Personal histories: 'Saving your life, one story at a time'
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The Utah Chapter of the Association of Personal Historians is on a mission: "Saving your life, one story at a time."

There are so many stories out there that need to be told, says Paulette Stevens, a member of the association who helps people put together those life histories.

"We still have many of the Greatest Generation with us, those who lived through the Depression, went to war and came home to make solid contributions to society. We have been standing on their shoulders for decades, but now they are going away. We need their stories before they go," she says.

But those who have come after them — and those who came before them — also have stories to tell. 

Just sitting down to write your life story can get a bit overwhelming, Stevens says. 

To provide assistance, the Utah Chapter of APH will launch an outreach program to inform people of the options and procedures in writing personal histories. Some 11 members of the group will participate in a series of free workshops that will take place in Davis, Salt Lake, Summit, Utah and Wasatch counties over the next several months, at various libraries and other community centers.

In addition, the group has set up a speakers' bureau that will

provide presentations for local groups upon request.

"Whether it's a Rotary group, a Kiwanis group, a Daughters of Utah Pioneers group, or other group, we are very willing to go to them," Stevens says. 

Often, she says, people in such groups think about the lives of others but don't stop to consider their own stories. "We can help them find motivation, guidance and resources to help them actually produce a meaningful and lasting legacy," she says.

There are many methods and techniques, ranging from something simple like an ethical will to digital products to published books. Some people prefer to write their stories. Others prefer to work with a professional, who will compile the story based on interviews and artifacts. Everyone does it in a different way, Stevens says, and there are few rights or wrongs.

"The whole idea," she says, "is to let people know there are other people here who can help them if they get stuck." Even if you are working with a professional, she says, "you can do as much as you want yourself."

But sometimes, she adds, working with someone else can provide a different perspective or lead the story in different directions. "So often, people think that if they get down what happened, that's the end. But what is most important is what it means to them." Sometimes, just asking, "how did you feel about that?" can make a huge difference, she says.

Stevens has just finished her 35th book for clients. "I like to think that it means there are 35 more stories in the mosaic of our history. I really think it is important to record these stories. They help people discover things about their parentage, about why they are what they are."

And sometimes stories come along that have an even broader appeal. Herschel "Bones" Pedersen was a popular basketball player at BYU in the 1950s. He went on to a long career at the Geneva Steel Plant and to extensive service for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. It was when he was working in the Mount Timpanogos Temple that George Durrant, one of his fellow workers, "observed firsthand the depth of this man's soul."

Durrant asked Pedersen if he could come to his house and record some of the stories of his life and faith.

The interviews resulted in some 20 hourlong tapes. "I would go home after each session and tell my family about what he had told me that day. I longed for them and everyone else to know what an ordinary man could do who was willing to put his hand in the hand of God and give his life to strengthening others."

But it was when a couple of other friends, Joanne and Wade Fillmore, heard about the tapes and asked to borrow them and transcribe them that the idea of a book was born and eventually a publisher was found. The result is "Stories From My Life," by Herschel "Bones" Pedersen, edited by Don Norton and Joanne B. Fillmore ($19.95, Digital Legend). The book is available at www.latterdaylegends.com, at some LDS bookstores, or by calling 877-222-1960.

But whether your life story results in a commercially published book or not, Stevens says, it will be a treasure. "So many people tell me, 'You just can't know how important this is to our family.' What it gives people is a sense that 'it made a difference that I was here.' That's something we all want to feel." 
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Pfc. Nathan Plummer was stationed on Guam on the day Pearl Harbor was attacked and was captured when the Japanese invaded the island. He remained a POW until the end of World War II.
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The past is a source of knowledge, and the future is a source of hope. Love of the past implies faith in the future. — Stephen Ambrose
Every life has a story, and there's a lot of value in making sure those stories are told. "It's a life-affirming process," says Paulette F. Stevens, a professional personal historian who helps people do just that.

She recently completed the story of a couple who live in Roy. The project was started a couple of years ago but got interrupted when the man had to have major heart surgery.

After finally completing the life story, she had a call from one of the sons. "He told me that his father had read the story and called him on the phone. He said that his father's voice was strong and clear, and his attitude was upbeat — something he hadn't seen from his father in two years. But now it was as if his father realized that his life meant something."

