
Memoir, Essay, and Personal Experience: How Real Life Stories Can Power Your Writing
Speaker: Liz Duckworth

Below are the memoirs Liz read to provide examples: 
Wildflower Living: Cultivating Inner Strength During Times of Storm or Drought by Liz Morton 
Duckworth: 
Description: Consider the Lilies of the Field. Tall, purple fireweed. Bright black-eyed Susans. Fragrant wild roses. These 
graceful beauties somehow flourish in barren spaces.  Like those dry, exposed landscapes, your life may be scorched by the 
firestorms of loss. Your soul might be exposed to the emotional drought of illness. Your heart could be frozen by the bitter wind 
of shattered dreams. Hope and Strength Are Waiting to Blossom Again. Walk through this landscape of healing with companions 
who know both the devastation of loss and the emergence of hope. Having lived through the death of her first child, her son’s 
battle with bone cancer, and her own struggle with breast cancer, author Liz Duckworth has learned that hope, optimism, and 
resiliency can bloom even after tragedy. As Liz weaves the voices of other survivors’ stories of loss and endurance, she reveals 
that beauty that can thrive in the wildflowers just outside our doors. Wildflower Living offers encouragement to explore your own 
firestorms and droughts while taking hopeful steps toward fresh strength, faith, and resilience.
Bloom Before You’re Planted by Lizabeth Duckworth
Cowboy Poetry: Turning to Face the Wind by Jane Ambrose Morton
Naked on God’s Doorstep by Marion Duckworth
Going over East by Linda Hasselstrom
Home by Another Way by Robert Benson
Plain Anne Ellis by Anne Ellis
Happy to Be Here by Garrison Keillor
Traveling Mercies by Anne Lamott
Lessons from a Lifetime of Writing by David Morrell
What’s Your Story? By Tobin and Joanne Heim
The Lie That Tells a Truth: A Guide to Writing Fiction, John Dufresne

Recommended Resources Liz Mentioned
Alibras.com: Website to buy used books. 
Donald Miller’s writers’ conference: http://storylineblog.com/conferences/sandiego2014/

Scoti’s Notes from the Workshop
The Beginning: As with journalist, they have the 5H and W. I’m starting with the “why”.

Confusion between autobiography (self written) biography (writing someone else’s story). 
Memoir is a little bit different. Root word is memory. It’s not just everything that I can 
remember. Memoir has a specific theme to it. 

Memoir definition: A memoir is a piece of autobiographical writing, shorter in nature than a 
comprehensive autobiography. The memoir, especially as it is being used in publishing today, 
often tries to capture certain highlights or meaningful moments in one’s past, often including a 
contemplation of the meaning of that event at the time of the writing of the memoir. The memoir 
may be more emotional and concerned with capturing particular scenes, or a series of events, 
rather than documenting every fact of a person’s life.

