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Syllabus, PowerPoint, and handouts are available at: 

chrisalanforeman.com/memoir



JUST START
— ASHA DORNFEST

JUST START WRITING, THEN KEEP WRITING. 

That’s the only advice any aspiring author needs. Ignore the unsure 
voices in your head, the negative voices of naysayers, the 10-step 
plans from magazines, and even the advice of “experts.” They were all 
exactly where you are now…and the reason they succeeded is that 
they started writing and kept writing. Success isn’t guaranteed, or 
course. 

But the first step toward success is always—simply—to start writing.
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https://www.writingroutines.com/asha-dornfest/
https://www.writingroutines.com/asha-dornfest/


WHAT IS MEMOIR?

Memoir tells your story and muses upon it, trying to unravel 
what it means in light of current knowledge.

Memoir is truth re-imagined. You become the editor of your 
own life.

Your memoir is a self portrait, an act of vanity for posterity. 
Do your best to also make it an act of honesty with a measure 
of modesty.

Memoir Writing @ San Mateo Senior Center    page 4



Memoir Writing @ San Mateo Senior Center    page 5

Reading 1
The seventh year of life is an enchanted age. Alice of Wonderland was seven when she walked through the Looking Glass. Childlike 

imagination combines with an emerging practical sense to create a magical world. I wrote a story about my wonderland of 1957. ~ CAF

As I walked down the alley behind my house, something caught my eye. It was an umbrella poking up from a garbage can. I plucked it from the trash and studied it. I saw the broken spokes and torn 
fabric and knew it wouldn't be a prize I could show to mom.
But I thought, "this could be a cool sword." So, I waved it over my head and smacked the metal can. I succeeded in making clangs, but the umbrella was too unwieldy for a sword.
"Maybe it's a walking stick." I put the point into the gravel and strutted past a few backyards, but that didn't work either. The umbrella fell open. I stepped on the black fabric and nearly tripped.
I was about to stuff my prize into another trashcan when I noticed the umbrella knob in my hand. Wow! It sparkled like a diamond-and a big diamond too, about the size of my seven-year-old fist. I was 
too grownup to believe it was really a diamond. My big sister Charlotte had just got a diamond ring from her boyfriend. He said it cost hundreds and it was only the size of a BB pellet.
I twisted the diamond top, but couldn't separate it from the umbrella stalk. I walked into the basement and found Jack reading a Mad Magazine. My big brother looked up. "What you got there?" "I found 
this in a garbage can."
"Hey, can't you see it's broken," he laughed.
"I know, but look at the diamond on the end."
Jack snatched the umbrella from my hand. "That's not a diamond, just cut glass."
"I know, but it's still pretty neat. I want to keep it but I can't pull it off."
These words were taken as a challenge by Jack, a freshman in high school. He strained and twisted, but the knob wouldn't budge. Then he went to dad's work bench, grabbed a pair of vise grips and 
unscrewed the top diamond. "Right tool for the right job," he mumbled. I recognized my father's voice. "This looks nice. I think I'll keep it". Jack stuffed the diamond in his pocket and raised the booklet 
hiding his eyes.
With one burst of lung power, I screamed, whined, and snorted.
Jack lowered the Mad Magazine revealing a grin. "Just teasing," and he tossed the treasure to me.
I carried my prize upstairs, washed it in the bathroom basin, shined it with toilet paper, and walked out the front door. I waved the diamond over my head as I strutted around the block. That's when I 
discovered its magical powers. Whenever I held it in the sun, the diamond made rainbows! I couldn't believe how it worked. I covered it with my hands and the rainbows went away. Then I held it in the 
sunshine and the rainbows reappeared.
I showed the diamond to Jacky who was sitting on his front stairs. He tried it a few times and was amazed. I showed it to snooty Linda who was walking back from the corner store.
"I know," she said with a sneer. "My mom's got one of those hanging in front of her kitchen window."
Once I took the diamond to school for show and tell, but since there was no sunshine in the classroom there was no rainbow. Miss Fisher called my prize a prism. I sometimes wrapped it in paper to hide 
around the house as pirate treasure. I remember when mom helped to attach a string to it so it would dangle in my bedroom window
As a teenager, I had a science project on prisms. I looked for my glass ball in all my closets and around the basement, but couldn't find it. Did I hide my treasure too well to never find it again? I couldn't 
remember. I sighed as I recalled the enchantment of childhood, a time when common objects could reveal hidden magic. It proved impossible to reclaim that lost wonder again.
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GEORGE ORWELL'S 6 GUIDELINES 
FOR GOOD WRITING

FROM HIS ESSAY "POLITICS AND THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE":

1. Never use a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech which you are 
used to seeing in print.

2. Never use a long word where a short one will do.

3. If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.

4. Never use the passive where you can use the active.

5. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word or a jargon word if you can 
think of an everyday English equivalent.

6. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous.
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Reading 2
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C.S. Lewis Advice on Writing
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Reading 3
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Nine ways to boost your writing motivation 
(that actually work) ~ Tucker Max

1. Don't Confuse Motivation with Passion

2. Outline First

3. Create Small, Attainable Goals

4. Make It a Daily Practice

5. Don't Be Perfect—Vomit on the Page

6. Focus on the Reader

7. Practice Self-Care

8. Announce the Book

9. Recognize and Face Your Fear

Memoir Writing @ San Mateo Senior Center    page 13

https://scribemedia.com/writing-motivation/
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Reading 4
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STEPHEN  KING  ADVICE  TO  WRITERS

 Read and Write Constantly: King's #1 rule: read widely and write daily (2000 
words/day is a common target) to build your skills and voice. 

 Write for Yourself: Tell the story you want to tell, not what you think others want; 
the audience comes later in revision. 

 Be Direct & Clear: Use simple, strong language; avoid "dressing up" vocabulary or 
using adverbs excessively. 

 Embrace the Messy Draft: Write fast, get the story down without self-editing, 
then step away for months before revising. 

 Kill Your Darlings: Be willing to cut unnecessary words, sentences, and even 
scenes during revision to make the story stronger. 
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THE 3 KEYS
BENJAMIN HARDY, THE #1 WRITER ON MEDIUM AND AUTHOR OF WILLPOWER 
DOESN’T WORK

1. You must be a good communicator

2. You must know your subject matter really, really well (head knowledge)

3. You must have deep emotional conviction about your subject matter (heart 
knowledge)

You combine these 3 things and that makes for good writing. Without the 
emotional side, the writing feels academic and not compelling. With only the 
emotion, it feels purely opinionated. But when you can write in an emotional and 
persuasive way, and then back up what you’re saying with credible sources, then it’s 
very believable and convincing.”
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https://www.writingroutines.com/benjamin-hardy/
https://medium.com/@benjaminhardy
http://geni.us/7Xusr
http://geni.us/7Xusr
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Reading 7
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