John L. Clark
How To Write Your Life Story
1. Why Should You Write Your Personal History?
If you do not write your history, the memory of who you were may be preserved for a
generation or two, after that, all that will be known of you will be written on your
tombstone.
If you feel you have a greater contribution to make than your vital statistics, write about
it.
Leave something behind when you die that will help those you love get through the
rough spots of life. There are so many of us who fail to see in our own experiences
anything of value that would help another bear their crosses in life. We trudge through
life and then slip away without leaving anything behind to help family and friends. What
a tragedy! With little effort we could write of the experiences of our lives or capsulate
life’s lessons in memoirs, tell of the experiences that filled our life, however mundane or
routine they may be. We become so self effacing, modest, or imperceptive of what we
have to offer, that the true gift of self that we could share, we take with us to the grave.
The purpose of writing personal history is to inform, inspire, and entertain. You may not
be the best example of how life should be lived, but you are an example. This isn’t
about being the best or worst, it is about sharing how you did it.
Writing about your life pays a double dividend, it not only helps others understand how
you became who you are, but it also helps you take the jumble of your life and make
sense of it.
Socrates said, “An unexamined life is not worth living.” To write your life story requires
you to examine your life. This process will reveal patterns, how we faced challenges,
that we repeatedly made the same mistake, habits we overcame, what makes us happy
and what doesn’t. By writing about ourselves we gain a better understanding of who we
are and why we do what we do. This new perspective places us on a higher plateau
where we can take control and more effectively decide what we want to do with the
remainder of our lives.
Your life bridges the gap between your parents and grandparents, and your children
and grandchildren. You are a first hand witness of what life was like a generation or
two ago. Your grandchildren live in a technological world vastly different from the world
their great grandparents lived in. I have seen and used some of the tools and
equipment my father and grandfather used–horse drawn plows, mowing machines,
rakes, and fresno scrappers.
I spent all day all summer long out of doors tramping the fields, making huts, playing
with cap guns, flippers, and rubber guns. My grandchildren never leave the house.
Their time is spent on the computer or playing with electronic toys. It is doubtful that
their generation will ever return to the activities we enjoyed, but we can provide a
window for them to peer through to see what we experienced.

2. How to Organize Your Life Story
Chronological approach:
You can start with your birth and follow a chronology of your life, but it is not a
recommended approach. It tends to be tedious and too dependent on events rather
than feelings. Give your readers a break by riveting their interest with something
exciting at the beginning then fill in the chronology of your life with flashbacks. Be
creative. However, you lived your life in an orderly sequence, if you feel more
comfortable writing your life in the order you lived it, follow your time line. After you
have written your story you can rearrange the telling of your life to make it more literarily
pleasing. Computers will make this process very simple.
Memoir:
If writing the story of your complete life is a daunting task, try writing about one phase of
it—your college years, mission, raising your family, your career, etc. A Memoir
elaborates on specific events or periods in your life. You may have had a blissful
childhood, exciting teen years, a worthwhile, but routine career. You could write
memoirs about your early life and then focus on specific phases of our adult years
without giving all the details expected in a full blown autobiography.
A memoir gives you the freedom to write as the ideas come to you, rather than in a rigid
sequence. In light of that, you may want to write a series of memoirs, then blend them
into a smooth narrative of your life.
Vignette:
A vignette is a brief literary description. It differs from the memoir only in its length. It’s
shorter. We think in short memory clips (vignettes) rather than long thematic narratives.
Record the clips as you think of them. I recommend you keep several 3x5 cards in your
pocket or purse. Once you have written them you can smooth them out into a
connected narrative by adding a few paragraphs.
Examples of a vignette are: when you first met your future spouse, a description of
your wedding ring, how you felt when you saw your baby for the first time, the day you
sent your eldest child to school.
This is an example of a vignette I copied from my life story.
Our car, a four door ‘37 Ford, always seemed old to me. It had chocolate
ice cream stains on the ceiling. There was usually a dog, or a shovel to
share the back seat with. I remember daddy had some old light canvas
seat covers that were half off most of the time. They were always dusty,
and covered with dog hair. Dad would instruct us to lock the doors–pull up
on the handle to lock, push down to open. The door handles were stiff
and often required a foot on the handle to open. The latches needed
lubricant, and they seldom caught on the first try. Foot on handle, push,
open, then slam with all your might. “Good hell,” he would say, “you’re
going to break the window slamming it like that.”
When I was a very small boy I remember taking short drives down the