http://www.amazon.com/Wildflower-Living-Cultivating-Strength-Drought/dp/B005Q6KVDE/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1403252296&sr=8-1-fkmr0&keywords=Wildflower+Living+by+Liz+Morton+Duckworth
http://www.amazon.com/Wildflower-Living-Cultivating-Strength-Drought/dp/B005Q6KVDE/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1403252296&sr=8-1-fkmr0&keywords=Wildflower+Living+by+Liz+Morton+Duckworth
http://www.amazon.com/Bloom-Before-Youre-Planted-Gardening/dp/0781444136/ref=sr_1_fkmr1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401568860&sr=8-1-fkmr1&keywords=Bloom+Before+You%E2%80%99re+Planted+Lizabeth+Duckworth
http://www.amazon.com/Bloom-Before-Youre-Planted-Gardening/dp/0781444136/ref=sr_1_fkmr1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401568860&sr=8-1-fkmr1&keywords=Bloom+Before+You%E2%80%99re+Planted+Lizabeth+Duckworth
http://www.amazon.com/Cowboy-Poetry-Turning-Face-Wind/dp/193172508X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401568919&sr=8-1&keywords=Cowboy+Poetry:+Turning+to+Face+the+Wind
http://www.amazon.com/Cowboy-Poetry-Turning-Face-Wind/dp/193172508X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401568919&sr=8-1&keywords=Cowboy+Poetry:+Turning+to+Face+the+Wind
http://www.amazon.com/Naked-Gods-Doorstep-A-Memoir/dp/B003TO6FYO/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401568960&sr=8-1-fkmr0&keywords=Naked+on+God%E2%80%99s+Doorstep+Marion+Duckworth
http://www.amazon.com/Naked-Gods-Doorstep-A-Memoir/dp/B003TO6FYO/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401568960&sr=8-1-fkmr0&keywords=Naked+on+God%E2%80%99s+Doorstep+Marion+Duckworth
http://www.amazon.com/Going-Over-East-Reflections-Rancher/dp/1555911412/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569020&sr=8-1&keywords=Going+over+East+by+Linda+Hasselstrom
http://www.amazon.com/Going-Over-East-Reflections-Rancher/dp/1555911412/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569020&sr=8-1&keywords=Going+over+East+by+Linda+Hasselstrom
http://www.amazon.com/Home-Another-Way-Notes-Caribbean/dp/1400071720/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569067&sr=8-1&keywords=Home+by+Another+Way+by+Robert+Benson
http://www.amazon.com/Home-Another-Way-Notes-Caribbean/dp/1400071720/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569067&sr=8-1&keywords=Home+by+Another+Way+by+Robert+Benson
http://www.amazon.com/Plain-Anne-Ellis/dp/0803267088/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569108&sr=8-1&keywords=Plain+Anne+Ellis+by+Anne+Ellis
http://www.amazon.com/Plain-Anne-Ellis/dp/0803267088/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569108&sr=8-1&keywords=Plain+Anne+Ellis+by+Anne+Ellis
http://www.amazon.com/Happy-Be-Here-Garrison-Keillor/dp/0689112017/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569160&sr=8-1&keywords=Happy+to+Be+Here+by+Garrison+Keillor
http://www.amazon.com/Happy-Be-Here-Garrison-Keillor/dp/0689112017/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569160&sr=8-1&keywords=Happy+to+Be+Here+by+Garrison+Keillor
http://www.amazon.com/Traveling-Mercies-Some-Thoughts-Faith/dp/0385496095/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569196&sr=8-1&keywords=Traveling+Mercies+by+Anne+Lamott
http://www.amazon.com/Traveling-Mercies-Some-Thoughts-Faith/dp/0385496095/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569196&sr=8-1&keywords=Traveling+Mercies+by+Anne+Lamott
http://www.amazon.com/Lessons-Lifetime-Writing-Novelist-Looks/dp/1582971439/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569229&sr=8-1&keywords=Lessons+from+a+Lifetime+of+Writing+by+David+Morrell
http://www.amazon.com/Lessons-Lifetime-Writing-Novelist-Looks/dp/1582971439/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1401569229&sr=8-1&keywords=Lessons+from+a+Lifetime+of+Writing+by+David+Morrell
http://www.amazon.com/Whats-Your-Story-Interactive-Relationships/dp/1576831248/ref=la_B001K8ET1C_1_5?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1401569305&sr=1-5
http://www.amazon.com/Whats-Your-Story-Interactive-Relationships/dp/1576831248/ref=la_B001K8ET1C_1_5?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1401569305&sr=1-5
http://www.amazon.com/The-Lie-That-Tells-Truth/dp/0393325814/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1403257029&sr=8-1&keywords=The+Lie+That+Tells+a+Truth:+A+Guide+to+Writing+Fiction
http://www.amazon.com/The-Lie-That-Tells-Truth/dp/0393325814/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1403257029&sr=8-1&keywords=The+Lie+That+Tells+a+Truth:+A+Guide+to+Writing+Fiction
http://storylineblog.com/conferences/sandiego2014/
http://storylineblog.com/conferences/sandiego2014/


What you’re hanging on the memoir scaffolding are the events or little stories. A memoir: 

•  Focuses on a brief period of time or one moment in your life 

•  Memory is written like a story that includes setting, plot development, imagery, 
conflict, dialogue and characterization.  Even though the story is true it has the same 
qualities as a short story.

