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Interview: Looking For Someone to Record the Life Story of a Loved One? Here’s What You Need to Know

Every life matters immensely. Every well-lived and completed life helps in healing the world. – Zalman Schachter 
          

Today, a growing number of families enlist memoirists and personal historians to help loved ones record their life stories. This is often done as a gift for a birthday or special anniversary. The business of memoir writing is still in its infancy, so what qualities should individuals look for in a memoirist? And what can they expect to pay?

In a recent issue of the Journal of Aging, Humanities, and the Arts (April-June, 2008), pioneering memoirist Mary O’Brien Tyrrell shared her reflections on memoir writing and its growing popularity with the public.

AHB reached O’Brien Tyrrell in St. Paul, Minnesota. We asked, among other things, for tips on choosing the right memoirist. 

Ruth Dempsey: What started you thinking about memoirs?

Mary O’Brien Tyrrell: Back in 1993, I was the gerontological coordinator of a research project for the National Institute of Cancer. The aim of the project was to encourage elderly minority women to have regular screenings for breast and cervical cancer. I was introduced to many American Indian women and invited to help serve their elders at a monthly feast. Later, I went to powwows and honouring ceremonies, where I was struck by how the community venerated its elders. Elders shared time-honoured rituals, sacred dances and stories with the young. And when an elder spoke, everyone listened. 

How does mainstream society honour old people, I asked myself. I realized that mainstream society doesn’t honour elders. However, it occurred to me that when a biography of a famous person is published, we tend to purchase the book and then emulate the life. The seed was planted.

My first “narrator” was a 52-year-old friend and hospice patient dying of breast cancer. She had a history of two failed marriages and had raised a daughter by herself. After the 

third interview, she remarked, “Now that you’re asking me all these questions, I realize I have had a very wonderful life!” Today, her daughter reads her mother’s memoir on her own birthday, her mother’s birthday and Mother’s Day because “It feels like my mother is talking to me.” 

My second client spent most of his 91 years on the farm. At his book-signing party – held

out in front of his barn with 75 family members present – he claimed, “This is the best day of my life!” After that, I was hooked. I’ve been writing memoirs ever since.

RD: Memoirs come in different formats. How are they priced?

MOT: The cost of a memoir varies from a few thousand, to tens of thousands of dollars for a multimedia plus website venue. The Association of Personal Historians has over 600 members today, and each entrepreneur sets their own price structure. 

Formats vary too. Some personal historians compose the story in writing; others record it in audio or video. Some even work in the fabric arts, piecing together quilts to tell a life story. 

RD: You established your own business Memoirs Inc. over a decade ago. Can you describe how you work with clients?

MOT: I became a full-time memoirist in 1994. Since then, I have helped over 250 persons in United States and Canada to publish their life stories.  

In working with clients, I follow a five-step process:

1. Interview: First, I interview clients in the privacy of their home for a total of 10 hours, usually in five two-hour recorded sessions. I assure clients that anything they tell me is confidential and that nothing will be included in the volume without their approval.

2. Composition: Second, I transcribe the interview. I feel it’s very important to capture the client’s voice and figures of speech. I know I have done my job, when clients tell me that their family members have told them, “It sounds just like you.” 

3. Review drafts: Clients are given three opportunities to review drafts of the work-in- progress and select memorabilia to include in the book, such as photographs, important family letters and certificates.

4. Publication: I publish the story in 30 hardcover books.

5. Book-signing party: Finally, I recommend clients distribute their memoir at a book-signing party. 

RD: The book-signing party sounds marvellous . . .

MOT: These are family occasions at which the narrator is honoured by a gathering of loved ones. Parties have been held in parks, homes, restaurants and in conjunction with other events, such as a wedding, anniversary or birthday. Sometimes, children, grandchildren and even great-grandchildren fly in from across the country to receive their special book, which becomes a family heirloom. In a 2007 company survey, 50 per cent of respondents reported holding book-signing parties.

RD: Some people donate their memoirs to the local historical society . . .

MOT: Yes, this is a wonderful way of winding up the project if the client lives in Minnesota. We go to the Minnesota Historical Society, where we meet with a member of the staff, who accepts a copy of the memoir for their collection. Then, as a parting gesture, I treat the narrator and family to lunch.

Military veterans are also encouraged to submit a copy of their memoir to the Veterans History Project, which preserves stories of wartime veterans in the Library of Congress. I also encourage clients to donate copies to their local synagogue, church or some other community agency important to them. Two of my clients have had their memoirs accepted by the Smithsonian Library in Washington, D.C.

