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Take from the altar of the past the fire, not the ashes.

—Jean Juares


FOREWORD

Katie Funk Wiebe is a teller of true stories and one of the most well received Mennonite voices of her time. When I visit a Mennonite congregation, I have come to expect a pleased response when I introduce myself as the daughter of this beloved writer.

She has been named one of the twenty most influential Mennonites of the twentieth century. A comprehensive bibliography of her writings and oral presentations takes up nearly one hundred pages in The Voice of a Writer: Honoring the Life of Katie Funk Wiebe, a collection of essays describing her contribution to the thought and life of the Mennonite and Anabaptist community. This book was presented to her in 2010 at a Festschrift event, sort of like a Nobel Prize for the Mennonite universe, at Tabor College, Hillsboro, Kansas, where Katie taught English and journalism for twenty-four years. She retired in 1990.

Many describe the effect of her teaching, speaking, and writing as “encouraging.” But how does Katie gain her own courage and conviction to persist in speaking—and seeking—truth? Why does she believe in the power of written language? Why does she teach and invite people to write their memoirs and family histories?

As Katie grew up, words in the form of family stories and letters were the lifeline that held a far-flung family together, a family with no hope of ever seeing one another again. Words helped them hold absent family members in their hearts.

—Joanna Wiebe


PREFACE

Writing this book was a labor of love, a passion. My interest in encouraging people to write their personal or family histories began in 1978 when the head of the social work department at the college where I was teaching asked me to teach an enrichment course in writing for older adults. I was having trouble keeping my English composition students inspired. How could I inspire people three times their age who had been out of school for forty or more years? What approach would work with this group?

As I researched possible writing topics, I realized that the greatest riches of this group of somewhat subdued yet still with-it people were their own life experiences. For six weeks I invited, cajoled, and encouraged my class of eighteen grey-haired men and women to write about what life had handed them. Their enthusiasm for having a coach to guide them—at a time when memoir-writing as a way to pass on personal legacy was just becoming popular—inspired me to do more.

Out of this short teaching experience came my book Good Times with Old Times: How to Write Your Memoirs, which was in print for several decades.

After I retired from college teaching, I took time to research my own family story with greater energy. I traveled to the former USSR, even to Siberia, to find relatives who had all but disappeared into the Russian landscape. I read voraciously everything I could get my hands on about how my ancestors had lived in another culture, as well as in Canada and the United States. From this research came my books The Storekeeper’s Daughter, sections in Border Crossing, and several self-published books about the lives of close relatives. I wrote my autobiography, You Never Gave Me a Name: One Mennonite Woman’s Story.

When a memoir-writing instructor at LifeVentures retired, I stepped in. This interfaith organization in Wichita, Kansas is designed to enrich the lives of post-retirement men and women by offering courses and activities.

How to Write Your Personal or Family History is the result of my years of teaching, preparing handouts, answering questions, clarifying problems, and enjoying these writers who have been engaged in life review—an important task for older people. Since the first edition was published in 2009, I have heard from people of all ages who have enthusiastically embraced this same task. I have revised this second edition to be useful to someone in any generation. You’ll find writing tips, examples of writings (some my own and others by class members), and occasional assignments.

A great fear of new writers is the blank page. What to write? The writing of a personal or family history is not a weekend project, but one that will take months and possibly years. The process of researching, discovering, and synthesizing may well be the greatest joy and accomplishment of your life.

—Katie Funk Wiebe


CHAPTER 1

YOU HAVE A STORY WAITING TO BE TOLD

“What’s new? What’s going on in your life?” your friend asks. “Not much,” you say. Your date book shows only ordinary activities, such as picking up dry cleaning, phoning George regarding the board meeting, or going with Jeanie to the PTA meeting. If your house had burned down, if you had won the lottery, or endured a major plumbing breakdown, you’d have something to say. But beyond this daily routine, your mind goes blank.

Yet you’ve been living twenty-four hours every day, making decisions, objecting to certain ideas, endorsing others, and interacting with family and coworkers. In effect, just living. If you took time to reflect, you’d find lots of meaningful stuff going on.