Target an audience. Who are you writing your memoir for? What would you like him/her to 
learn from your life experience? Why is this moment significant? You may wish to center on a 
problem or focus on a conflict and its resolution and on the understanding of why and how the 
resolution is significant in your life.

Collect your stories for your families. Talk to other members of your family to get ideas, help 
you remember events from when you were small, and to help fill in the details that might have 
been forgotten. Example: He had some significant dates, marriage, served in Army. Mostly he 
told stories about his life. 

Characteristics of the memoir for publication:
•  The memoir explores an event or series of related events that remain lodged in 
memory. Something powerful, of major scope or impact.
•  It describes or shows directly or indirectly why they are significant, in short, why you 
still remember them. 

Show don’t tell. Includes the senses. Recreate the event in a way that makes you live it. Has a 
beginning, middle and end. If you speak too broadly and generally there are no details or human 
connection. 

Focused in time. A memoir doesn’t cover a great span of years, because that would be 
autobiography. Can you contain it within a span of time? If you want to write your memoirs of 
your entire life, call it an autobiography. 

Create little stories within your bigger story.  
• Family story: when did you meet, how did you get through that experience, date you 
graduated. 
• Memoir genre, organize your stories within a story with a theme. Think of it as mini-
stories within the story. 
• A memoir centers on a problem or focuses on a conflict and the resolution and how that 
resolution is significant in your life. 

Writing from struggle or loss: A lot of people write memoir out of painful experiences. Won’t 
be writing a memoir on I have a steady job, great time of life.  People write memoir out of a 
struggle or loss, a desire they want to fulfill but are running against challenges. Donald Miller’s 
Storyline writing conference. Defining your dream and helping others and living a life of 
meaning. Viktor Frankl, key point in having a life of meaning is finding redemption within the 
painful experiences we have had. Experiencing the losses and suffering and how the Lord 



through his graciousness and care and redeems that pain and for many that’s by helping others. 
Sometimes it’s just growing in Him to find that place of peace because of what we’ve been 
through. 

WHY AM I WRITING?
“I think many people need, even require, a narrative version of their life. I seem to be one of 
them. Writing memoir is, in some ways, a work of wholeness.” Sue Monk Kidd
For some people writing a memoir is therapeutic, a way to get through it. Express those things 
about your life, your day, your world, get it on paper so that you can deal with it. I need to get it 
on paper so I can wrestle with it. Writing to extract meaning, redemption. We don’t want to feel 
that our loss and our pain are nothing. The act of writing can help us pull out of that. Not that it’s 
all okay or negate what happened, but redeem it for ourselves and other people.

How do you laugh and smile? Our poor little wildflowers get hailed on, suffer drought, it’s like 
these wildflowers, there are certain characteristics that allow them to bloom no matter what 
happens to them. How does God get us through difficult times? These are the gifts God gave me 
to get through my experiences. So I made an outline and started telling stories, nurturing inner 
strength through storms and drought. I just wanted to know how other people get through after 
losing a child. 

We might write to pay tribute to those who have come before or who we admire. You don’t have 
to write in pros, my mom who is 82, since she was 65, she discovered writing cowboy poetry, it’s 
rhymed couplets, and she was an English teacher. Cowboy poets love rhymed couplets. Listen to 
the details and word pictures. 

Another way to use nonfiction stories, whether longer or shorter, is to use them as examples in 
nonfiction writing. 

First time in my life that my imagination could be productive. 

Why do you write or blog? What can you use your life stories for? To gain perspective. 
Sometimes in gaining perspective, you get a spiritual perspective. Another kind of perspective is 
a humorous perspective. 

Plain Aunt Ellis: book by Ann Ellis: Writes with self-deprecation. Doesn’t take herself seriously. 

It’s up to each person, if you are writing your life story. You have a voice, you’re own particular 
style. Don’t write in anyone else’s style or personality. How do you talk in normal life. How do 
you talk to your family members, people in your bible study. 

Know who you are. Know what your speaking voice is when you are speaking  to someone. 
Learn from others who write their stories, but write in your own voice and in your own style.