RD: How do you feel older adults benefit from recording their life stories? 

MOT: As I expected, there is usually a sense of elation. And when I have the opportunity to deliver the books in person, most narrators shed tears of joy on opening up the book, knowing their story has been recorded for future generations. 

To my surprise, clients have told me that they love to read their own story over and over to themselves. Reading it makes them feel good about their accomplishments. As one 90-year-old explained, “It’s like sitting down to reminisce with an old friend who never goes away.”  

Most adult children say they discover new stories about their loved ones. Also, some families credit having an elder’s life story recorded with healing family estrangements. For example, one longtime divorced client invited his former mate to his book-signing party, to the delight of all.

RD: What are the pitfalls? 

MOT: There are several. Narrators and sometimes even family members want to include information that is hurtful to others or to reveal a family secret that has never before been told. Sometimes narrators want to compare themselves to others or even compare their children, which I will not allow. I insist the memoir focus on the narrator’s own story.

More obviously, people may have experienced severe trauma such as war, an airplane crash or other unresolved issues. These events can trigger serious turmoil for some 

clients, as they recount their stories. This is why I recommend obtaining an agreement in advance that, if unhappy memories cause distress, the client will seek therapy. And this is why I believe only professionals trained to handle such situations should be offering the service.

RD: I am looking for someone to record an elderly relative’s story, what tips do you have for me?

MOT: Here’s what I suggest:

· Check out the business. Does it have a good track record?

· What are the credentials of the practitioners?

· Will they provide a list of previous clients for reference?

· Are they willing to show samples of their work?

· What will the final product look like?

· What will it cost, and how long will it take to complete?

· Does your family member feel comfortable in the interview process?

· If things don’t go well, is there an escape clause in the contract? 

                                     Report: The Truth About Old Age

Who better to ask about the experience of aging than old people themselves? 

And that’s what British researchers did for the second wave of the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (2004). They asked people aged 50 and older to describe their experiences and perceptions of old age. Here’s what the researchers learned:

The experience of aging

· The majority of participants (55 per cent) described aging as a positive experience. Only eight per cent experienced it negatively. Britons aged 55 to 59 and those over 80, were the most negative.

· Wealthier participants were more likely than poorer ones to report positive feelings of aging. 

· Likewise, participants in good health viewed aging more positively than those in poor health. 

· Only one-in-three Britons agreed with the statement “old age is a time of loneliness”.

· Seventy-five per cent of participants saw retirement as a time for leisure.

· Almost two-thirds of participants reported old people are not respected in society. More than two-thirds worry their health will worsen, as they age.

When does old age begin?
· Britons aged 50 to 54 say old age starts at 68 while those over 80 say it starts at 75. 

· Women think old age begins later than men.
· High-income people are also more likely to say old age starts later.

· Likewise, healthier participants think old age starts later. The healthiest men and women report old age starts at 71 and 73 respectively; those in poor health put the numbers at 68 and 71. 
To be forever young

· Most participants do not think of themselves as old. And the vast majority feels younger than their actual age. 

· Across all age groups, more women than men feel younger. For example, among Britons 60 to 74, six per cent more women than men feel younger than their actual age. 

· Interestingly, those who think of themselves as younger have better health than those who think of themselves as older. Researchers are still trying to figure out why.

· Most participants want to be younger. When asked, “How old would you like to be?” Men said 41, women 44. Among those aged 75 and older, 89 per cent of men, and 93 per cent of women want to be younger.

                                       New Book: Celebrating the Gift of Years

               We turn not older with years, but newer every day. – Emily Dickinson

The Gift of Years (Novalis, 2008) examines the meanings and possibilities, joys and struggles of growing old from a spiritual perspective.

The author, Dr. Joan Chittister, is an award-winning writer, member of the Benedictine Sisters (Erie, Pennsylvania) and founder of Benetvision. The book caters to adults at the doorstep of old age, as well as those concerned about their parents and the kinds of issues they may be confronting.

Chittister reminds us that aging is a natural part of life and invites us to discover its soulful possibilities:

I can only be sure of what I see around me. Margaret at 95, once a master seamstress, still goes looking for work . . . she hunts around for new slacks to hem for friends or new drapes to sew. She talks to everyone around her, seeks them out when they miss coming by. She reads and listens to music. She keeps in touch with old pupils. She listens to new lectures on CDs. She lives. 

As Chittister explains:

Each period of life has its own purpose. This later one gives me the time to assimilate all the others. The task of this period of life, Margaret teaches me, is not simply to endure the coming of the end of time. It is to come alive in ways I have never been alive before.

