WRITING YOUR FAMILY HISTORY
Kathee Nelson
I. GATHER.  
Go through everything you have, and gather all of your reference materials together.  Sort your materials into generations to help you locate what you need when you are ready to make your history outline.  

· Birth, Death, Baptismal, Ordinance, and Marriage Certificates

· Special commendations and awards

· School graduation info

· Maps from the internet of areas where the family is from

· Photos

· Other writings about family members

II. INVESTIGATE & FACT CHECKING.
Get a tape recorder and begin recording every relative you can; don’t forget to include children if you are going to write about their grandparents or parents.  They will have things to say about those folks that are different from your memories.  Have a list of questions, and your family pedigree chart with you so that your can refer back and help jog their memories.  If you try to type or write what they are saying, you will slow down the train of natural thought and the information you end up will be dry.  Hand-held tape recorders are very inexpensive and a great resource.  Try to get one that will also tape telephone calls for out of town relatives.  You can also set it up next to your computer and Skype with out of town relatives and have ‘live’ interview chats.  

If you have major achievements or special events that you want to include in your family history, it’s good to go on the net and try to check your facts so that family legends aren’t included as fact.  If you have always been told about a particular family legend and can’t determine if it’s true or not, you can include it, but be sure to say that you mention that it may be a legend, and who you heard it from.  If you area able to confirm via another source that a famous event or achievement did, in fact, occur, use a footnote when you write about it, and then include the fact source in your footnote.  That helps future generations not feel the need to repeat your research.
III. OUTLINE & STYLE.
You’re ready to begin writing, but have no idea how to get started or to organize your materials and thoughts into some sort of natural order.  After all, you’re writing for the generations to come, aren’t you?

Like all writing projects, you need to start out with an outline so that you can organize your thoughts into logical segments.  But before you can do that, you need to decide what sort of memoire it will be.  Do you want it to read like a novel?  Do you want to speak in first person or third person?  Will it be a photo memoire with writing included?  Deciding this before hand makes the project much easier to work through, and really helps when you get to the editing phase.  (It’s a lot easier to write something as close to the way you want it to be in finished form than to have to edit, and edit some more later.)  

Third Person.  When writing about many people and generations, it’s easiest to write in third person – similar to how a newspaper reporter would report on a story.  Listen to the news reporters for a few days and try to figure out how they talk about events and people – that can help you decide how to write.  Writing in third person does not have to be ‘impersonal.’  You can still use humor and emotional descriptive words when you write in third person.  

First Person.  If you are lucky enough to have your relatives living and able to tell you in their own words their stories, you can write your entire history in first person.  Each chapter can be about another person, and it can be titled with their name, date of birth, etc., and then you can transcribe their words and actually have it written in first person in their own words.  You should probably only write in first person for others if you are writing their exact words.  

Third/First Person.  This is also a nice way to write family stories.  You can fill in information in third person, and then when you are going to quote actual words, you would say, Gary said, “……….” and include first person quotes.  

When I was planning on writing my personal history many years ago, I couldn’t seem to get myself organized and my creativity flowing.  I called up a woman who was a seasoned published author and asked her how to get past the writer’s block.  She said to find a song, poem, or something that reminded me of my life, what I wanted in the future, or inspired me about the project.  Then use that as your introduction.  I decided to write a poem about the phases of life a woman goes through, beginning with birth.  Each stanza of the poem became my introduction to a section in my personal history.  For instance, the stanza that discussed birth and childhood came first, and I wrote about my birth and early childhood.  Then I started the next section with the stanza of the poem about the age of youth, and wrote about my teenage years after that stanza.  Though this is how I went about writing a personal history, you can use the same idea to organize a family history into sections.  

Here are a few organizational ideas to get your creative juices going:

· Find a hymn that reminds you of each of the generations you are going to write about, and put the words that most reflect that era or family group at the beginning of the section about that generation.

· Find a really great family history/genealogy poem or song and put one verse at the beginning of each section in your family history.