As Christians again to share what God is teaching us, because we all learn from one another, 
particularly if you’re leaning towards devotionals. In all of our writing, there is a supernatural 
component that is prompting us to share what God is teaching us with others in the world.

Structure your anecdotes. any nonfiction needs anecdotes, using fiction techniques. Ghost 
wrote a book, author had a great outline. He turned a book proposal and it didn’t have an 
illustration or anecdotes. Do this, do that, here’s the grid. You need stories to put in the grid. I 
don’t like stories, whenever I get a book, I just skip over all the stories. Well, Tim Sanford, there 
are people like me who only read the stories. He was amazed by that. Loosing Control and 
Liking It. I shared stories about my boys and then he got it and the rest of the stories are from his 
practice.

Bloom Before You’re Planted: I was asked to write a book on the fruit of the spirit and the 
publisher provided the outline. We want examples from Jesus’ life. We’re talking one word--joy. 

Story and anecdotes connect the reader with emotion.

Voice and tone. There are different tones that we can take when we are writing. In any kind of 
fiction or nonfiction, there is a large spectrum from heavy on the teaching, high authority, very 
serious tone, works through a lighter tone, becomes more approachable. Ironic that direction. 
Political books critique the culture and you hear irony in those books. 

Home By Another Way, Richard Benson: Tone: Intimate and confiding. He opens up emotionally. 
He took his wife on an anniversary trip. Opening to the book. Theme: trying to find home 
wherever you live. Author’s hopes dissolving in the rain. And I was ready to weep. 

Technical Areas:
Voice is not not about your style or personality, this is English 101. Past tense, present tense, 
What voice are you going to write in? For WildFlower Living, I wrote in first person, present 
tense, comes from I and me point of verbs. Not using were. Present tense verbs: are. Feel the 
immediacy. It doesn’t mean you can’t use past tense, but for certain kind of stories, first person 
present is a tool that gives the story life, immediacy and makes the story gripping. Paint a 
picture. 

Second person, direct address: Uses the word “you”. It’s not used very much. Used in books of 
instruction or how-to. Some writers use “you” walk into the church. No one talks to you. It’s 
more theatrical or dramatic. Creates an everyman experience to get into your world. 

Third person: writing about friends and tell the story in their voice. 

Can use different tenses, but must have transitions. Can be spaces and a sub-headline. Subheads 
and transitions are your good friends when writing a longer account, instead of filling in every 
details. Question: What is a subheading (subtitle)?

• Subheadings are a way to break up the text.
• Subheadings create an outline structure for every chapter
• A subheading can be a transition into another story.



• A subheading is not longer than the length of a line on a page. 
• A subheading helps reader know I’m changing my thought and going to a new section.

Techniques in nonfiction
Share facts: Going over East by Linda Hasselstrom If writing nonfiction...Linda Hasselstrom, a 
rancher from South Dakota, loves ranch land, the west. Her cause and purpose is protecting the 
land. Her homes was filled with great big filing cabinets. If you had a questions about any prairie 
flower or bird, she could bring out all kinds of articles on factual information. 

Communicate feelings: Tell a story that illustrates the pain, instead of telling you how I felt. 

Share opinion: You don’t have to be completely neutral. Traveling Mercies, Anne Lamott.

Observation: Remember details and put them in your work so others can see what you see. 
Transplant your experiences with all the senses, but it’s hard. 

Humor: Happy to Be Here by Garrison Keillor. Keller uses self-deprecation.

Revelation: Naked on God’s Doorstep, based around the theme of abandonment. Her first book: 
The Greening of Mrs. Duckworth. It took her entire life to write this book. Her father, Romanian 
Jew came to the States and was ostracized by family because he married a nonJew. Couldn’t get 
a job. No money. He was institutionalized. The author took that as a young person to be 
abandoned. That’s why her relationship with God meant so much to her, because her Heavenly 
Father has never abandoned her. Marion works in stories about everyday life. I still ached to 
belong. They bought homes. 

