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			“If there’s a book you really want to read but it hasn’t been 
 written yet, then you must write it.”


			—Toni Morrison


		


	




	

		

			Editor's Note for the Digital Edition


			Journey of Memoir is a workbook and as such is meant to be written in by you. Throughout the book you will encounter this pencil symbol: [image: Black_pencil.jpg]. This is your cue to type in your own notes (depending on how your e-reader functions) or to get out a notebook and write your responses there. Enjoy the journey.


		


	




	

		

			A Note to Memoirists 


			Writing a memoir is an adventure, a challenge, and a journey that challenges writers to craft a story, capture memories, and become an editor, marketer, and even a publisher. Having taught memoir writing for over fifteen years in person and online, I’m always inspired by the people I come to know through their process of unfolding their stories. 


			I want to thank each person who has trusted me with a story, each person who has helped me to learn about the journey of memoir writing, and everyone I’ve worked with at the National Association of Memoir Writers as presenters and experts. All of you have educated me and helped me to grow as a writer, teacher, and leader.


			There are so many people to thank, but I offer a special nod to Jerry Waxler, Sharon Lippincott, and Brooke Warner. All the times we have talked about writing, creativity, and pushing the limits of storytelling have inspired me to develop more ways to invite stories from people and to find new ways to support them.


			When I give talks, I always mention my great-grandmother, who was the first person to tell me the stories of her life. We’d lie in a featherbed during the summers of my childhood, and she would unwind what the world was like for an ordinary nineteenth-century woman—wood cook stoves, feeding the harvesters three times a day (all twenty of them), raising seven children. She told me of the death of her first husband (the father of my grandmother who raised me) two months after they married. Through Gram, the woman I lived with most of my childhood, I learned that a woman could raise herself up from poverty, come to love literature and culture, and also shake the Iowa farm dust off her feet to board ocean liners to England. The piles of books all around her house showed me that literature was important—that it could even change your life.


			Most people who are writing memoir are looking for the stories that offer meaning in their lives. They are trying to make sense of something, to heal and offer hope to others. All of us who are creative nurture each other’s creativity, and we are all joined in a circle of stories—some we know and some we will come to know. This is an era of storytelling and sharing, a grassroots movement that is sweeping along ordinary people, people like my great-grandmother. Stories keep whispering in our ears until we listen and pick up a pen. I hope this workbook helps you to listen to these invitations to story, and that it helps you to write yours.


			The motto at the National Association of Memoir Writers is Be Brave—Write Your Story. 


			Do it now! 


		


	




	

		

			Introduction


			Having taught memoir writing for the last fifteen years, I encounter questions, problems, and topics that all memoir writers have in common. In my first two books about memoir writing, Becoming Whole and The Power of Memoir, I talk about the power of story to transform and heal, and present a step-by-step method that can get the stories sorted and “downloaded” from the mind to the page. For each workshop I’ve taught through the years, the handouts, tips, and prompts have proven again and again to be useful to writers to chip away at the marble block of information that can overwhelm us. They’ve helped countless students to reveal the powerful moments within that make up a good story someone else can read and understand. 


			Over the years, my students have asked me to create a workbook where they can try out some of the concepts and exercises, and where they can collect and develop ideas for their memoir. And that’s what this handbook is. Each element of memoir writing, including skills, the transformational journey of memoir, and getting published are included. In the appendix is a collection of life stage memoir writing prompts that have helped my students focus on topics and find the themes for their stories. Having prompts can help you get unstuck and focus in without creating a whole new topic on your own.


			Another aspect of creating a memoir that’s important and that weaves its way into both the process of writing and this handbook are the reasons you want to write a memoir. Most people are inspired to take up this lengthy, challenging, and satisfying project by having experienced special life circumstances that have affected them deeply. There are experiences they want to explore, often with the purpose of healing or finding resolution. Writing a memoir is a journey in two ways: it’s our journey as writers and as people with emotions, memories, and conflicts. And as counterintuitive as it may seem, it’s this complex juice that makes us want to read and write stories. 


			Consider this workbook a guide for getting your memoir down on the page. There’s a logical step-by-step order to how the exercises and topics are presented based on the arc of the process of writing a memoir. You may wish to skip around to the writing prompts or certain skills as you page through the book. You don’t have to go through it in order, though it may make sense to do that, as the skills build upon each other.