In a series of 40 snappy upbeat chapters, Chittister, 72, addresses almost every aspect of the aging process. The chapters with one-word titles – fear, possibility, adjustment, joy, regret and mystery – can be read slowly and savoured over and over again. 

Chittister urges us to celebrate our past and to let go of regret. She challenges us to discover what we may yet become. She writes, “Whatever happens to the body, what toll age takes on the physical, the spirit does not grow old. In our dreams, in the way we ourselves see ourselves, we are forever becoming.”

The author describes the last stage of life as “the capstone years”. She revels in the opportunities it provides: time to harvest memories, time to savour relationships as “the alchemy of life” and time for solitude that nourishes the soul. 

Chittister also deals with the downside. In the chapter on adjustment, she explores the various ways of coping when hit by serious illness or the death of a loved one. But none of it is easy; there is only the choice between coping and not coping. “We must consciously decide how we will live, what kind of person we will become now . . . how alive we intend to be.” This is a deeply spiritual journey, and Chittister makes a wise companion. 

In tune with the book’s upbeat tone, Chittister reserves the right to revise this edition of the book when she is 90 – in case she has more to say.

                                 Study: How Novelty Spices Up Retirement 

When “Mr. A” retired from a demanding legal career 10 years ago, his wife was still working. He decided it was his turn now to do the cooking. 

He bought a copy of Gourmet Magazine and tried several of the recipes. It was a mess. He started watching cooking shows on TV. He took some cooking classes, collected recipes, and very gradually started learning how to cook. “I guess I’ve gotten pretty good,” he said recently.

Mr. A was one of 20 retirees participating in a recent study. The study revealed that novel activities spice up retirement and increase life satisfaction. Participants were recruited from a Learning in Retirement program in the southeastern United States. Retirees ranged in age from 57 to 78 years and had been retired for six months to 12 years.

According to Galit Nimrod  (University of Haifa) and Douglas Kleiber (University of Georgia, U.S.A), 19 out of 20 participants added at least one brand new activity after they retired. New activities included: volunteering; learning activities, such as classes, lectures and computer use; creative activities, such as writing and painting; and social and physical activities. 

The findings were published in the International Journal of Aging and Human Development (Vol. 65, (1), 2007).

Novelty as a new “turn-on”

The push to try something novel is motivated by both internal and external factors, according to researchers. Internal triggers include the need for stimulation, search for meaning or just wanting to help others. External triggers include health-related issues, money or “keeping up with the Joneses.” 

The authors found participants pursued novel activities for different reasons. Some retirees used new activities to reinvent themselves and others to preserve their existing sense of self.

Reinventing the self

When “Mr. E” retired from a managerial career, he dreaded becoming unproductive: “I just don’t want to stop work, and kind of say, ‘Now what do I do?’” he said.

Mr. E developed a two-year plan, which involved moving to a house that he and his wife owned in another part of the country. He renovated the house, sold it for profit and moved back to his preferred home. 

“Ms. M” retired and lost her husband in the same year. She signed up for a host of activities, including volunteering for several organizations, beginning a Spanish class and founding an investment club. 

But later, she realized she had to stop and confront her own needs. “You know, I have found that they were all things that he (my husband) liked to do, and I liked to do them with him,” she said. “And that’s been the adjustment since he’s gone is, what do I like to do? ”

Preserving the self

“Ms. Y”, a former professor with a mood disorder, planned to write her autobiography after she retired. It was not a way to reinvent herself, but as a way to sustain her present identity.

As Ms. Y explained: 

My goal is to write my autobiography . . . the journals will help me describe the 27 years I experienced recurrent manic episodes in the absence of depression . . . and the journals themselves are important. . . . I feel they provide a unique way to study bipolar disorder . . . it’s my goal to document what I have, and to leave something so that, if someone wants to look at it, then its there. 

Likewise, “Mr. H”, a retired banker, accepted a fraternity advisory job at his old alma mater because the new role provided a challenge. But more importantly, it gave him an opportunity to boost fraternities – a social institution he had valued highly since his student days. 

Using novelty to spice up retirement

According to researchers, 50 per cent of participants reported greater satisfaction with life after retirement than before. Seven out of 20 participants reported no change, and three said they were unsure. None reported lower life satisfaction.