Ask God to make metaphors and revelations clear.  As you do your work, it is about us. We 
are writing first person, but we want readers to read our work and to gain something from it. 
What are some things that will help them apply and understand? We want them to learn, to feel, 
to experience, to laugh, to escape, but more often than not, we want our readers to connect and 
join with us in the journey. 

What’s Your Story? Tobin and Joanne Heim. Pinion Press

What about the other people that we talk about in our memoir?
• If writing for publication, if writing about anybody, publishers want to know that the 

person has seen the anecdotes and approved it.  
• Write under a different name, or disguise that person’s identity.
• Write something more general, disguise the details, this is an example. 
• Write with grace.
• Fictionalize the story based on personal experience. 
• What if you are writing about a crime that happened to you and the person is in 

prison. Anything that is in public record, you can write about. Private people can 
remain private. If there is public documentation, they are not private anymore. 

• Some people wait until someone dies to write freely about the person. If you self-
publish, write in a way that is fair.



• BOOK: The Lie that Tells the Truth

-- END OF WORKSHOP --
Based upon some of the questions asked at this workshop, 
below you will find:

1.  4 Tips to keep your memoir--and you--safe:
2.  12 Tips to tell your story and protect the people and relationships involved
3.  6 Memoir Definitions and Quotations
4.  7 Traits of Memoir 
5.  Writing Your Memoir: Where and How to Begin

4 Tips to keep your memoir--and you--safe:
1. Don’t tell your family all about your memoir. Just write for a while and see what 

needs to come out.
2. Create a “safe, sacred space” where you writing can unfold. Protect your emotional 

self.
3. Realize that when you write about others, you are putting a real person into your 

book. Alive or dead, there are ethical issues to consider when it comes to publication. 
When you get to your final draft do your research about your rights and theirs.

4. Write your first draft as a healing draft. Get out what you need to say. Make it bold 
and real. Then stand back and think about how you want to revise it for publication.

12 Tips to tell your story and protect the people and 
relationships involved
When we write memoir, we pull back the curtain on our private lives and invite readers in. We 
willingly give up our privacy, or a chunk of it. But because we’re human, our stories also include 
other people: parents and siblings, teachers and neighbors, lovers and friends—and they haven’t 
exactly signed on to the deal. What about their privacy?  This question can shut a memoirist right 
up. What if Aunt Betsy never speaks to me again? Or what if the next door neighbor decides to 
sue? Exposing others in the course of telling our story can feel pretty risky. So let’s tease apart 
the issues and address the fears.

1. What Will [So-and-So] Think? Will They Ever Speak to Me Again? Writing memoir is not 
for the faint-hearted. We do think about how others will react, or worry we’ll damage our 
relationships. But writing out of fear is the worst way to go about creating a memoir. Our first 
obligation is to the art and truth of our story. And that means not censoring ourselves. Of 
course, writing always means choosing: which details to include, which to leave out, which 
elements of a story to foreground, which to minimize, how to shape a chapter, what events 



mean. But the writer chooses.  The fear censor doesn’t get to choose, and neither do the other 
characters in our story, who may take up residence in our heads and try to commandeer the 
pencil.  When I wrote my memoir, I learned to listen for two inner voices. One was the quiet, 
sure voice of artistic instinct. Yes, it would say, this part of the story has to be told, and should 
be told in this way.  The riskier the moment felt, the louder a second voice would pop up and 
say “No!” Every time, I had to take a deep breath, and despite the fear, follow the voice of the 
artist. 

2. Change names and places. Everything that happens in the book should be the truth, except 
names and places. This protects the people in the book from being recognized by neighbors, 
acquaintances and co-workers with whom they would not normally share their life 
information. Do not change the places in the book if they are integral to your life story. This 
will not provide full protection to the people in the story, but might put their minds at ease a 
little. If they feel safe, they will be less likely to sue. Anytime you are writing a memoir, you 
are dealing with real people and real incidents. For that reason, my publisher made it clear to 
me from the beginning that I would have to receive legal permissions from any “character” I 
chose to give his or her real name. Since there were some “characters” I knew would not 
provide this permission (or with whom I simply had no contact) I changed names and 
identifying factors to protect their identities. This solution isn’t simple enough to protect every 
relationship (it doesn’t matter if you change your mom’s name, for example, she’ll still know 
you’re talking about her) but I was able to use this strategy to protect a few characters without 
sacrificing the integrity of my story. Obtain a legal release from anyone you need to include in 
your story whose name or actions are readily identifiable to the public, especially if the role 
they will play in the telling of your true story is a matter of opinion and not a matter of public 
record. Hearsay or getting a story perspective from limited perspectives can lead to 
misrepresentation of the facts and set you up for libel.