			Most people writing a memoir are learning to write while also excavating the terrain of their memories and facing up to elements of the past that may be painful or unresolved. If you have started your memoir, or are about to start, you know that writing a book is a journey with several stages. As you go through the stages, you build one upon the other to get to your goal. As you write, the journey will change you. There is no way that we can encounter art, the imagination, and our inner psyches without being altered by the experience. And just like any journey, it shifts our perspective on life and on ourselves. You will not be the same person who began the journey when you’re done.


			Writing a memoir is a transformational learning experience that offers new windows into understanding who we are, and helps us to connect with other people who want to learn from our experiences as they travel on their own life path. A memoir delivers a powerful message to your readers about you—and about themselves. A good story is always universal, as well as particular. It’s time to get started writing your memoir! Enjoy the journey. 


			As the poet T. S. Eliot wrote in “Four Quartets”: “You are not the same people who left that station / Or who will arrive at any terminus.” 


			 


			- - - - - - -


			What a Memoir Is and Is Not


			• A memoir is a story with structure, a theme, and a reason for a reader to be engaged.


			• A memoir draws upon the skills and tools of fiction in presenting a story—with scenes, dialogue, sensual details, and the ability to create a world for the reader.


			• A memoir is not a journal. In a journal, your personal writing is without a structure and written to be kept private.


			• A memoir is written for an audience to read.


			• A memoir has an overarching message that a reader is left with, the reason for the book.


			• A memoir is focused on a topic or theme.


			- - - - - - -


			 


			Things You Need to Know About Memoir


			As you get started writing your memoir, there are things to think about before you sit down to write. These are summarized here for you, along with exercises to help you sort out the initial stages of writing your memoir.


			1. It’s your story—no one else’s. Write from the “I” point of view about your experiences, feelings, and perspectives.


			2. You’re writing to discover, not only to report. You will be discovering memories, truths, and events that you don’t always understand.


			3. A memoir is about memory and how you understand events and inner truths. Your memories are unique to you. Even if you write about an event where there are twelve witnesses, chances are each person saw, heard, and interpreted different things about that event.


			4. You will write your memoir like a novel—with scenes and plot, using the tools of good fiction.


			5. You will learn about how story works, and how to bring a template of structure and story to the long complexity that is your life. Your memoir will focus on a slice of that life. A memoir is more than a journal—it’s a story to be read by others.


			6. Your memoir will deliver messages, lessons, and takeaways that will be of value to others.


			 


			The Three Stages of Memoir Writing


			Through teaching memoir writing over two decades, and from writing my own books, I have found that there are several stages that writers go through as they write their memoir. I have broken these down into three stages, and each of them has their own challenges and required skillsets. Each stage has subsets, side roads, and tangled skeins that you can easily get lost in if you don’t have a roadmap. We’ll examine psychological barriers, sources of inspiration, forks in the road, and what to look out for—all with an eye on getting you to “The End.”


			The three stages are: 


			1. Kick-Starting. This is the beginning stage, the first stage, where you are beginning to learn what your story is trying to become. You discover the significant moments that create the spine of your memoir. You clarify your themes and freewrite your memories. You learn about sorting through themes and topics, character development, and how to sketch an outline for the rest of your book. In this stage you get acquainted with what a memoir requires of you and what it will give back.


			 


			2. The Muddy Middle. In this stage you start to question why you are writing a memoir. Self-doubt and the inner critic start whispering in your ear, and yet you’re also learning a lot—about yourself, the past, and the kind of structure and story line your memoir needs. Doubts that have to do with memory, family, and truth come up at this time. You learn how to affirm yourself and your writing. You learn to find the structure that your memoir needs during this stage, and how to write your way to the end of a first draft. This stage is long, exciting, tiring, and exhilarating. It’s a ride that gets you to “The End.”


			 


			3. Birthing Your Book. This is the later phase of writing your memoir, the home stretch. By now you know your story, you have solved many of the problems of plot and memory, and you’ve made your way through various bouts of self-doubt. Your story has helped to teach you the focus of your work and you have learned many writing skills by this stage. You have a clear sense of what you are writing about. You are past the Muddy Middle. You can see “The End” looming. You are celebrating, and you are beginning to think about editing and building a platform, and you’re continuing to read memoirs that feed your learning curve. You learn to become your own editor in the revision process, which is a part of this stage, and you’re in the process of deciding how you want to have your book published. 


			 


			- - - - - - -


			Common Questions about Memoir—and Some Answers


			• There are so many stories to write; where do I begin? Start with a story that makes your heart pound harder. Begin with a moment that changed your life.


			• What is a memoir? A memoir is a story about a part of your life. It has a focused theme, and does not begin with birth and end with what happened yesterday.