We all have that need, Stevens says. "Life stories are precious to the families; they are a legacy to generations who will come after, but they also mean a lot to those who write them," says Stevens.

"That's why we need more stories. We have a generation who's about to leave us, and it is amazing what they did. We need more people to have this wonderful experience before they are gone."

Those themes were also addressed at the annual meetings of the Association of Personal Historians, which met in Salt Lake City last fall. 

The conference drew some 200 members from around the country, who came to learn new techniques, discuss new trends, share experiences — and visit the Family History Library operated by the LDS Church.

A lot of people don't realize there are so many resources out there to help them, Stevens says. "I didn't even know the field existed until I started doing a family history in 2003. Now, I'm starting my 28th book, about a POW from Japan."

You can find a lot of experienced advice, tips for how to keep going if you get bogged down, or people who will do the research, do the writing or the video or recordings for you, she says. 

And what better time to start, she says, than now. Over the holidays, a lot of families gather and talk about their memories. 

That can be an inspiration and motivation to make sure those memories are recorded, she says.

Do you remember when … bonds people together far more than shared chromosomes. — Daniel Taylor
"It's been said that when an old person dies, it's as if a library burns down," said Dawn Thurston, who conducted a workshop on "Breathing Life into You Story," at the conference.

Telling a life story is more than just writing down facts and dates, she said.

"Getting the facts down on paper is different from letting people know the era and the history." You need to bring the characters and places to life, says Thurston, who lives in California and has been teaching classes on personal history for some 13 years. 

Every life has a context, she said. And you need to set the life into its context. "If you just get the names and dates, you have no sense of who the person is. You need the who, but you also need the so-what. That's what people often leave out. They get what happened but not the reaction, how what happened changed a life or influenced later actions. That's where a lot of people miss the boat," she said.

A place to start, she advised, "is to take what you know and put it into a chart. Then you see the arc of the life, and get an idea of what you need to fill in."

The Internet can be a huge help in adding context, she said. "You can Google '50s hairstyles, or Scottish coal mining and get lots of background."

In all of us there is a hunger, marrow-deep to know our heritage — to know who we are and where we have come from. — Alex Haley
Oral histories can be an important way to preserve life stories, said Sharon Carmack, who gave the keynote address at the conference. If you are able to do an interview with a living person you have a chance to get details you wouldn't otherwise get, she said.

"You can usually find the who, where and when. You can't find the why, how or what. But this is what the life story is all about."

In collecting information, she advised, remember what she called the "Quadra-Ps" — purpose, people, place and processing.

As to purpose, "you have to narrow it down from 'get the life story.' I like to take a topical approach, with such things as home, food, children, work, holiday and customs and religion."

Remember to include people other than your main subject, Carmack said. If possible talk to children, siblings, cousins, friends, grandchildren, spiritual advisors, old neighbors and others who might add interesting details.

Consider places other than a living room to do the interview. If you do an in-home interview, ask for a tour of the house, she advised. "Pay attention to the knickknacks and souvenirs. They always come with stories." But other possibilities include the cemetery, an antique store, a school, a place of business.

When it comes to process, if you are doing the history of someone else, get a letter of agreement, so you know exactly what they expect you to do. Record the interview, but always do a transcription, she said. "Digital is the thing now, but we don't know what the thing will be in 20 years. We do know that paper will still be around, so an interview needs to be transcribed."

Give people a fact and you enlighten their minds; tell them a story and you touch their souls. — Hasidic Jewish proverb
At the conference, APH also debuted its first anthology, "My Words Are Gonna Linger: The Art of Personal History," which contains stories collected from personal histories, cultural and oral histories, ethical wills and more.

There are wonderful stories about people you've never heard of, says Stevens. But, it also shows the importance and value of individual stories. "These small pieces come together to create a mosaic of our culture."

As editors Paula Stallings Yost and Pat McNees note in the preface: "Personal history is a vital link between the past, present and future — a wisdom keeper. As the links join together to form chains, they represent the spirit of our families and communities. Thus, we connect to one another and come to understand the purpose of the chair we create by the sharing of our stories."

The book is available through the group's Web site, www.personalhistorians.org, where you can also find tips and information on compiling histories or finding resources.

History will be kind to me for I intend to write it. — Sir Winston Churchill
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