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helping people turn memories into memoirs

Where Do I Start?

Many novice writers ask me, "Where should I start to write a lifestory?"

Writing first what I most feel like writing first has always worked for me. My sug-
gestion to a novice writer is therefore…

Always start to write from any part of the story you want to. By following our in-
terests, we are most likely following a vein of inspiration that will facilitate writing.

"But how do I know where the story begins?" the writer, unsure as you perhaps are
at this very moment, persists in asking, as if looking more for confirmation than an an-
swer. "Aren't you supposed to start writing a story at the beginning?"

"Start anywhere you want to," I repeat. "Starting to write your story is not the same
as finding your beginning. Finding your beginning may seem like something you need
to do early on, but it is not."

Getting Going
Finding the beginning of your story is never your first task. Your first task is al-

ways to BEGIN TO WRITE. Write whatever comes to mind, in whatever order you choose, in
whatever length you choose. Get some text down on paper. Beginning to fill a white sheet
with words is often the hardest part of writing, so start right away. Write all the text that
you can produce from the memories you have chosen from your MemoryList—preferably
the most important items on your list. 

This initial text is likely to be a "quick take" of an event, a person, or a feeling. It will
not be a complete depiction. It certainly will not yet be a story.

Pre-writing
To help you begin to write, look at the items on your MemoryList.



How many of them can go together? Can you cluster memories from your list to support
one story—or even one part of a story? For instance, you might have written: having measles
at 13.

Elsewhere, you might also have written:
✔ being impatient whenever I did nothing.
✔ Mother was a good person to have around if you were sick.
✔ I loved to listen to talk radio.

As you look at these MemoryList notes, you will realize that you already have the
framework of a story: the onslaught of the illness and the pain associated with it; your
impatience in life did not prepare you to be patient with measles; your mother's good care;
and your being entertained by talk radio was a wonderful gift during the time you were
sick. There will be other things that will come to mind as you write, but you don't need
them to start to write. In fact, you have already begun the process of writing if not the writ-
ing itself. Because you have done thorough pre-writing, beginning to write will be much
easier.

There is a FREE 35-page MemoryList Questions e-Book you can download at
www.turningmemories.com/qebkstore.html.

Rough Draft
During the rough draft stage, you are merely beginning to put words down on

paper. Do not expect your text to be polished at this point.

Start writing your rough draft on half sheets of paper. Take an 8 1/2 by 11 sheet
of paper (I recycle paper by using the back of printed sheets) and cut it in half. On top of
each half page, write as your title the topic from your MemoryList. Then write whatever
comes to mind about each topic without deciding how any of this will all come together. You
are in the rough draft stage. You are not yet creating order to your writing. You are merely
trying to produce a stack of half sheets of writing. Whether or not you are writing well or
how your final draft will shape up is something you will resolve later. This is true as well
for deciding what the beginning scene of your story will be.

Later you will organize what you have written. You'll be free to shuffle the half
sheets into any order you want. You will decide that the writing on this half sheet belongs
before what is written on this other and that something else belongs afterwards.

As you order your sheets, you may realize that you already have written some-
thing that can serve as a beginning or you may sense that you clearly do not have a be-
ginning yet.
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Choosing a beginning will come later and has nothing to do with where you start to write.
The fact is you can start to write from anywhere you want to.

If you are working with a computer, instead of half-sheets, you must change pages
every time you change topic. (You do this by placing a page break each time when you
move on to a new topic.)

What Should Go Into Your Story?
Before you go on to organize your half sheets of rough draft, let's stop a minute to

think about what goes into making a successful story.

It's not enough to remember things or to remember them accurately. It's also im-
portant to write in an interesting and effective manner. You need to craft your stories as
deliberately as possible. Let's look at some of the elements that go into deliberate crafting.

1) All stories have characters. The people portrayed in a story are the characters
of that story. Sometimes the character will be you; sometimes it will be someone else.

Like all people, your characters speak and move around—but they do so only in
the context of the written story. Your reader has to "see" and "hear" your characters. If you
fail to write what your character is doing, thinking, and feeling, the reader has no way of
knowing what is going on.

You must write about your characters with specific and striking details: what did
your characters look like (hair color and texture, height, the style of their walk)? what did
they wear (colors, textures, styles—how did they wear their clothing, what was their bear-
ing)? You can help your reader "hear" what your characters are saying: in your dialog,
use their favorite words or sayings; write their speech phonetically (as it sounds). Give us
a glimpse of their inner lives by telling us how you think they might have felt.

Identify on your MemoryList what is special and true about each of your charac-
ters and then describe that in detail. Doing so will make your writing unique. You may
think (and I've found it's a natural tendency to do so) that your people and the commu-
nity you grew up in were average and just ordinary—like everyone and everywhere
else—and that there's no point in going into detail. You may think your readers will, of
course, recognize and be familiar with your characters—if not them, at least people just
like them.

This is usually not the case!
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It may be true that people of your childhood may not have been the most exotic,
but a closer look may reveal how they were different in their values and home cultures
from what is the norm.

To help you write with more detail, choose to "write to" someone who is completely
or partly unfamiliar with your background. Perhaps you have a grandchild who does not
yet know your story. Keep this child in mind when you write, and this will focus you to
include many details you would omit if you presumed all your readers were just like you.
Perhaps you have a specific type of reader in mind; keep him/her vivid as you write. Your
job as a writer is to tell your story as though no one will recognize anything as familiar or take any-
thing for granted.