			• Can I just copy journal entries for my memoir? No. You need to learn about what makes a good story.


			• What if my family doesn’t want me to write a memoir? Write privately and keep your work away from those who will question or discourage you.


			• How do I know my memories are correct? Your memories belong to you. Memory is created when we are moved by emotion—something gets etched into our memory system in those moments. Your memories are unique to you, even if others don’t agree.


			- - - - - - -


			 


			What is a Memoir and Why Write One?


			A memoir is a true story that explores your inner and outer life, and the meaning you make about incidents and significant events. A memoir reflects back in time, and connects the past and the present. There are many reasons people write a memoir—from wanting to leave a legacy to a desire for revenge, from a deep need to explore the past to a hope for resolving past traumas and being able to move forward into a new future. What are your reasons and goals for your memoir?


			 


			Here are some reasons that people write a memoir:


			• It draws upon your dreams, your imagination, and your research skills.


			• It hones your ability to use language and to express yourself.


			• It gives more back to you than you put in—like magic, or like a garden.


			• It’s a transformational and spiritual path.


			• Your story can change others’ lives… and your own.


			• Research proves that writing heals both body and mind, and you want to resolve some past issues that still haunt you.


			• To create a narrative where you are the first-person narrator who integrates the past and the present.


			• Remembering brings all the parts of who you are together again.


			• Writing with your own voice is empowering. It will continue to empower, story-by-story.


			• Telling your truths frees you from shame and guilt.


			• To weave a family narrative and history.


			• To share with others, those whom you have loved and cherished.


			 


			List your reasons for writing a memoir.
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			“None of us will ever accomplish anything excellent or commanding except when he listens to this whisper which is heard by him alone.”


			—Ralph Waldo Emerson


			 


			Who's Your Audience?


			We write a memoir to explore ourselves and to communicate to others. This is the “takeaway” in a memoir, the lesson or message the audience needs to have. Who is the audience you want to reach? Knowing this will help determine your tone, how you choose your significant stories, the plot, and your narrative voice. Just as you speak to a friend in a particular tone that’s different from the one you adopt for your children, when you have a sense of your audience, the tone and focus of your book will angle in a certain direction. 


			Considering why you’re writing your memoir and who will read it can help you decide the purpose of your book, and as you understand that, who your audience is will become clearer. You may want to write your book for yourself, or a limited audience of family and friends, or you may want your book to have a wide readership.


			As you progress in writing your memoir, you get clearer about what your book is and it evolves, keeping your own passion to write your story in balance with what your audience will learn that will benefit them.


			 


			1. Who is your audience? Who are you writing for—your grandchildren, your family, or a larger audience?
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			2. Who is your target market—those who will benefit from your message and your book? 
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			3. Make a list of the people you want to read your book. 
People you know:
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			 People you don’t know:
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			4. List the people you DON’T want to read your book and why. We will come back to this later.
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			5. What are the messages, themes, and points you make in your book? Write down at least three.


			 [image: Black_pencil.jpg]


			 


			Scenes: Building Blocks for Your Story 


			Scenes are building blocks for a story—moments in time where you show action and dialogue, sensual details and reactions. To achieve this, you use fictional tools such as description, and details such as setting, sound, taste, colors, and smell to create a world that your reader can inhabit. Many memoir writers start off writing narration in the head of the narrator, which can be fine, part of the time. It’s writers who learn to combine scenes with reflective narration, however, that have a better message for the reader and a book that’s more layered and interesting.


			 


			Why You Need to Write Scenes


			1. To show others the world you are presenting so others can experience it too.


			2. A scene brings characters, your setting, and the ambiance of “real life” to your readers. We can feel this world, and are drawn in.


			3. A scene is rich in details, action, and description.


			4. A scene exists for a reason—think about why it’s there: What significant moment does it show? What comes before and after that scene?


			5. Each scene creates a bead in your narrative. Think of them as pearls on the necklace of your story. Each bead is a scene, and in between each bead will be your narration, reflection, and summary sections that tie the scenes together.


			6. Description is part of scene—where you paint a picture of the world you are showing the reader.


			7. Equally important to building scenes is the use of sensual details—texture, sound, sight, smell and feeling of the world you’re creating on the page.


			 


			Now that you have these definitions, tools, and stages in mind, you’re ready to launch into the first stage of writing your memoir. 


			 


			 


			“… everybody’s life, I believe, is a kind of detective story, every clue of our forbearers’ lives, every decision, missed opportunity, guessed motivation, a part of the solution to our own existence.”


			—Robin Hemley
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