lane by pushing on the starter button. I also burned my fingers by putting
the key into the Cigarette lighter.
The ignition, in that immortal Ford, was the first thing to go. It was
replaced with a toggle switch. Later in its life the battery went dead. Dad
thought that it was easier to crank it than to buy a new battery. A couple
of turns and up it would start. Hardly any trouble at all.
I think Dad wanted to see how long it would run without doing any repair
work on it. . . ”Never a bolt taken out or a thing done to that engine.” . . . It
ran quite awhile, too long in fact. I didn’t get my driver’s license until I was
seventeen, or older because the old mechanical brakes in the Ford would
not stop in an emergency. You never stopped fast in that car, you just
learned to dodge real good. But, yes, those were the good old days.
The following matrix is an example of how one author suggests you organize your life
story. The author suggests you divide your age by eight, or look for natural divisions in
your life story, such as birth to kindergarten, grade school, high school, and college. By
dividing your life up like this, it not only serves as a time line, but it will also bring out
memories as you attach what she calls “qualities” to different time periods of your life,
qualities that characterize each division like blissful, carefree, miserable, unhappy and
frightening. As you answer the question, “Why did that time period represent those
qualities?” you will no longer be recording a series of events in your life, you will be
explaining how and why you felt about the things you experienced.. See Katie Funk
Wiebe, How to Write Your Personal or Family History, pp. 28-31.
In the following matrix the quality I identified in my pre-elementary school years was
“frustration.” The following vignette will illustrate this.
One of my favorite drinks was a root beer float. I was too timid to order it
myself. I would whisper what I wanted to Dad so he could order it for me,
and he was always prodding me to “speak up and tell the man what you
want.” I had an even harder time ordering a candy bar. I was too young
to read and I couldn’t remember what my favorite candy bar looked like.
What made it worse, I was too short to see the candy on the top shelf of
the display case, and in my young mind I knew with an absolute certainty
that they kept all the best candy bars on that shelf and I Dad was too busy
talking to the loafers to lift me up so I could see. Mr. Halladay, the store
owner, would get impatient because he had to stand there and wait for me
to decide. When I finally picked the bar I wanted he couldn’t tell which
candy bar I was pointing to. After he picked up two or three, I gave up and
took the one he was holding whether it was the one I wanted or not.
To this day I get anxious when in a fast food place about giving my order. I
usually wait outside of the line to read the menu on the wall and decide
what I want before I get in line. When the waitress comes to take my order
I want to have it all figured out, ready to give it to her.

Divisions of My Life
Pre-school
1937-1942
Age 1-6

Elementary
School
1942-1949
Age 6-12

Jr/Sr High School
1949-1955

College/Mission/
Courtship
1955-1961
Age 17-24

Qualities
Carefree
Frustration

Qualities
Clueless
Lived for
summers

Qualities
Awkward
Discovered a peer
group
Just a boy, trying to
be a man

Qualities
They were the best of
times, they were the worst
of times

Events
Birth
Horses
Friends
Christmas
Stick Horses
Dogs
Illnesses

Events
Tonsillectomy
Kindergarten
Naps on Floor
Horses
Friends
Flippers/Rubber
guns
Learning to swim
taking cows to
the pasture

Events
Braces
Deer Hunting
Farm Work
Horses
Friends/girls
Trapping Muskrats
Summer Jobs
FFA
Shop