Make a list of details of the things that are important to the person you are writing
about. Be sure to include relationships, jobs, education, hobbies, attitudes, background,
politics, religious beliefs, life philosophy. Write about each of these categories.

Write details of this person's speech, dress, demeanor (posture, physical attitude),
etc. Include dialog and enough details to make it easy for the reader to see, hear, feel what
you are writing about.

2) All stories have some action. The action is what happens in your story. The ac-
tion should be told in a straightforward manner. Generally speaking, the action is the con-
flict of the story. It moves toward a crisis (when something needs to be done) and then is
resolved.

When writing the action, you should take the same care to write with specific and
striking details as you do in writing about character.

3) All stories have setting. The setting is the environment of the story. The envi-
ronment is both physical and non-physical. The physical setting includes the room, the
building, the whole natural landscape, etc. The non-physical includes culture, personal-
ity, history, and everything else that goes into shaping a person. It is important to describe
the setting in enough detail so that the reader can have a clear sense of it.

Good luck.

Your stories are important and you can succeed in writing them!
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Soleil Lifestory Network

RESOURCES FOR LIFEWRITERS

Turning Memories Into Memoirs, A Handbook for Writing Lifestories ................$24.95
by Denis Ledoux

Lifewriter’s Memory Binder ........................................................................................$21.95
Turning Memories companion, customized 3 ring binder

Turning Memories Into Memoirs, An Audio Guide to Writing Lifestories ............$16.95
120 minute, 2 tape set; excerpts from the Handbook read by the author

The Photo Scribe: A Writing Guide ............................................................................$19.95
How to Write the Stories Behind Your Photographs

by Denis Ledoux. A guide to turning ordinary photo albums, family scrapbooks
and heritage albums into written treasures of family and personal history.

The Photo Scribe’s Memory Binder............................................................................$21.95 
A customized 3-ring binder with forms to carry out The Photo Scribe’s
exercises. Pockets and sections to help you organize your photojournaling.

The Genealogist’s Memory Binder ............................................................................$21.95
 Customized 3 ring binder for genealogists to go beyond
 the names and dates

SOLEIL LIFESTORY NETWORK OFFERS:
Turning Memories® Workshop This tele-class workshop held several times a year,

is led by Denis Ledoux. Lifewriters receive the experience and guidance of a master teacher.
Coaching A writing coach will guide your writing project past difficulties and help you to

bring your project to a successful completion. This service is effective for undisciplined
writers who experience blocks or lack of focus.

Editing An editor will show you how to shape your story and keep your reader’s interest
while helping you to add finishing touches to polish your writing. Especially useful for the 
writer who already has a manuscript.

Co-authoring We write your memoir for you.
Tele-classes Memoir-writing and memoir-business development tele-classes help you

hone your skills.
Book Production Service Start to finish pre-press preparation of your lifestory manuscript.

FREE E-NEWSLETTERS
To subscribe please e-mail:

For The Lifewriter’s Digest For Tips for Lifewriting Professionals
info@turningmemories.co m                            info@turningmemories.com

http://www.turningmemories.com
http://www.turningmemories.com/lifewritersdigest.html
http://www.turningmemories.com/tipsforteachers.html
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TURNKEY RESOURCES FOR TEACHERS OF LIFEWRITING

TEACHER PACKAGES

Affiliate Teacher’s Package
A TURNKEY PROGRAM with a full line of supports—lifestory writing Curriculum

Manual, how-to Presenter's Manual, Publicity Template Disk marketing support, Professional
Development Tele-Classes, and the monthly Open Forum, a Tele-Conference to participate in
peer connection for independent personal historians.
Associate Teacher’s Package

Lifestory writing curriculum, Presenter's How-To Manual, Marketing Supports, and Peer
Connection for independent personal historians.
TRAINING PROGRAMS

Turning Memories® Workshop
Led by Denis Ledoux, this workshop allows teachers to experience the workshop they will

lead. It also provides an opportunity for teachers to renew their own writing lives.
Business Supports Seminars

Participants design and develop working 12-month business plans and learn the “ins and
outs” of running a small office.
Networking Opportunities

By Tele-Conference—Monthly Open Forum sessions where participants can meet with fellow
personal historians to celebrate, trouble-shoot and share. Facilitated by director Denis Ledoux.
CERTIFICATION

Your Calling Card
The intensive program thoroughly trains personal history service providers. Includes
1) Turning Memories® Workshop with Denis Ledoux to learn to be the best teacher they
can be;  2) Business Development Seminar teaches providers to design and develop working
12–month business plans, and 3) Follow-up Tele-Class series to guide providers to implement
their plans by group discussion and consultation with Denis Ledoux.
VOLUME DISCOUNTS

Discounts
Books purchased in bulk are always available at a discount—both for Soleil Lifestory

Network teachers and others.

Call or visit our website for more information.

FREE E-NEWSLETTERS
To subscribe please e-mail:

For The Lifewriter’s Digest For Tips for Lifewriting Professionals
info@turningmemories.com info@turningmemories.com
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E-BOOKS FROM SOLEIL LIFESTORY NETWORK

TURNING MEMORIES INTO MEMOIRS® TITLES—LIFEWRITING

MemoryList Question Book
Work Your Memory / Making a MemoryList
Get Started, Keep Going

PLEASE CHECK BACK AT WWW.TURNINGMEMORIES.COM

FOR NEW E-BOOKS TO BE PRODUCED THROUGHOUT THE COMING YEAR.
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