Participants offered several reasons for their current happiness, including:

· relief from work

· independence

· general circumstances

· companionship

· activities

· meaning

But, according to researchers, it seems people do not just enjoy the fact that they are doing something new. The most significant role of innovation is in creating the opportunity for a more challenging and meaningful life. As “Mr. L” put it,  “Life after 

retirement, to me, was a lot more meaningful than it was before. I mean, we thought we were doing useful important stuff, but it was still a lot of routine junk.”

                             Interview: Author on Aging as a Creative Art 

Today, aging is commonly associated with images of decline and decay. But it doesn’t have to be this way, say the authors of an illuminating new book: Reading Our Lives: The Poetics of Growing Old (Oxford University Press). 

The book was written by William Randall, a professor of gerontology, and Elizabeth McKim, a professor of English at St. Thomas University (Fredericton). The authors marshal research from numerous disciplines, including cognitive psychology, neuroscience and the psychology of aging. And they offer a new vision of aging that links memory, meaning, wisdom and spirituality. Randall and McKim explore the difference between getting old and growing old, and they show readers how to transform aging into a creative art.

AHB wanted to learn more, so we tracked co-author Elizabeth McKim down on the campus of St. Thomas University in Fredericton, New Brunswick.
Ruth Dempsey: A book about “the poetics of growing old” – what a treat!
Elizabeth McKim: Thank you. To speak of growing old as having a “poetics” draws attention to the imaginative and consequently creative process of aging. As we age, we can focus on the external dimensions of aging – wrinkles, aches and pains, and merely get old – or we can recognize that we age biographically, too, and choose to grow old. 

As we say in the book, an awareness of the interpretive nature of memory and a cultivation of what we refer to as “reading our lives” can lead to heightened self-awareness and a much deeper relationship with ourselves.  

RD: The book claims that reading my favourite novels  – fiction – can help me read my own life. How so? 
EM: It’s a cliché that we can’t really ever get inside another person’s head, but there’s an exception to the rule. Reading fiction is virtually the only way that we can see the world through others’ eyes, from the inside out. Not simply “literary” novelists, but those who write so-called “escape” literature, too, introduce us to people and places, cultures and eras in a way that textbook descriptions, pictures, films or even travel simply cannot.  

Indeed, researchers of reading have discovered our minds interpret characters in much the same way that we interpret real people. And that the experiences we have, while lost in a book, are processed in much the same way as first-hand experience. For that reason, as 

characters make mistakes and learn from them, so can we. And as characters discover things about themselves and others and perhaps achieve wisdom, we can, too.  

But there’s another aspect of reading that helps us in reading our own lives, and that is the fact that readers are not passive receptacles, but active participants in the reading process. Meaning does not exist on a page but is created in the act of reading by what literary theorist Louise Rosenblatt calls a “transaction” between author and reader. We regularly and, often unconsciously, fill in gaps, jump to conclusions and build up the details of imagined scenes or actions based on our own experiences. 

In other words, reading is an interpretive process. And so is our memory, researchers have found. Therefore, an awareness of the creative nature of reading and the creative nature of memory is the necessary precursor to reading our lives.
RD: It seems memory is quite mysterious in the way certain things “stick” while so many others don’t . . .   

EM: That’s right. If we’re to begin reading our lives in a conscious way, we need to understand that autobiographical or episodic memory is our primary text, or as we like to call it, our “texistence.” We each have an inner editor of sorts who, as we go through our days, sorts through the details and determines what gets discarded or retained. Most of our experience, which is vast, gets discarded.  
What we’re left to work with is the evolving story of ourselves – our identity – that we have constructed as we go along. Unfortunately, it’s sometimes rather thin. The problem is we too often think of episodes from the past as being carved in stone, instead of realizing that the meaning we ascribe to them is actually based on interpretation and, as a consequence, is open and flexible.    

RD: Are there ways to trigger memory? 
EM: Yes, and they are really quite simple. In a workshop Bill Randall and I offer at the university, we walk participants through a number of methods. A popular one is what we call “The ABC’s of Autobiographical Memory,” where we throw out a word, such as “apple,” “bicycle” or “cat,” and invite people to recall a story in relation to each. First one and then another participant begin to speak, and it’s amazing how the stories develop in conversation. 
Other methods include: listing events from a particular period of one’s life and expanding on them; answering a series of guided questions, such as “With whom did you have your first kiss?”; or even collecting personal memorabilia or doing a scrapbooking project, in which stories related to each picture are told.  
All one needs is some sort of trigger and the memories inevitably pour forth. Once they’re articulated – and often the articulation triggers memories that people had forgotten – patterns and themes start to emerge.

RD: Growing old, then, can lead to a thickening of our stories. Is that right?

