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EVENT TITLE: Writing the Investigative Memoir: Lessons Learned from the 

Writers Who Dunnit 

Friday, March 10, 1:45 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. 

Room 447-448, Summit Building, Seattle Convention Center, Level 4 

  

Event Description: Memoirs are investigative by their very nature, but what about 

those informed by an actual investigation—with legal documents, experts, 

witnesses, and the like? Four investigative memoirists will share their insights on 

blending the art of creative nonfiction and the craft of journalism. How do we 

handle conflicting stories? Hostile witnesses? The possibility for libel? Practical 

tips and advice will be provided. 

 

EVENT CATEGORY: Nonfiction Craft & Criticism 

 

Event Organizer & Moderator 

Steph Liberatore: Steph Liberatore is a writer and professor in the English 

Department at George Mason University. Her essays have appeared in River Teeth, 

Sweet: A Literary Confection, Cream City Review, Inside Higher Ed, and 

elsewhere. She is the founding editor of In Short: A Journal of Flash Nonfiction, 

forthcoming fall 2023, and is currently working on her first book, SALVAGE: A 

MEMOIR. 

 

Event Participants 

Kazim Ali: Kazim Ali is a poet, translator, essayist, and fiction writer. His most 

recent books are The Voice of Sheila Chandra (poems), and a nonfiction book 

Northern Light: Power, Land, and the Memory of Water. He is a professor in the 

Literature Department at the University of California, San Diego. 

 

Rose Andersen: Rose Andersen is a writer living in Los Angeles. She received her 

MFA in writing at California Institute of the Arts where she was awarded the 

CalArts Emi Kuriyama Thesis Prize. Her memoir, The Heart and Other Monsters, 

is now available from Bloomsbury. She is published in The Cut, Glamour, The 

California Sunday, Lit Hub, and Crime Reads, among others.  

 

Margaret Juhae Lee: Margaret Juhae Lee is an Oakland-based writer and a 

former editor at The Nation magazine. Her forthcoming book, Starry Field: A 

Memoir of Lost History (Melville House, 2024), chronicles her search for 

information about her grandfather who was a student revolutionary in colonial 

Korea. 
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Claudia Rowe: Claudia Rowe turned her journalist’s quest to understand a serial 

killer into an exploration of her own demons in The Spider and the Fly (Dey 

Street). It won the Washington State Book Award for memoir in 2018. Her current 

work-in-progress, forthcoming from Abrams Books, tackles the link between foster 

care and the criminal legal system. She is a member of the editorial board at The 

Seattle Times. 

 

Opening Remarks and Housekeeping Announcements: 

Good afternoon, and welcome to Writing the Investigative Memoir: Lessons 

Learned from the Writers Who Dunnit! We appreciate you being here this 

afternoon—especially since there are two other terrific panels on memoir 

happening at this time. 

 

A few housekeeping reminders before we begin: 

 

• For those needing or wishing to follow along to a written text, please let me 

know, and a printed copy will be delivered to you.  

 

• Please make sure that spaces marked for wheelchairs remain clear of chairs 

or other barriers. 

 

• Treat service animals as working animals and do not attempt to distract or 

pet them.  

 

• Be aware of those with chemical sensitivities and refrain from wearing 

scented products.  

 

• Please be aware that your fellow attendees may have invisible disabilities. 

Do not question anyone’s use of an accommodation while at the conference, 

including for chairs reserved for those with disabilities. 

  

I’m going to start by admitting that I put this panel together for purely selfish 

reasons: For the last few years, I’ve been writing a memoir in which I investigate 

the accidental electrocution death of my father in 2005. He was three hours away 

from home when it happened, trimming a mulberry tree under a powerline with 

metal clippers. There were no witnesses. In trying to piece together his final 

moments, I have combed through police and coroner’s reports, interviewed the 

people who found him, talked to electrical accident specialists about how exactly 

electricity works on the human body. This process of uncovering has been 
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illuminating. But also kind of exhausting. It feels like I could dig forever. And 

then, there are the questions: What do I do when my memory differs from the 

documents? Or two subjects tell contradictory versions of the same story? I needed 

to talk to writers who’d successfully navigated these issues in their own work. 
  

And so, here we are. 

  

The writers on this panel are exemplary in the ways they’ve handled the many 

balancing acts that investigative memoir requires: Their books successfully blend 

creative nonfiction with journalism, memory with archive, narrative with research. 

And their projects represent the far-reaching nature of this genre, not just in terms 

of subject matter but also approach. We are poets. Translators. Journalists. 

Memoirists. 
  

So let me now introduce these writers in the order in which they’re sitting. (I will 

then read the bios provided above.) 

 

Participant Initial Remarks:  

To kick off our discussion today, each writer will talk briefly about the 

investigative aspects of their memoirs and a question or principle that helped guide 

their work. 
 

Kazim Ali:   

My book was accidental. I had grown up in a small town in the boreal forests of 

northern Canada. I was writing a sequel to my cross-genre book Bright Felon, 

which had one chapter for every city I’d lived in since I left home at 17. The 

chapter on my life before that moment was simply called “Home.”  

 

The new book was meant as a deeper exploration of my childhood, including the 

four years I’d lived in Manitoba where my father was working as a project 

engineer for Manitoba Hydro. I thought it would be interesting to include a little bit 

of information about the dam but my research turned up the rest of the iceberg: in 

the forty years since the dam’s construction the local ecosystem had been 

destroyed, the social and economic life of the Pimicikamak First Nation, upon 

whose land the dam had been built, had been ravaged.  