Personal or autobiographical writing, in any of its many forms, asks you to think not only about actions (a trip to the dentist) but also feelings, attitudes, and motives and to put all of this into words. It invites you to select a few of all your experiences and give them shape and order. A reader generally is not interested in a trip to the dentist unless, perhaps, that dentist had a heart attack and died in the middle of the drilling, and you reacted in a noteworthy way. A reader is interested in the reasons why you voted a certain way at the board meeting against majority opinion, or why you switched from business to truck gardening—or gave up on both. Readers are interested in how you have handled change or conflict.

Television writers or novelists have the luxury to decide plot development beforehand. If they wish, they can give houses and cars by the dozen to the main characters. They can choose their enemies and handicaps. If they don’t like one ending, they can change it, or even kill off the protagonist and any supporting characters. A writer of personal history can’t do that. Your life is what it is. But it is every bit as worthwhile and unique as that of a college president or climber of Mount Everest.

The purpose of personal writing can be to entertain, of course, but it can also inform family and friends about your life, to inspire by example, and especially, to offer yourself as an example of the process of living. Writers of family histories, autobiographies, and memoirs are concerned with shaping, making sense of the past from the standpoint of a present that is different. They want readers to understand what it means to experience successes and flops, affirmations and misunderstandings, and much more, from the standpoint of someone with a wider perspective. This helps keep a family together generation to generation.

When I was young, I believed that my German-Russian immigrant past had no connection with who I was or would become. I unwittingly maintained the image that I had been reared in a vacuum and was responsible for my own development. My parents spoke English with difficulty. Their syntax always had a German flavor and their pronunciation immediately gave away their recent immigrant status. Some of their cherished customs dated back to the Middle Ages, I was sure. Their growing-up stories, I thought, had no relevance to who I was becoming. As a young adult, I did not hide my past from my children, but I did not share it either.

I was like many people who wanted to kick away the ladder that brought them to the present. They rush away from the past, wanting nothing to do with it. I wanted to disconnect myself from the bedbugs, banyas, and revolution experiences of my parents in Russia, as well as their immigrant struggles in the strange new land of Canada. Only my present counted.

How wrong I was.

While I wanted to discard my past, others worship theirs. They flip through old photos and memories and never get on with the business of living. I have heard things like this from some in my generation: “It was so good in the old days when we ate fresh-baked bread every week, children played in empty sandlots, and we sat on the veranda in the evenings watching neighbors stroll past.” They don’t mention the back-breaking work of chopping wood for the stove, with its insatiable need for fuel, the lack of water to bathe sweaty children who had been playing in the dirt all day, and the absence of air-conditioning in 100-degree weather. Autobiographical writing isn’t about enshrining the past.

Some drag the past into the present like a heavy trunk, burdened by past experiences. They may nurse age-old grudges against parents, siblings, teachers, and church leaders. Some are angry with institutions, previous employers, governments, or anyone in authority. Any mention of their past raises their hackles.

Writing about the past, retracing our steps, gives us a better understanding of it. We see it through new eyes and can make sense of the jumble of experiences and feelings. By writing we can free ourselves of the past and decide how to act in the present.

A FEW BEGINNING TIPS

Memoir writing is not newswriting in the first person. If you had been involved in a house burglary, readers would expect news articles written by different people to carry basically the same information.

Autobiographical writing is different in that it gives your view of your experience through the lens of your own feelings. Your siblings’ or another person’s view of the same event might be quite different, but that’s all right. Experience and viewpoint change our perceptions, as does our place in the family lineup of siblings. As I wrote once:


My experience of communal showering is probably quite different from that of a group of fourteen-year-olds accustomed to showering together in school gymnasium showers. At one retreat center, all the women showered in one large room with a dozen or more shower heads. I gulped, removed my clothes in the dressing area, and edged slowly into the area with the shower heads, wishing the tiny washcloth I held carefully over strategic areas were a super-sized beach towel. I furtively checked out other aging bodies. Buttocks and bosoms abounded in all sizes and shapes, looking like bread dough that had ballooned and fallen in on itself. I hurriedly showered and left. Enough of this, I muttered to no one in particular. Only two more mornings to do this.