3. Write under a pseudonym and change everybody's names. How hard would it be to write 
your memoir with fake names, without identifying the person? Will your memoir portray 
someone in a favorable light, or a negative one? If favorable, then there should be no basis for 
a lawsuit. How likely is someone, at some point, actually find out about your book? If you 
literally cannot find that person perhaps (perhaps!) the odds of him finding your particular 
memoir and taking offense are slim. To what extent can you defend your writing about that 
person as accurate? If you ever actually come to a lawsuit, the question is not whether you 
have portrayed someone negatively without permission, but whether you have committed libel 
- that is, whether you've published lies about someone that could hurt him or his reputation.

4. Focus on yourself. Since the book is a memoir, I tried to focus on myself more than I did on 
other people. That means, when I shared about arguments or misunderstandings, I tried to take 
the approach any psychologist would recommend in real life. I try to talk about me instead of 
them. Example: “I felt lonely” instead of “He abandoned me.” I shared personal details about 
a romantic relationship gone wrong, for example. While I could have taken this as my perfect 
opportunity to air every grievance I had against this particular person, instead I tried to focus 
on my own fault in the situation (which was plenty). I believe this is the more mature route, in 
writing as well in life. I tried to give every character in my story the benefit of the doubt.



5. Alter details. Sometimes changing names and identifying factors wasn’t enough to protect the 
identities of the people I was writing about, so I had to play with the details a little. This can 
get fuzzy, because I also have a high value of telling the truth, but I think there is a way to 
keep your message in tact while artfully shaping details to protect delicate friendships and 
relationships, or the identities of those who haven’t given permission. A few examples of this 
might be:
• Sharing a conversation with a friend as if it happened with a stranger
• Changing the time period, or location of an event
• Altering the outcome of a particular incident (when the outcome doesn’t impact the 

meaning you’re communicating)

6. Leave stuff out. Sometimes, with some details, it’s just best to leave it out. There are no hard 
and fast rules behind this, and I think we have to be careful not to hide our stories because 
we’re afraid of how people will react, but as a general rule of thumb I am learning to leave 
details out when they are distracting to the reader, are in some way unhelpful, or cannot be 
verified by the memory of myself or others (in that final case, it might be appropriate to try 
telling the story in a different way). As writers we have a responsibility and a privilege to use 
our platform not to shame people, or embarrass them, but to love them. We have to balance 
that very gently with telling the truth. 

7. Wait until someone dies to write about them. As I waited for my book’s publication, I felt a 
bit of fear rise up. My parents, central to my story, were no longer alive, so I rested easy on 
that score.  But people who knew and cared about them are still around, and I worried how 
they will react. But I also knew that I’d written the best book I can, with artistic aims 
foremost. I’ve been faithful to my own experience, acknowledging that others may remember 
things differently. I know that my motives have been clean, and as a sign of respect, I’ve 
shared the manuscript with those who have the most at stake. As you work on your own 
memoir, write with fidelity to your own experience while knowing that memory is fallible. 
Write with respect for your subjects, even if they come across as louts. And tell your story 
true, artfully and with courage. You cannot libel a dead person. However, in some 
circumstances, their estates or survivors may sue you if your work opens them, not the dead 
person, up to ridicule.

