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When I was growing up in Cleveland, my family gatherings were a joyful blend of 
holiday traditions, over-eating, stand-up comedy and most important of all – story 
telling by our older relatives. 

One of my grandma Lena Goldhamer’s memories from the Great Depression still 
moves me deeply. 

“So many people were hungry,” she said. “Occasionally, I would come home from 
work and find a strange, unshaven man dressed in rags, sitting at our kitchen 
table. Your great-grandmother Leba would be serving him an entire meal – from 
soup to dessert. It scared me that she let strangers into the house when she was 
alone; she was a tiny, frail woman. But when I asked her how she could do this, 
she simply said, ‘How could I not do this? He was hungry.’” 

I never knew Leba Klein, but when my grandparents and parents shared such 
memories, I learned something real and precious about them, and about my 
ancestors – so much more than just names and dates. 

How I wish I’d recorded my grandparents’ memories. A holiday gathering is a 
perfect time for families to start saving such stories. 

Chanukah recalls the historical events involving the Maccabee family, the times in 
which they lived, their experiences and traditions as Jews and their challenges and 
victories for religious freedom. These stories are passed down with pride, from 
generation to generation. 



This year, in addition to telling the Maccabees’ story, how about asking your family 
elders to share their own stories and memories – about their parents and 
grandparents, their family and childhood experiences, the times in which they 
lived, holiday traditions, their challenges and successes, values and life’s lessons. 

 
Many people recognize the value of such stories. They give parents a book to fill 
out or ask them to write their own memoir. Most of them never get around to doing 
this. Children and grandchildren plan to sit down to record these stories, but they 
don’t. “We kept meaning to interview my parents, but we just didn’t get around to 
it. Now it’s too late,” they say. 

Every person should have a chance to tell his or her life story. Not only those who 
have experienced terrible suffering or accomplished the extraordinary. Everyone 
has a story. When we take the time to ask an older relative to tell us about their life 
experiences and truly listen to them, we are acknowledging them for who they are 
and for the life they have lived. They feel honored that we see their memories as 
worth hearing and saving. 

And recording these stories means that they will be available for future 
generations, rather than being lost. Don’t we all wish we had our great 
grandparents’ memoirs? 

suggestions for adding a tradition: 

• Ask everyone in the family to come with a list of questions to ask the family 
elders when you get together. Ask them to consider what they are curious about, 
and what they want to know about parents’ or grandparents’ lives, favorite stories 
they’ve already heard. You might give some examples of such questions: “What 
did you hear about your grandparents’ lives?” “How did your parents meet?” 
“What are your earliest memories?” “What were the most impactful world events 
during your lifetime?” 

• Involve the children. Ask them to come up with some questions too. (i.e. “What 
were your favorite toys? What did you like best in school? Did you ever get into 
trouble?”) Having grandchildren ask their own questions creates a meaningful 
connection between them and their family elders, something that doesn’t often 
happen these days. Plus, they will learn about their roots from a real person. 



• Prepare to record the interviews, either with an audio or video recorder. A 
grandchild might be the perfect person to handle the equipment. Make sure you 
have enough storage such as memory cards or flash drive and power, i.e. batteries 
or electrical. 

• You might let your older relatives know ahead of time about the plan and that you 
truly want this to be part of the family gathering. Ask them to write down some 
stories they would like to pass down to their descendants. Reassure them that this 
isn’t a performance; it’s just a 

conversation and a precious gift to the family. If you know a certain relative will be 
anxious anticipating this, don’t tell him or her. Just start asking them questions 
when everyone is sitting together. Most older people love the chance to reminisce. 

• The interviews can take place either before, during or after the meal. Many family 
gatherings are dominated by the more outgoing, talkative people present. Make a 
point of asking quieter aunts, uncles, parents, grandparents to participate. They 
might need encouragement, but gently persist and let them know you’d love to 
hear about their experiences. If there are relatives that typically talk over or 
interrupt, gently ask them to wait their turn if possible. 

• Within reason, don’t interrupt the story teller. Even if the person goes on tangents 
from the original question, some great stories might emerge. 

• If you have older relatives who grew up together, i.e. siblings or cousins, ask 
them to recall their childhood family events, to describe any characters in the 
family and specific occasions or memories. Some amusing and touching stories 
can result – including disagreements, i.e. the name of the dog, or whether it was 
Uncle Harry or Uncle Joe who always told the same joke. 

• Ask them to repeat your own favorite stories they have told, even if you’ve heard 
them a zillion times. If they’ve never been recorded, now is the time to make sure 
future generations will hear them. 

• If your relatives can’t answer a question or have memory problems, be patient 
and just move on. Whatever they can remember is perfect. 



• If one of the family elders experienced painful or challenging events in the past, 
you might consider asking them ahead of time if they are willing to share these 
memories. Often, parents and grandparents protect their family from hearing about 
their difficult times, but if they know you want to hear and understand their 
experiences, they probably will be relieved to talk. 

• Ask open-ended questions versus something that can be just answered with a 
“yes” or “no”. (i.e. Instead of “Did you like school?” ask “What did you like or not 
like about school?”) 

• Coming up with questions:Ask anything that might trigger memories and details 
about various aspects of a person’s life and background. For example: stories they 
heard about their own ancestors, favorite relatives, their parents’ or grandparents’ 
personalities, memories of family homes and neighborhoods, daily activities, i.e. 
games, radio, TV shows, movies, dances, school experiences, being Jewish, how 
the family interacted, what they did for fun, their challenges, and the events and 
times. Ask what they learned from their parents or other adults. What did 

they want to be when they grew up? What are they most proud of? What were 
their largest challenges and how did they manage? What are their hopes and 
words of wisdom for future generations of the family? 

• Whether their stories are “good” or not, entertaining or not, of course let them 
know how grateful you are for the chance to hear and save their recollections. It’s 
one of their most important legacies. 

• Make copies of the recordings for all family members. Someone might also have 
the skills to edit the recordings into a book or video, which can be great gifts. 

Ellie Kahn, a former Shaker Heights resident, is a freelance writer and oral historian 
in Los Angeles and owner of LivingLegaciesFamilyHistories.com. 