“I don’t have anything to write about,” I hear often. You haven’t had any earth-shattering experiences. You never flew to the moon or invented a new zucchini recipe that won you glowing comments from family and friends. That’s not the issue. You made decisions, unconsciously looked for role models, rejected certain values, and adopted others. You loved, you hated, you endorsed, you objected. Your life is unique and worthwhile. You have a story to tell. It just needs to be sorted and refined.

In pioneer days, sorting through life was done behind the plough or while nursing a child, ironing linens, shelling peas, or collecting eggs. Today, a person might have the chance to reflect on life for a bit while mowing the lawn or waiting for the microwave to beep. But just as workers with sedentary jobs now have to set aside time for exercise, a hurried, non-reflective life requires a deliberate choice to take time to reflect in a structured or disciplined way. Writing your personal story is such an opportunity to reflect upon your life. It is a tool to sort through personal values, faith, and commitments.

Remember, you can’t write without revealing who you are. Good writing is an exercise in self-revelation. The more personal, the more universal. The exercise of writing pushes you into the exercise of being. Without sharing your inner life, you share a corpse, a workshop leader once noted.

Find the truth about yourself, face it, and share it with the reader. Be willing to wear your heart on your sleeve. Readers don’t want to know how many trips you took to Alaska or Timbuktu, but what happened when life hit you with a sledgehammer. Readers want to know when you ran with the bulls all alone before a hostile audience. You don’t need to brag, but don’t hesitate to mention your achievements or even the times you just slogged along. Even slogging can make meaningful reading.

Writing a personal or family history can be a daunting task, but let’s sum up the benefits.

1.   Everyone has a story to tell, not just the person who won a gold medal in the Olympics. If you don’t write it, who will?

2.   Retrieving our stories brings meaning to life by discovering the patterns of our lives. They are a way of inspiring others to dream and dream big. Many people who have forged ahead in new areas were inspired by other models who dared to risk. “Here is someone very much like me who made something beautiful out of life,” they think.

3.   Writing your story helps you make peace with the past and free yourself of it. The past has a way of bludgeoning us into submission. It helps others by sharing how you dealt with issues of concern.

4.   It helps you get a better sense of the life cycle and to accept it with hope. When we reflect upon and reassess life achievements and losses, we end up with better balance and contentment.

5.   Your personal or family story is a way to pass on family history, folklore, values, and wisdom. It preserves a written account of the past for the sake of others. Each generation has to make its own commitments, its own promises to God and one another, but it helps if a new generation carries images of the way another generation dreamed and made promises to themselves and humanity. Your story is a way to connect with future generations.

Literary critic Alfred Kazin told a group of English teachers that language is the salvation of the immigrant child who must reorder existence by means from within. The immigrant has only language by which to pass on important values and truths. The past is gone as well as household furnishings and other artifacts.

Kazin was an immigrant. He said, “One writes to make a home for oneself on paper—to find a place, a ledge.” I understood then why my father and other immigrants were always telling stories about the “old country.” At 85, my father was still telling them, writing them in little bits of letters, still trying to make a whole out of the pieces of his life and then offering them to me. “Now you work with it, Katie,” he told me. (See insert for a page of my father’s hymnbook and a painting of the family windmill in Rosenthal, Ukraine.)

Language is also our salvation to bring order out of the confusion of modern-day life, to put together the puzzle of life. Immigrant children and today’s older adults both move in a bewildering world. Everything is different and perplexing and no longer fits into old categories. Many of us are immigrants in this new world of technology. Whenever my son introduces me to a new communication device, I ask him, “Haven’t I done enough?”