8. Obtain feedback from people you write about. Once a manuscript is finished, many 
memoirists allow the other actors in their stories to read it, and then discuss anything they may 
find troubling. This doesn’t mean you’re obligated to change things. But there may be room—
now that the work is finished—for some negotiation.  I let my sisters read my manuscript, and 
despite my having disclosed family stories, was surprised by their unqualified support. If 
they’d objected to something, I would have been open to negotiating a change if it wouldn’t 
have hampered the book. I also like to think that a conversation about why I thought 
something essential might have persuaded a reluctant sister to agree.  I also sent the 
manuscript to a childhood friend who’s featured very positively in one chapter. I wasn’t asking 
for approval, but simply wanted her to know what was coming—public exposure. Simply 
letting our subjects in to the process goes a long way toward soothing any surprises down the 
road. 



9. Ethical Obligations: Are my motives clean and transparent? Make sure your motives are 
clean.  No revenge, no shaming. We shouldn’t be callous in exposing others to the light. It’s 
essential to have clean motives in representing others. Memoir shouldn’t be an occasion for 
humiliating, shaming or punishing someone. It’s not an instrument of revenge, but of shaping 
meaning from our lives. In my book, a character does something that hurts me terribly at the 
time—and yet the story wasn’t really in what he did, but what I came to understand about 
myself afterward. To make sure I wasn’t exposing him for the wrong reasons, I decided early 
on not to use his real name, a choice I disclose to readers.

10. Consult a lawyer upon completion of your outline. Let your lawyer take a look at the story 
you want to do and take his advice on the issues you will need to address before you begin 
writing. Your lawyer can give you advice as to what you can and cannot write. The laws 
regarding ownership are sketchy in the area of owning the rights to a story that hasn't been 
written. Technically, you can write about something that has happened to someone else so long 
as you aren't mentioning real names, but the safe bet is to contact the main party or parties 
involved and bring them into the project, either as consultants or by paying for the right to tell 
their story. A contractual agreement is always one of the best defenses against a libel suit. 
Record interviews with anyone you talk to regarding the story, sign contracts and affidavits in 
the presence of your attorney and keep records of any research you do during the course of 
writing your story. Should a libel suit ever arise, all of this will be helpful to you in front of a 
judge.

11.The Legal Angle: Real and Unreal Fears. If you’re in doubt about the legality of your 
depiction of another person, there’s no substitute for trained legal advice. Still, with a basic 
understanding of the issues, it’s possible to guard against trouble.  First, you should know that 
memoirists don’t often get sued. But when it happens, the claims are either for defamation or 
invasion of privacy. Here’s what you should know about both.

•  Defamation. If someone says you’ve defamed them, they’re claiming what you’ve 
written is untrue, and done so with malice. So besides having clean motives, your best 
protection is to write the truth. Check your facts and have evidence to back up your 
claims. Uncle Bert may be angry about your unflattering depiction of him, but if he really 
did hide his hooch in the hay loft, you’re on solid ground. You also can’t be sued for your 
opinion. So if you depict Uncle Bert as an insensitive lout, he may withhold your 
birthday present, but he can’t sue. Defamation claims can also arise when the writer and 
his or her subject remember things differently. Each claims his or her version is true, and 
that the other person is lying. This is what happened in the case of Augusten Burroughs, 
who was sued by the family featured in Running With Scissors. We all know memory is 
fickle, so it’s easy enough to acknowledge the fact and head off this kind of defamation 
problem. Perhaps in your preface, introduction or acknowledgments, write that you’ve 
been faithful to your memory, but your subjects may remember things differently. As part 
of the settlement in his case, this is what Burroughs wrote in subsequent editions of his 
book, as well as saying that he intended no harm. 

• Invasion of Privacy. This legal claim might seem the scarier prospect. We are, after all, 
revealing things about others they may not have revealed on their own. Yet from a legal 
standpoint, this doesn’t  automatically mean you’ve invaded their privacy. A successful 



claim depends on proving that you have revealed facts “not related to public concern.”  
So what does this mean? Quite simply, a defense depends on arguing a legitimate “public 
concern.” This can take a number of forms. In some cases, the fact that a publisher chose 
to publish the book has been enough to show a legitimate public interest. Several 
strategies can help us avoid privacy lawsuits in the first place. Some memoirists get 
written permission from subjects before they start. Some disguise the identity of the 
person they’re depicting, giving them different physical characteristics, perhaps a 
different profession or different city of residence—whatever will prevent them from 
being recognized in their own community.   