EM: Absolutely. The episodes themselves don’t change, of course, but the way we understand them, the way we understand ourselves in relation to them, and the consequent significance of them can change and become richer as we grow older. And importantly, our evolving stories can give us enjoyment and boost our sense of meaning and purpose in life.

RD: Our stories can stall or get stuck, too. So retirement may be a new beginning or an endpoint, for example?

EM: If we have developed our identity solely in terms of our work, then retirement will be an endpoint and certainly devastating.  

RD: Another example caught my eye in the newspaper recently. It told the story of Jean Goldstein, 85, who moved to a Toronto retirement residence with her husband after his health deteriorated. She found it extremely difficult to make new friends and panicked. It took the gutsy Goldstein three months of determined effort to cobble together a life in her new home. 
EM:  It’s unquestionably difficult to start over, no matter what our age. Changes such as poor health, retirement or the death of one’s parents or spouse make it even more difficult, since so much of what we know of ourselves is a reflection back from the community we have lived in.  
Bill and I call such communities, whether they be as small as a family circle or as large as a government or faith institution, a “narrative” or story environment. And certainly, if we find ourselves in a new one, it takes time to find our place, whether we are 16 or 60. 
But the awareness that identity is not entirely fixed, but partially constructed according to the environments we inhabit, can help ease the panic. So if we know that a feeling of floundering is natural, it’s much easier to work through it.

RD: Most of the responsibility for solving the problem seems to have landed at Mrs. Goldstein feet . . .

EM: Your point about Mrs. Goldstein’s confidence and courage is well taken. She eventually shifted into her new life on her own, but it doesn’t have to be that way, especially in a retirement community. The staff can ease the way by encouraging newcomers to talk about themselves, their interests, their experiences and their memories.  
And of course, not only staff in retirement communities, but also every one of us can enrich our own lives and those of others by slowing down, taking a breath and inviting others to speak! 

RD: People are keen to age as positively and creatively as they can. Any closing thoughts?

EM: The physical challenges of aging are undeniable, of course, but it’s crucial to recognize that we are so much more than our bodies. The biggest challenge I see is a cultural one: we need, as a culture, to shift our perspective on aging from a vision of decline to a vision of growth. My co-author, Bill Randall, and I think of “growing” old as a vibrant, fertile process that can become ever richer as we age. This shift holds the greatest promise. 

And of course, Bill and I hope that our book, with its focus on the inside dimensions of aging, will in its way contribute to that shift.  

Editor’s Note: For an interview with co-author Bill Randall, see Aging Horizons Bulletin, November/December, 2007.  

                                                      Roundup

MALES JOIN THE LINEUP FOR COSMETIC SURGERY: The number of men aged 35 to 55 lining up for cosmetic surgery is on the rise, according to surgeons at the Harley Medical Group in London, England. Common cosmetic procedures include Botox injections to reduce wrinkles, breast reduction, removal of bags under the eyes and microdermabrasian (removal of top layer of dead skin by light abrasion). Source: telegraph.co.uk   

MUSINGS ON THE ‘BIG BANG’ MACHINE: On September 10, 2008, the click of a mouse started up the biggest atom-smasher in the world, the Large Hadron Collider (LHC). The LHC is buried in a tightly-sealed chamber under the Swiss-French border. The aim of the 20-year-old project is to try to explain the origins of the universe. 

The morning of the launch, we contacted Ottawa’s Rosaleen Dickson (see Aging Horizons Bulletin, May/June, 2007) for her reaction on what experts say is the largest scientific experiment in human history. Here is a part of her reply:

Experimenters from the same group brought us the Internet, which has turned out to be a marvelous feature of our lives when used by right-minded people. Now CERN is off on another tangent – tinkering with protons on a gigantic scale. Again, it might be a good thing, or it could destroy us. At my next, 88th, birthday party, in the presence of my 33 progeny and their many collaterals, I will toast the future of this wonderful world and hope the experiments of scientists across the ocean will not have started it on the road to disintegration.

OPEN MEDICINE is Canada’s newest medical journal (available free of charge: www.openmedicine.ca). Among issues explored to date: the mandatory reporting of unfit drivers by physicians and patient confidentiality and email security.  

THE WISDOM OF RACHEL CARSON: Her clarion call issued in Silent Spring nearly 50 years ago still cries out to be heard: “We should no longer accept the counsel of those who tell us that we must fill our world with poisonous chemicals; we should look about and see what other course is open to us.” 

For a handy, practical and everyday guide to going green, check out Green for Life (Penguin Canada) by Gill Deacon. 
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