In this new world, I am like my immigrant parents who brought with them to Canada few tangible artifacts but carried within themselves a value system, memories, and hope. These can only be expressed with words. In our quickly changing society, we can’t be certain what new gadget will be heralded as the best thing since GPS or when we will encounter a great new medical discovery or learn startling information about the universe—we are all immigrants. Change is rushing at us on all fronts—technological, economic, political, social, and theological. We move about, change professions, change allegiances. Storytelling is a way of going back along the trail to learn where to make turns in the journey forward.

Young people tell me they want to write. “Write about what you know best—yourself,” I say. Their faces fall. “I haven’t had any experiences,” one replied, “I haven’t been to Nepal or Patagonia.” As if life only happens in those two places. You have lived twenty, thirty, or more years and have experienced nothing? What happened to the twenty-four hours of each day God gave you? Did you let them slip by without logging any for future reference? Go back to your past, retrieve it, and shake loose the essence of your life. Let the past live again as you learn from it and make it part of the future. That’s my advice for writers at any age.

The writing of your memoirs may never stop inflation, a strike, a riot, or even a war, but it will help your readers, young and old, understand the gift of their heritage and to feel the ground becoming firmer under their feet. Storytelling is the place where social and personal history meet. Reading about patterns of faith, courage, and self-reliance in the face of obstacles inspires new beginnings. A knowledge of the past will give understanding of how change affects all of us and how to face an uncertain future.

So start with passion. Tell yourself: “I have to do this. This is my job. If I don’t write it, who will?”


CHAPTER 2

PUTTING TOGETHER THE PUZZLE OF LIFE

Writing your personal or family story is much like putting together a jigsaw puzzle. You’ve bought the puzzle or found it on a closet shelf. First, you find a place to work where you can leave the unfinished project undisturbed. You post a warning sign: do not disturb. Maybe you add a skull and crossbones. You’re serious about this.

When I do a jigsaw puzzle, I usually work at the edges first, keeping my eyes on the picture on the box cover. Corner pieces are great finds. Sometimes I’m sure there’s a missing piece, but by the time I get to the end, I’ve found it. Sometimes a piece is missing forever. It got caught in the vacuum cleaner or the dog ate it. Or I blame it on the manufacturer. Eventually I have to fill in huge patches of clear blue sky or acres of green grass, maybe dense, dark undergrowth. That’s the tough part. But I keep going, and finally, I find the last piece. I shout hurrah! and rush to call the family.

The finished picture is not the real thing, but an approximation of some reality. Showing the finished product to others brightens my day. It was a big job, but I did it. Likewise, I also enjoy writing family stories and showing them to my children and siblings.

Writing your personal or family story entails much the same process. Behind you lies a jumbled mess of experiences, good and bad, as well as emotions, insights, losses, gains, and periods of stagnation and growth. You can’t go to a store to find a ready-made picture of your life. You must decide how the pieces will fit together.

So what is the first step? Choose the type of picture you want to put together about your life. Ask yourself: “What will I write?” Your choice will be determined by the type of material you find and how much. Here are some categories to get you started:

Genealogy

Genealogy is the study of a family’s lineage, tracing it from a distant ancestor through the various family branches. This data, which consists mainly of names, dates of birth and marriage, and dates of death, is put on a chart. Countless tomes have been written about finding your family roots, so this book will not delve deeply into genealogy.

Family History

Writing a family history entails documenting the details of your own life, and/or the lives and times of family members. You’ll collect reminiscences, old letters, photos, newspaper clippings, diaries, journals, and other documents. Look for anything related to your family that gives shape to your findings. You can write this as the saga of a family or emphasize individual members. The focus is on the family as a unit and the factors that affected the family over the years.

Autobiography and Biography

An autobiography is the story of your own life written by you; a biography is the story of person’s life written by someone else.

Think of genealogy as the bones of your past and autobiography/biography (and family history) as the muscle and flesh, the descriptive components. They are an account of your life or someone else’s, often in chronological order, a popular way to write a life story. The point of view is usually first-person. Your version of an event may be different from that of your sibling’s, who may have had similar outward experiences but not necessarily similar inner experiences. People read life stories primarily for entertainment and inspiration.

