood, middle childhood, teen, early adult, middle, later

b. Major life events- Birth, arrival sibling, school, first job, marriage, children

c. Social history- depression, second world war, post war years, 60’s

2. Topics  

a. Relationships

b. Unusual situations

c. Journal (Snapshots of your life)

3. Themes

a. Searching for an identity

b. Being Disabled

c. Coming from another culture

Within the structure you can have chapters – Chapters contains one or more stories. You can end each chapter with a decision, surprise or humor. Many have poems or sayings at the beginning of each chapter. Vary lengths of paragraphs and chapters; serious and lighter 

· Start each chapter with new subject.

Illustrating your story. Adding images--

· Charts- Ancestor and Descendant

· Maps- Where were the travels

· Family Photographs, Letters or other documents (comments or information under)

· Borders, boxes for recipes, favorite sayings, poems etc.

Summarizing or writing an ending to your document. Whatever you write-you want it to come from your heart. You can sum it up philosophically
· Are you satisfied with your accomplishments

· What you would have done differently if you could live your life over again.

· What are your personal beliefs?

· What values do you hold dear-what do you want to pass along

· Express your hopes and goals?

Revision is reviewing, correcting, rewriting. It makes the story more compelling and strong. 

First Level –If you start too soon it may keep you from completing first draft. Consider starting
· After each chapter or a certain # of pages.

2nd level

· Review whole book-read without interruption from beginning to end. This will aid in the understanding of the flow and character continuity. 

· Reread. Jot down questions, grammar, accuracy, and repetitions - keep reading, After finishing the complete read- then fix and re read. Make a clean copy.

3rd level

· Take a break from the book- a week or more. This gives you distance and objectivity. You can see what you wrote not what you meant to write.

· Return to the process reading, revising, until you are satisfied and have told the story to the best of your ability. Sometimes you may struggle with “letting go” of your story.

· If you wish, it is a good idea to have another person read it. Have at least 2 and only then after the 2nd draft -  

· One person who is familiar with you and has known you most of your life and the

· Second person- a friend or co-worker who knows you and cares about writings. This person should pay more attention to the grammar and style than the story. He (she) should be more interested in judging what you wrote not in judging you.

· Write down the exact questions what you want them to check.

Life Writing Workshop- 

Consider forming a continuing writing group. Sometimes it can be difficult to keep going and writing when you’re doing it alone. You don’t know what you’re writing is good or not and begin to ask yourself who would want to read it anyway. It’s easier to continue when you have like-minded persons to encourage you.

