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Part I 
 

Everyone Has a Story to Tell 
 
 
“Everyone has a story to tell.” 
 
It might sound like a cliché—but it’s true. After working as a 
newspaper reporter for nearly 10 years, I know that everyone does, 
indeed, have a story to tell. 
 
Consider the gentleman and his wife, who, when they retired from 
dairy farming in Wisconsin, built a house on a portion of their 
acreage and then developed cross-country ski trails that run along a 
creek. The trails are open to anyone and everyone. Free of charge. 
Complete with pairs of cross-country skis that people can borrow if 
they don’t have their own. Each year, the husband and wife pay for 
an advertisement in local newspapers inviting their neighbors and 
other community members to go cross-country skiing on their 
property. Why? As it turns out, many years ago, the man was a 
championship ski-jumper, and he and his wife want to introduce 
others to the joys of skiing.  
 
And then there’s the group of people who meet at a municipal hall 
in a tiny village in Wisconsin once a week to enjoy ballroom 
dancing. Some of them drive as far as 75 miles one way—rain, 
snow, wind, below zero temperatures—nothing stops them. These 
folks are in their 60s, 70s, and 80s, and they have energy to spare. 
They have been enjoying their dances at the municipal hall for 
years, and each one of them has a story to tell about how they 
learned to dance and where their dancing has taken them. 
 
There’s also the artist who lives in the country and paints wildlife 
watercolors. On a winter day, 200 wild turkeys visit her backyard 
in rural Wisconsin to enjoy the corn she has put out for them. Deer, 
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pheasants and song birds also call her property home, as do a 
number of cats she had rescued from various situations. She, too, 
has a story to tell about why she left her job at a university to 
become a full-time artist and of the struggles and financial 
hardships she endured until her paintings began to sell. 
 
But even before I started working as a journalist,  I knew that life 
experiences make interesting stories. And I didn’t have to look any 
farther than my own family. 
 
My father was born in 1914, and my mother was born in 1916. 
They lived during a time of enormous change. They went from 
farming with horses to farming with tractors. They started out 
milking cows by hand and ended up milking cows with milking 
machines run by electricity. My mother gave birth to my brother 
and sister at home. I was born in a hospital. They also experienced 
many historical events: the Great Depression and World War II 
and Americans landing on the moon. 
 
As I was growing up, my mother and father would tell stories 
about their childhoods. Mom was the daughter of Norwegian 
immigrants, and her grandfather homesteaded our dairy farm in 
Wisconsin in the late 1800s. Dad was the son of German and 
Scottish immigrants. When my father was a little boy, his parents 
worked as cooks in a lumber camp in northern Wisconsin.  
 
Much to my regret, I never asked Mom and Dad to sit down with a 
tape recorder and tell their stories. My mother died in 1985 at the 
age of 68. My father passed away in 1992 at the age of 78. The 
majority of their stories, except for the few that I remember, are 
lost forever.  
 
If you are willing to apply the techniques I learned during my years 
as a newspaper reporter about interviewing people and writing 
their stories, your family stories do not have to share the same fate. 
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And of course, you can also use the interview techniques and the 
questions to interview friends and neighbors to capture their stories 
as well. 

******************** 
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