Events
BYU
U of U
Mission
Weber College/courtship
BYU
Marriage

Roles

Roles

Roles

Roles

People

People

People

People

Places

Places

Places

Places

Turning/points/
firsts

Turning/points/
firsts

Turning/points/
firsts

Turning/points/
firsts
Mission

World Events
Depression
World War 2

World Events
Atomic Bomb

World Events
Korean War

World Events
Cold War

Marriage/Career
1961-1973
Age 24-36

Tucson Years
1973-1988
Age 36-51

Indiana Years
1988-2000
Age 51-62

First Decade of
Retirement
2000-2010
Age 62-73

Qualities

Qualities

Qualities

Qualities
Unstructured time
No outlet for my training
Frustrating

Events

Events

Events

Events
Trips to visit children

Roles

Roles

Roles

Roles

People

People

People

People

Places

Places

Places

Places

Turning
Points/Firsts

Turning
Points/Firsts

Turning
Points/Firsts

Turning Points/Firsts

World Events

World Events

World Events

World Events

3. Memory Prompts
Following is a list of ideas Wiebe suggests that will help you use her chart to expand
your story beyond a list of events.
“What were some firsts you remember? First funeral and death, first travel
from home, first hamburger, . . . and first religious stirrings. Think also of
your first major illness, radio, television, employment, unemployment, lack
of money, or a fight and reconciliation. . . “
“Add objects and places in each of the divisions that had lasting interest:
paper dolls, bicycles, books, a jackknife, a skating rink, a swimming pool,
an empty lot next door, pop music, or boys.”
“. . . What kinds of smells do you think of for each period? Sounds?
Tastes? Colors? Activities? Objects of significance? . . .”
“. . . List several people who interested you greatly or were associated with
intense emotion. . .”
“What was happening in the larger world, such as the Wall Street crash of
1929, wars, conscription, rationing, strikes, elections, parades, and riots?”
Other ideas she suggested were: “Births of siblings, playmates, family discipline,

religious training, chores, games, home remedies, odd people, illnesses, family
celebrations, typical Sundays, family moves, and deaths.”
Using these lists will be most helpful if you describe your feelings associated with these
events. Were there any long term affects associated with them? Were any of them life
changing?
In addition to the ideas mentioned by Wiebe, there are other valuable sources of
information you can use.
!
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!
!
!
!
!
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Make a document file. Certificates: birth, baptismal, individual awards, ordination,
graduation, marriage. School records: report cards, awards, old tests or assignments. Art
work, newspaper clippings, etc.
Photographs
Yearbooks
Journal/diary
Calendar/Day-timer
Letters/Christmas letters
Vignettes/memoirs
Interview family/friends
As you know, you are your best source. Taste, smell, or place are excellent memory
prompts. Visualize yourself in a particular place (like the kitchen in your childhood home)
and memories will begin to flood into your mind. Every room in your house, barn, corral,
field, street, classroom or church holds limitless memories. You will recognize
immediately that not all of the spontaneous thoughts that these prompts evoke are worth
recording, but many of them will be.

In my experience I have found place to be a very valuable memory prompt. Every thing
we do in life occurred in a place. Sit at your keyboard and focus on a place—your
kitchen, school gym on prom night, your backyard. It doesn’t matter where, just pick a
place and then let the memories carry you back there.
Here is one of my memories of the street where I lived.

On the Street Where I Lived

Taking a stroll down memory lane is a trite expression, but all of my memories are
attached to a place. They are filled with images of sunny summer days, of the rose
bush growing along the fence, dust in the street, and water flowing down the irrigation
ditch.
I would like to take you on a tour of my street. Try to visualize yourself standing there
with me in the middle of the side walk in front of our house facing west (your left). The
hedge is on our right, and the ditch is on the left. The hedge was six feet tall and grew
around the south and east side of our lot.

