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Long before my mother had dementia, I asked her to write some recollections about 
her life. I learned how much she wanted to be a teacher, but as a sharecropper’s daughter, 
she didn’t allow herself to dream. I then understood why teaching religion at her church 
after she retired meant so much. These stories helped me see her as a woman, not just as 
my mom. Today, her words are priceless because she no longer possesses those memories 
or the means to communicate them. As an author and speaker on the subject of memoir-
writing, I believe everyone has an important story to tell, so I’m tackling two of the most 
common roadblocks that keep people from writing about their memories. 
 

Why should I write my life story? I haven’t done anything special. 
 
 I hear this all the time. You need not have cured cancer or climbed Mount Everest, 

though some of you may have done that, to benefit from writing about the amazing life you 
have lived. Your perspective on the world is unique. You’ve experienced life in ways no one 
else has, and committing that viewpoint to paper is worth your time and effort. 

 
Chances are you’ve been asked by your children, grandchildren or other loved ones 

to put your stories into writing. Doing so will give them the greatest gift -- yourself. 
 
In my mother’s case, her recollections were not only a gift to me; I can now give my 

mother back a part of her life as I read those stories to her. 
 
Even thinking about writing my life story is so overwhelming. Where do I start? 
 
 This is another common concern. You’re right. You’ve lived thousands of moments 

worth writing about.  
 
First, you don’t have to write about everything you’ve experienced. Write the 

moments that stand out in your memory. And ditch the idea that you have to write 
chronologically. Your life story doesn’t have to start with: “I was born a very young child…” 
Start with what’s in your heart. Write now; organize later. If you want to write about the 
day you married, do that. Tomorrow, if you remember your 10th birthday, write that. For 
now, get your words on paper. You can arrange them later. 

 
I’m a big fan of list-making, and I believe that’s a great way to begin writing your life 

story. We make lists all the time -- to-do lists, grocery lists, invitation lists -- so it doesn’t 
seem as daunting as writing. Sit for 10 minutes in your favorite chair with a cup of coffee or 
tea and make a list of what’s been important to you over the years: people, experiences, 
places, events, turning points, possessions, etc. Don’t write complete sentences, only a list 
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of two- or three-word entries. Do that, and you’ll have all kinds of topics to write about. 
Start there. Start anywhere. Just begin writing. 

 
Don’t worry about spelling or fear that your grammar ain’t no good. Write your story 

in your way and forget about your ninth-grade English teacher with the red pen. You won’t 
be graded, only applauded, by those who love you. 

 
I talk about the people who will benefit from reading your story but know that you 

will likely gain more from it than anyone else. Through the act of writing, you’ll connect 
mental dots, gain insight and come to conclusions you might never have otherwise. You’ll 
have fun reliving moments from the past. You’ll pay tribute to important people because 
they will live on through your words. And, if you encounter painful memories, as difficult as 
it may feel, write those, too. You may just come out the other side with a new way of 
looking at the situation or even find forgiveness. 

 
In today’s digital world, putting your words into a book you can hold in your hands 

is easier than ever and may be as close as the nearest office supply store. Self-publishing 
has taken the world by storm, and hybrid publishers that charge fees rather than receive 
royalties based on sales abound. Minimum orders of 500 or 1,000 books are no longer the 
norm. You can print only one book if that is all you need. With that said, be careful. Seek out 
a trusted professional and know the printing and other costs upfront. 

 
Remember this, as you consider writing your story: The only way to do this wrong 

is to not do it at all! Start today, right now. Grab the nearest pen and write a memory on 
the back of an envelope. Then, share it with someone you love. 