 

At the invitation of then-Chief Cathy Merrick I traveled north. I was completely 

unprepared to be there, not knowing my role–was I poet, ethnographer, journalist, 

activist? All or none of these?  
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My “research” followed different methodologies that the normative ones I had 

learned in school. I had to learn on the ground and in conversation with members 

of the community. Add to all of this the fact that I was also complicit in the story I 

was trying to tell. As a brown immigrant settler who had grown up on Hydro’s 

easement of Pimicikamak ancestral lands, I was the most untrustworthy person in 

the story: because I was I: returning to the scene of the crime. 

 

Rose Andersen:  

When you are writing memoir, there is an expectation of truth, a foundation of 

verifiable facts that gives the writer authority over the narrative. My memoir, The 

Heart and Other Monsters, centers on the life and death of my younger sister. I was 

estranged from my younger sister when she died. The last time I had seen her was 

six months before at an ill-fated intervention. I was five years older than her and 

despite being close as children, both of our issues with addiction had pushed us 

away from each other. I had hit my bottom and gotten sober when I was 24, which 

only widened the gap between us. In writing about our lives and her death, I had to 

acknowledge that a great deal of what I wanted to explore were things I would 

never know. 

The rumors that Sarah had been murdered started with a Facebook post, gossip 

floating around the internet that she was killed with a hot shot—an intentionally 

lethal dose. In the months following her death, I would learn that she had died of 

unusually high meth overdose (a drug she had said she hated), that she had sold a 

gun that was connected to a series of high-profile homicides and that one of the 

men charged in connection to those crimes had been the last person with her the 

morning she died. When my pleas to police went unanswered, I decided to 

investigate her suspicious death myself. 

 

Margaret Juhae Lee:  

In 1996, sixty years after his death, the bones of my grandfather, Lee Chul Ha, 

were exhumed from the family plot and moved to the National Cemetery, where he 

was named a Patriot of South Korea. Every member of the Lee family was there, 

except my grandmother. Sixty years after his death, my student revolutionary 

grandfather who protested Japanese rule was deemed a hero, not a figure of shame, 

which is what my father grew up believing.  

  

The theme of exhumation—from my grandfather’s bones to a life willfully 

forgotten by my family and history—is central to my book, Starry Field: A 

Memoir of Lost History. In 2000, I traveled to South Korea to hunt for my 

grandfather’s original prison and interrogation records, the copies of which my 
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grandmother burned during the Korean War along with the rest of the archival 

remains of his short life. I also convinced my grandmother to finally reveal the 

details of her life to understand why she refused to attend my grandfather’s reburial 

service.  

  

Starry Field braids together the stories of my grandparents, my father and me 

against the background of Korea’s tumultuous modern history from colonialism to 

its technological boom. It combines investigative journalism, oral history, archival 

research and imagined scenes to bring what was buried to light. Ultimately, I 

answer the question of who was the real hero in my family—my grandfather or my 

grandmother? 

  

Claudia Rowe:  

I think most memoirs are investigations, in the sense of archeology, of excavation. 

And there are several such investigations going on in The Spider and the Fly. I had 

been a young reporter on the scene as women “went missing,” though the local 

paper–where I had previously worked–was largely ignoring these disappearances. 

Then there was an arrest and a man confessed. 

 

But he was not any kind of criminal mastermind. He was more of a schlub, a guy 

everyone had known, and overlooked, for years. That won’t surprise many of you, 

probably, but it electrified me at the time. I became truly consumed with trying to 

understand the forces that had shaped this man. That meant looking at his family, 

of course, but also the community where he’d grown up. It required an 

investigation of social history in this corner of the Hudson Valley. 

 

But pretty soon, I felt that I had to confront my own obsession with this story. Why 

was it gripping me so? Why was I blowing up my entire life in this pursuit? That 

flipped the focus back onto my past, my family, and the families of the women 

who had known this man and become caught in his web. Not because he was 

handsome or charming in any way. But because all of us wanted something, 

needed something from him.  

  

I think The Spider and the Fly is at one level an inquiry into the question of why 

any of us become interested in the stories we chase. The novelist Sandra Cisneros 

once told me, “Everyone has their burning house,” the one central, urgent story 

that we must tell.  
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Moderator Questions: 

 

1. Let’s start by talking about what an investigative memoir actually is. When I 

first had the idea for this panel, I had in mind books like Alex Marzano-

Lesnevich’s The Fact of a Body, where the investigation itself—the digging, 

as it’s happening—is part of the narrative. But as I put this panel together, I 

realized maybe the genre was more expansive than that. How would you 

explain what an investigative memoir is or does? And were any of you 

surprised when I asked you to join this panel? 

 

2. Because investigative memoirs blend journalism and creative nonfiction, 

they often involve interviewing, archival research, and other forms of 

information-gathering that might feel daunting for those of us without a 

journalism background. Could you share a specific method or strategy you 

used in your own projects when gathering outside research? When you 

interviewed, for example, did you record? Did you have people sign 

something?  

 

What specific tools were helpful in your own experiences that you can share 

with us? 

 

3. Speaking of other people’s perspectives, as we know in memoir, what we 

experience or understand can often conflict with other’s versions, or even 

documented versions, of the same events. 

 

Could you share an anecdote or an example of a time when you bumped up 

against this in your own projects: Did any of you encounter conflicting 

stories or discrepant facts in your investigations, or even deal with hostile 

witnesses?  

 

And if so, how did you handle that? 

 

4. As I mentioned in my opening remarks, in investigative memoirs, we can 

dig and dig and dig, but at some point, there is a limit to what’s knowable. 

Can you talk about the role of speculation in investigative memoir and how, 

if at all, you used it in your projects? 

 

5. Let’s end on structure, which I think presents a unique challenge in this 

genre as well. How did you ultimately decide to organize your books so they 



 7 

didn’t become a series of “and then,” “and then,” “and then?” Can you give 

us some examples of how you structured your own projects? 

 

Audience Q&A (15 minutes) 

 

 