Walking up the sidewalk, just past the end of the hedge there was a wild yellow rose
bush growing in the fence. I came home from plowing the dry farm one day and picked
one of the roses and gave it to mother. She made a big thing of it and kept it in an
envelope. I still have it in my memorabilia box, but it is just crumbs of petals and pieces
of leaves.
The Jump-off Swing
There were two large walnut trees just west of the house. The tree on the north had a
large horizontal limb protruding from the trunk about fifteen feet off the ground. Dad
tied one end of a rope to the limb and pushed the other end through a hole in a board
and tied a knot so it wouldn’t pull back through. A few feet off to the side he
constructed a platform out of railroad ties, a juniper fence post and some old boards.
We would climb on the platform, put the rope between our legs, sit on the board, give a
jump and swing off.
We could not “pump up” with this
swing, so sometimes a person on
the ground would push the swing to
get the person riding it a little higher,
but for the most part, the fun came
from jumping off.
I hope I am not getting too detailed
about this part of the street. To you
it is just a street. To me these
details bring back wonderful
memories and I hate to pass by
these places too fast, you know we
will never come back here again.
Oh, you can walk up the side walk,
but the hedge, the fence and the
walnut trees are gone. The irrigation
ditch is filled in. There is a house in
our orchard now. This is the only
time you will be able to see what I
saw, so have a little patience, move
deeper into the visual image and try
to see what I lived.

4. Mechanics of writing
! Make your story up-beat. No one wants to read whines and complaints.
! Be honest, do not distort the past. If you can’t tell it the way it was, leave it out, but
do not write an exposé. There are some things that have occurred in our lives that
should not be recorded–give yourself a break.
! Simple, straight forward expressions are best.
! Share your testimony.
! Use descriptions, a life story is more than a chronology of events, say something
interesting.
! Do not be self conscious about how you write.
Tell your story as you see it in your mind. Concentrate on getting the ideas down.
Once you record your ideas with a computer it is a lot easier to go back and edit it. You
can correct spelling and grammar, or rearrange paragraphs or pages without having to
retype the entire document as we had to do when we composed on a typewriter. As an
example, my father wrote the following in the introduction to his life story.
“I purchased this book on May 24, 1971, for the purpose of getting down some
of my memories of life from childhood to present. Overlook misspelled words,
words I can’t find in the dictionary because I can’t find the right letters together.”
Later in the text he wrote,
“Sometimes I read back and I find the damnest [sic] spelling. Why I go along
and make or wright [sic] this way I don’t know. My eye sight is good fingers and
arm work but pen seems to go for the wrong letters.
I wouldn’t change a word or add a punctuation mark. If I did, it wouldn’t be him.
Be yourself. If you have your own peculiar writing style, use it. Will James, a popular
writer of Cowboy stories wrote the way he spoke. People enjoyed reading his stories in
what he referred to as the cowboy “vernacular.” He won the Newbury Award for
literature in 1927. He commented about his writing style in the preface of one of his
books:
“What I’ve wrote in this book is without the help of the dictionary or any course in
story writing. I didn’t want to dilude what I had to say with a lot of imported words
that I couldn’t of handled. Good english is all right, but when I want to say
something I believe in hitting straight to the point without fishing for decorated
language.
Me, never being to school and having to pick up what I know in grammar from
old magazines and saddle catalogs scattered in cow camps would find plenty of
territory for improvement in the literary range, but as the editors and publishers
seem to like my efforts the way I put ‘em out, which is natural and undiluded, and