· Go online and find an interesting fact about population, major world events, etc. for the year that the person you are going to write about was born, and put the fact in italics at the beginning of his/her chapter.

· Find a photo or birth record of the family or person you are writing about to put at the beginning of each section.

· If you are going to write your chapters by family unit, you can put the family group sheet as the first page of that chapter.   Print out the group sheet, decorate it with some pretty scrapbooking stickers, and then scan it to make it a decorative page.

Outlines.  Outlines are so important.  If you passed English or creative writing in high school or college, you know what they are for.  Have you ever listened to a talk or speech that jumped all over the place and didn’t really have a comprehensive flow to it?  That’s because the speaker did not outline their talk.  Just because it’s a family history doesn’t mean it’s not also a creative writing project.  (By the way, if you look closely you’ll see that this paperwork is set up in an outline.)
So, what goes into your outline?  You need a beginning, middle, and an end.  Attached are several simple outlines for a few ways that you can organize your project.  You can use one of them, or create your own style, but they should give you an idea of what is needed.
IV. WRITE, WRITE, WRITE!
Now it’s finally time to start putting all of the information together and write everything into your story.  If you’ve already made your decisions about how you want it to look when you are done, and you have done your investigating and research first, this will be a much easier task.  
Type up your outline and save it.  If you are going include some sort of quote or poem with each section, insert that now and resave your document.  

You now start writing under each section, using the information you have gathered.  The beauty of having your outline set up is that if you come across a story about another generation in the middle of what you are doing, you can simply go to that section in your outline, keep typing in the proper place, and then go back to where you were when the story comes back around to the right generation.  If you continue to work through your materials in this way, each section will contain all of the information that you have gathered by the time you are done, and you won’t lose your place.  This is exactly how I did the story of my parents using the setup in Outline sample 1.  I pulled together photos, and interviewed Gary and Sharon separately, asking them the same questions.  We looked at the photos, and it triggered memories and information.  Their thoughts (and mine) sort of rambled around while we were talking, and I just kept recording what they were saying.  When I went to write up their section, I was able to put what they said about various things into the outline in chronological order without worry about that when we were talking.  If you are a fast typer, you can just do that while they are talking, but don’t worry about typos or spelling – you’re just getting it down as fast as you can for now.  The goal is to keep the dialog flowing.
If you don’t type well and this is a deterrent for you, considering downloading or purchasing Voice Recognition Software.  You’ll need a microphone that you plug into your computer, and you just talk and the computer types your words for you.  You do need to go in and clean it up a bit, but it is a good way to get your thoughts on to the screen without worrying about typing.  One software that is good for this is Dragon Naturally Speaking http://www.nuance.com/talk.  It’s a bit spendy, but if you plan to use it a lot, it’s one of the best products on the market for this purpose.  Microsoft has one called e-Speaking that is a free download http://www.e-speaking.com/ http://www.e-speaking.com.  Here’s a link to a good review of the voice recognition software in general: http://voice-recognition-software-review.toptenreviews.com.
V. PUBLISH.
You’ve completed your writing, you’ve edited it and proof read it ten times, and you’re ready to publish.  How do you want your finished book to look?  

Graphics.  If you want to insert graphic images with copies of newspaper articles, certificates, or photos, and you know how to insert them into a word processing document, go for it!  If you don’t, you’ll need to get someone to help you with that.  Maps of the area where people lived are good, photos of homes, or people, timelines in history, anything that helps make the story more personal and real are great.  My mother has one of her grade school report cards, and it has her mother’s signature on it.  That would be a great graphic to include in a book about her mother.  With today’s technology, you can scan just about anything – a piece of needlework, gloves --- the sky’s the limit.
· Once it’s pretty and ready to go, you can simple print your finished work and put it into a nice binder.

· You can print your chapters onto pretty paper, and make a decorative scrapbook photo album with pictures, other mementos, and printed pages.  Use maps of areas where people lived as background paper.  (Be sure to scan and print onto acid free paper.)

