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What is Your Personal Mythology?

What is “Personal Mythology?” Our mythology involves the stories we cannot get out of our
minds, events that happened to us as children or adults that we tell and re-tell at dinner parties,
at family gatherings, to friends.

We all know these stories. The time I had that bicycle accident with my sister. The hawk that
flew down and attended my father’s funeral. The year I spent skydiving.

There is a reason these stories haunt us, and there’s a reason the same story affects different
people in different ways. We all know how an event can be witnessed by two people, and one
cannot get it out of their mind, and the other has forgotten it completely. Why? Because the
stories we remember have everything to do with what defines us, with who we are, with who
we want to be, with our personal epic journey through this life.

Within our stories sit what is deeply important to us, the themes of our life, our authentic
selves. Also within each of these stories are greater universal themes like love, acceptance,
home and family, universal truths. So telling our personal tales speaks to a global truth. Our
Personal Mythology is both very personal and profoundly universal.

As any good writer knows, you cannot simply say, “I’m going to write a global, universal
story.” What results is really bad writing. The universal is only conveyed through the simple,
the human and the mundane. Simple life stories demonstrate the quirky and rich details of our
individual lives, our personal diversity. Telling our personal mythology helps us understand
our journeys as individuals, and as expats. Sharing them helps others better understand their
journeys.

We’re going to start with childhood stories, because here is where the authentic self can be
most clearly identified. You can also, later, use this exercise for your expat stories.

Pick Three

Pick three stories you cannot get out of your mind that happened to you below the age of 12.
Don’t analyze. It’s important to choose the first three that pop into your mind. I urge you to
go with a non-traumatic event for the purposes of this workshop. We’re looking for a
time-delineated event, something that happened within a few hours. Not a story about how
every year you went to the Philippines on vacation, but one about the time in the Philippines
when you swam with the dolphins. Often writing fails because it is too generalized; being
more specific helps to capture the sensory details. Write a few sentences about each; even two
sentences for each will do.



A. My mother helped me create a Native American costume out of a paper sack when I
was six. We had no money, so I thought I wouldn’t have a costume for school. I was
amazed by how creative she was with just scissors and a grocery sack. I have the photo
on my bulletin board in my office.
B. The bicycle accident I had with my sister. She’d just learned to ride and she begged
me to ride my bike. I was on the back of the banana seat, and we flew down the steep and
dangerous Cochise Lane. I still have the scars.
C. My mother sang Amazing Grace to me all night when I had a broken arm and the
doctor wouldn’t see me until the morning.

Choose one of these stories. Turn and tell the entire story with details to the person next to
you.

Reflect

Now reflect on how each of these stories relate to the arc of your life story, especially to your
expat story.

A. I am always interested in indigenous peoples wherever I travel. I am always interested in
how creative the poor are and how resourceful.
B. I’m willing to take risks, even if it means I fall down. I love the adventure of wild travel.
I don’t mind falling down.
C. I seek out the cathedrals, mosques, and temples in every city I visit or live in, listening
for the chanting and for the music.

You can build a book this way, a travel memoir. Use this exercise to write down the 10 to 20
events in your expat life that you cannot get out of your mind. Reflect on each story, and its
greater meaning to you. Write each in detail, then put them in chronological order, and you
will have the beginnings of a book.

This one story that we’ve explored today can be woven with other stories to create a memoir,
fictionalized to create a novel, and strung together to create essays or short stories.

Keep it simple. Write from the soul and the heart for the first draft. Only engage the analytical
brain on revision and editing.