being that them same editors and publishers make a successful practice of
putting out work that’ll suit the readers makes me feel confident enough to give
my pen full swing without picking up the slack. (Will James, Cowboys North and
South, New York:Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1944.)
If an editor had changed the words or grammar it would no longer be Will James’
writing. He represented himself through his unique style.
Use descriptions, a life story is more than a chronology of events, say something
interesting.
Let’s look at the different ways you can write about an incident typically charged with
strong feelings – the day you became engaged. You could write, “John proposed to me
in my home on June 10, 1965.”
Not good. No feelings there.
How about this? “When John proposed on June 10, 1965, it was one of the most
thrilling days of my life.”
Okay, there’s an inkling of emotion. But how thrilling was it?
It requires more skill to make your readers feel the same emotion you experienced
when John proposed to you. You’ll agree that the following example better
accomplishes this purpose.
After dinner, John and I went into the living room to talk. I sat on the sofa expecting him
to join me, but he just stood there in the middle of the rug staring at me. He looked like
he wanted to say something, like he was about to give a speech. It suddenly occurred
to me that he was going to propose. Yes, that was it! My heart started pumping in wild
bursts. I felt like I couldn’t breathe.
When he reached into the pocket of his suit, I stood up and started walking toward him,
wanting to sooth his awkwardness, reduce the tension of the moment. I took a few
steps and suddenly felt lightheaded. I couldn’t see him in front of me anymore.
The next thing I knew, I was lying on the floor, my head in John’s lap. He looked
worried. Then he grinned and said, “I’ve fallen for you, too Julie. You have to marry
me.”
This scene dramatizes the couple’s feelings. We see how Julie and John physically and
emotionally respond to the stress of the moment. We learn that they love each other,
that John is awkward, that Julie wants to save him from discomfort. So not only do we
understand their feelings, we learn a little about their personalities. A one sentence
summary of this significant event doesn’t do it justice.
(Dawn and Morris Thurston, Breathe Life Into Your Life Story, How To Write A Story

People Will Want To Read, Salt Lake City: signature books, 2007, p. 45.)From the fo
From the foregoing we can conclude that to preserve your personal history requires you
to write. What you need to understand though is that no one expects you to be a
Pulitzer Prize winning author. What is expected is that you record the events, feelings,
attitudes and motives of your life in the best English you are capable of writing.
Most of your readers will be sympathetic folks who love you and who will fill in the
blanks if something is missing in your descriptions, because they will be able to see in
their mind’s eye what you are trying to describe. Most of us are not trained enough in
English grammar to be able to identify a comma fault or a dangling participle. Even if
we were able, we have enough good sense to overlook them and focus on the story
you are sharing with us. The challenge then is to write to the limit of your ability, but
write.
Sources to Consult For Additional Information:
Books/Articles
Kita,Joe. “How to Write Your Memoir,” Reader’s Digest, January 2009, pp. 142-149.
www.Readersdigest.com/memoir
Spence, Linda. Legacy, a Step-By-Step Guide to Writing Personal History. Athens:
Swallow Press/Ohio University Press, 1997.
Thurston, Dawn and Morris. Breathe Life Into Your Life Story, How to Write a Story
People Will Want to Read. Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2007
Wiebe, Katie Funk. How to Write Your Personal or Family History. Intercourse, PA:
Good Books, 2009.
Internet sites:
write-my-history.blogspot.com is the blog site for Peggy Sorrell, a former LFHC
staff person. This is a must see site. In addition to very valuable information in
her blog, she has provided a list of internet sites that would be useful to
someone attempting to write a life story. Below is her list of internet sites.
http://www.1970sflashback.com/ Substitute year(s) of choice)
http://www.fact-index.com/ Use Fact Index search field to find a year or span of years
http://www.wikipedia.org/ In the Search field, type in 1960s (or any year of
choice) and it will bring up all kinds of topics (cultural events, social events, world
history, etc.)
http://www.crazyfads.com/ Put in particular decade and see what the latest fad was!
http://www.ourtimelines.com/ Create a time line for yourself and see what else
was going on in the world. Also check out who your contemporaries were!
http://dmarie.com/timecap/ Enables users to create "Time Capsules" for any date
in history from 1800 to 2001. Results include headlines, famous birthdays,
songs, TV shows, books, and toys for the date given.
www.fiftiesweb.com/fifties.htm A lot of stuff about the 1950s, but also some of
the 60s and 70s.
http://www.google.com/ Use the Google search engine using key words such as
fashion trends 1960s, or slang terms 1950s, etc.