· You can take it to Kinko’s and have covers put on it and have it bound.  
· Don’t forget to burn your finished work to a CD as well to make sure that if your computer crashes, you don’t lose all that work.

· You can also use online self-publishing sites that make beautiful bound books.  Some are easier to use than others, but they are well worth it to have books that will last for generations.  See Winkflash.com as an example.  There are many sites out there to do this ranging in price.  Most of them have sales at least once per year.  For instance, you can make a large full color hard bound book at Winkflash with up to 100 pages (50 pages, front and back) for $25 when they run their sales.  Basically, you set up a free account at these sites, upload your images, and place them on the pages.  For the written text, you copy and paste the text from your computer file/document into the pages.    

Ideas to Make Your Book Fun

· Do you have a collection of your great grandmother’s recipes?  Include a recipe at the beginning of each chapter, or at least in her chapter!

· Do you have great-great grandpa’s patriarchal blessing?  You could put an excerpt in his section.

· Did one of your grandparents fight in a world war?  Find a graphic from the internet from that era and put it on there (Uncle Sam Wants You, etc.)  

· Is your relative famous for inventing something?  See if you can find the original ad or label online and put that into the chapter.  
· Did they speak a foreign language?  Find someone who will translate the first paragraph of your chapter into the other language, and insert that at the beginning, then start your next paragraph by repeating it in English.

· Any accomplished musicians?  A graphic with musical notes, or the sheet music to their favorite song.

· Did you mother always tell you a special poem or prayer when she tucked you in?  Put that at the beginning or end of her chapter.  

· Did they have a particular saying the always repeated?  That’s a great thing to include, because it says so much about what they were and how they thought.

· Did they raise horses, sheep, cows?  Drawings of these things can enhance the imagination.

· Photos or photo collages are always good and help later generations feel like they are more real.

(Be sure to include why you are including these things.)

OUTLINE STYLE 1 (HUSBAND AND WIFE; FAMILY GROUP)

FATHER.
· Description of Parents

· Circumstances of Birth

· Siblings

· Growing Up Environment

· Baptism, ordinances

· Spiritual experiences

· How they Met & He Proposed

MOTHER.
· Description of Parents

· Circumstances of Birth

· Siblings

· Growing Up Environment

· Baptism, ordinances

· Spiritual experiences

· How they Met & He Proposed

WEDDING.

· What they remember about the wedding

· Wedding party

· What their goals for the future were

CHILDREN (IF THEY ARE ALREADY ADULTS)

· One section for each child

· Circumstances of their birth

· Characteristics and personality

· Things they were good at

· Schooling

· Spiritual experiences

· Baptism, marriage, ordinances

FIRST 5 YEARS
· School

· Jobs

· Children born or other events
· Spiritual experiences

· Hardships

NEXT 10 YEARS

· School

· Jobs

· Children

· Spiritual experiences

· Hardships

NEXT 10 YEARS, ETC.
OUTLINE STYLE 2: PEDIGREE LEVELS
This is a good outline to use when you have a pedigree chart at the beginning, and you are going to write about each generation of ancestors.  This works best when you are only following one side of the pedigree line (mother’s side OR father’s side.)
FIRST GENERATION:

I. MY MOTHER.

· Description of Parents

· Circumstances of Birth

· Siblings

· Growing Up Environment

· Baptism, ordinances

· Spiritual experiences

· Marriage and Children

· Death

· What was it like where the lived

· What was going on in the world that would have impacted them

· What special stories have you been told or ready about them

SECOND GENERATION:

II. MY MATERNAL GRANDMOTHER & GRANDFATHER.

· Same information as above, but one section or chapter for each grandparent.

THIRD GENERATION:

III. MY MATERNAL GREAT-GRANDMOTHER AND GRANDFATHER.

· Same information as above, but one section or chapter for each great-grandparent.

You can use this set up for as many generations as are available to you.  Separate out the sections by generation, and then chapters by person.  For instance, for instance, you could put a picture at the beginning of each section/generation of the family or just pictures of the father and mother, and then go into the individual chapters.  
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