12. Include a disclaimer in your book: Include a disclaimer that the stories are the best of your 
recollection and that some names were changed and characters are composites and that any 
misrepresentation was unintentional. This is no guarantee you will be protected from a 
lawsuit, but it does serve notice that you are basing your work on verifiable facts.

6 Memoir Definitions and Quotations
1.   A memoir is a narrative account written by an individual that depicts things, persons 
or events the individual has known or experienced. (adapted from Murfin and Ray, The 
Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms, 2003, Bedford/St. Martin’s)
2.   A memoir is a record of important events based on the writer’s personal observation 
or knowledge. (Webster’s New World Dictionary, 1991, Prentice Hall)
3.   A memoir is a piece of autobiographical writing, usually shorter in nature than a 
comprehensive autobiography. The memoir, especially as it is being used in publishing 
today, often tries to capture certain highlights or meaningful moments in one's past, often 
including a contemplation of the meaning of that event at the time of the writing of the 
memoir. The memoir may be more emotional and concerned with capturing particular 
scenes, or a series of events, rather than documenting every fact of a person's life 
(Zuwiyya, N. 2000).
4.   William Zinsser: “Memoir is a window into a life.” 
5.   Jean Little: “Memoir is not the whole head of hair but one or two strands of hair.”
6.   Virginia Woolf: “A memoir is not what happens, but the person to whom things 
happen.”

7 Traits of Memoir  
A memoir gives a record of an important event based on the writer’s personal observation 
or knowledge and has the following traits:

1. Focuses on a brief period of time or a series of related events significant to the writer.
2. Uses narrative structure (setting; plot development; conflict; characterization; and devices 

such as imagery, foreshadowing, flashback, irony, symbolism, and descriptive detail).
3. Demonstrates, directly or indirectly, why the memory/event is significant to the writer—

reflection.
4. Uses first-person narration (I).
5. Has a “story” quality although the story is true.
6. Tends to be more subjective and personal than an autobiography.



7. May include selected diary or journal entries or letters to a close friend or family member 
or selections from official documents.

Writing Your Memoir: Where and How to Begin
Begin by brainstorming on paper all the events you can remember from your life that were 
either very important to you in a positive way, or very important to you in a negative way. 
Create a timeline of the important experiences and events in your life so far: 

• Position a piece of paper horizontally and draw a line from the left side of the paper to the 
right. This timeline represents your life so far.

• Write your birth date at the left end of the timeline and today’s date at the right end.
• Think of events and/or experiences that have changed you or the direction of your life; 

place those events/experiences in appropriate positions on the timeline. List at least ten 
events/experiences between the date of your birth and today’s date.

• You may wish to draw a picture/symbol to represent each event/experience. These events/
experiences might include trips, moving, celebrations, social or sports events, the birth, 
death, divorce, or marriage of a friend or family member, getting a job, receiving an 
award and/or making a difficult choice or decision. It could include memorable first 
experiences i.e. riding a bike; getting your braces off; having a first pet, friend, love, 
break-up etc.

• Try to recall names, places, descriptions, voices, conversations, things, and all the other 
details that will make your memoir interesting.

• Good memoirs are about everyday things, but they are interesting, sometimes just as 
interesting to read as a good novel. But remember, a memoir is supposed to be true, so be 
careful not to exaggerate or embellish the truth.

After creating your timeline, choose one event/experience and write a memoir referring to the 
seven traits of a memoir above and the checklist below. 

CHECKLIST
o Did I select an event/experience that is significant in my life?
o Did I focus on a single important event/experience or a series of related events and 

write in support of my premise?
o Did I use engaging details, compelling language, and a balance of actions, thoughts, 

and dialogue? 
o Have I proofread my memoir to insure that my reader will be able to read and 

understand my writing?”
• Is the central idea or point of the writing clear?
• Is the central idea or point supported by important and relevant details, examples, 

and/or anecdotes?
• Does the writing begin with an interesting and engaging lead, continue with a 

middle that supports and develops the point, and conclude with an ending that 
summarizes the point?



• Is the writing interesting with engaging words and different sentence lengths and 
types?


