“Memoir Man” a Born Storyteller
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Interviewing Fred McGuinness about memoir writing is not as simple as getting answers to a
few questions over lunch. It’s more like trying to harness a runaway train of one entertaining
anecdote after another.

McGuinness is the consummate storyteller. And he encourages others to tell their stories, too.
For several decades, McGuinness has been sharing his wisdom at memoir writing workshops.
They were first organized by the old extension department at Brandon University, and now
by Seniors for Seniors.

Thousands of people have attended over the years.

The workshops, McGuinness says, are about how to “get something out of your head, down
your arm, and onto paper.”

The basics of the McGuinness method can be simply stated. Everyone has a life of stories.
The writing process brings those stories to life. The most important thing to get started on
one’s memoir is to just get started. Spill out the ideas, by timeline or by theme.

“You don’t know how much you know. Every incident and event is filed up here,” he says,
tapping his head.

“Your writing is the connecting rod to your old memories.”

For those who protest that they can’t write, McGuinness reports that people keep surprising
themselves with what can be done with just a pen and a notebook.

He recommends that would-be memaoirists first set aside any notion of writing in an artistic or
classical style. He advises a “Dick and Jane” approach: basic declarative sentences that make
a point.

“Get the facts down; then we can improve the flow later.”

How does one write about a bad sequence of events in the life of a family, like the baby that
comes when it shouldn’t, or even a suicide?

McGuinness advises that the writer record the story exactly as they know it. Leave the
manuscript for a couple of weeks. Then read it again: they will know if the contentious part
should be kept as is, softened, or left out completely.

The McGuinness philosophy of memoir writing is part of the McGuinness philosophy of
living.



“I view my life as being involved in a great learning experience and I’d hate to miss
anything.”

That “great learning experience” has so far taken McGuinness from growing up in Brandon
to stints as varied as serving in the Second World War to working for the Saskatchewan
Golden Jubilee in the 1950s.

Now 88, he is “editor emeritus” of the Brandon Sun, still pens a weekly column, and works
on other projects. He has been awarded the Order of Manitoba and the Order of Canada.

The McGuinness stories tend toward the positive, about people learning, growing, and
helping. Like the people in a small town in Saskatchewan who organized a dinner theatre to
raise funds for the local rink. They then became hooked on the fun of dinner theatres.

Stories of citizens hearing about good things happening in another place, and asking, “Why
can’t we do that here?”

McGuinness is the writer of numerous newspaper and magazine articles, a radio broadcaster,
and the author of a dozen books.

He knows how difficult it can be to get published. Most memoirs that are written will be for
the enlightenment of just family and friends. But that’s OK.

McGuinness is now visually and hearing impaired, but these ailments have opened the door
to new stories, new ways to learn, new ways to help. He is delighted to talk about a range of
new electronic “assistive devices” that he is learning to use and helping others to use as well.

McGuinness appreciates all of his life, from his childhood to his many adult
accomplishments, which he modestly attributes to chance.

“One thing that has made a difference is that I was born into a bookish home.” Books brought
into the household were read by all and become the topic of conversations at the dining room
table.

“Write an hour a day,” he says, as our conversation winds back to memoir writing.

“What you may find is the time you’re not writing, you’re thinking about what you’re going
to write the next day.”

But self-discipline is important. One can’t neglect writing for the week and then try to catch
up with seven hours in one day. It doesn’t work that way.

“If you want to understand the course of human history,” McGuinness concludes, “it is
important to read memoirs.”

“And to write your own.”
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Postscript: Fred McGuinness died on March 22, 2011 at age 90. The headline of his
obituary in the Brandon Sun was "A Full and Successful Life."