Without tension or creative conflict holding the entire piece together, an autobiography or biography can be hard to read. The best ones have a thread running through them, connecting all the parts, just like a picture puzzle has a main focus. People want meaningful reading, not just accounts of a trip, music concert, or car purchase one after another. Biography should be as close to a novel as possible, but stick to the facts. It aims to show the essence of the subject. In writing an autobiography, you aim to show yourself as an authentic person. Readers will recognize it as a subjective interpretation of your life.

I recommend avoiding a grocery list of dates and events in both biography and autobiography. Don’t include everything you’ve discovered about another person or even yourself. It may be difficult to leave out a wonderful meeting with an old friend, or the time you shook hands with the president of the United States, but is it important to the main theme? Put the unused material in a file labeled “precious moments” and leave it there for the children to discover after you’re gone.

Memoir

In his book Inventing the Truth: The Art and Craft of Memoir, William Zinsser writes that the memoir, unlike the autobiography, assumes the details of one’s life—that you were born, went to school, and so forth. It bypasses these to focus on a specific section of your story. It gives a window into your life experiences. In common usage, the terms “memoir” and “autobiography” are interchangeable. Technically, however, a memoir emphasizes your particular view of life or experiences during a particular period, capturing a piece of your history that shows your growth over time. Writing a memoir forces you to select a few experiences and give them shape and order.

In a memoir, you are looking at your experiences from the viewpoint of a more mature understanding to help you and your readers find sense through the telling. You are looking for the key to access your interior life, what made you tick, and what made you the person you are today.

Reminiscences, Recollections, Stories, Photos, etc.

You could write a series of vignettes about your life, not necessarily connected by broad themes, or collect family stories and compile them into a book. One Christmas, I gave my children and friends a small book of photocopied stories I had collected over the years: Into the Twilight Zone: Stories My Father and Others Told Me Too Good to Throw Out. I enjoyed putting it together. Now I know those stories won’t be forgotten.

Letters and Journals

Many life stories are composed entirely of selected and edited excerpts from old letters and journals. I recommend that you make a copy of each of these original sources. If you value the original, store it in a safe or a safety deposit box or any place that feels secure to you. Then write your notes on the copies and order them in a way that makes sense to you, usually by date. Finally, type up your manuscript from these notated copies. This is the method I used to write A Strong Frailty: Aganeta Janzen Block, Heroine of the faith in the former Soviet Union, which is the story of my Aunt Neta, one of thousands of Mennonites sent to Stalin’s forced labor camps after the Second World War. When I visited her in Moscow in 1989, I invited her to tell me the story of her life, and the ensuing fifteen years of correspondence became the foundation of the book.

Scrapbooks and Albums

Call it “The Seasons of My Life.” Divide your life into twelve periods and label each by month. If each month represents seven years of your life, January would represent your pre-school years, February your early school years, and so forth. Write a story about something that happened in your family or to you in each “month.” Add photos of yourself as a baby, or of your parents. What was your favorite food as a young child? Did you have a bedtime prayer? Table prayers? What about some songs or games? In the April of your life, you could write about courtship and marriage. If you are good at scrapbooking, here’s a chance to shine.

Cookbook

This can be about anything related to food and family. One year, I gave my children a collection of favorite family recipes and copies of their childhood writings. I called it Soul Food. They devoured it.

Videos

Include photos, video clips, interviews, narration, and music to give a visual picture of your life or that of a loved one.

Confession

There may be a part of your life you haven’t shared until now. “I Was a Teenage Hippie,” for example, would be a tell-all account of a particularly secretive part of your life—that is, until now.

WHO IS YOUR AUDIENCE?

Before you continue, decide who your audience is for your life manuscript: yourself, your family, or a broader audience. This is your most important decision, for it will determine the form and content of your writing, the language, the tone, the subject matter, and theme. Little children need something simpler than adults. People unfamiliar with the scientific language of a chemist may be turned off by a manuscript with details of
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