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Summary: Many genealogists eventually come to the point when they want to transform their
genealogy data (names, dates, and places) into a family history that breathes life into those people,
places, and events and tells an interesting story. This is not an easy task. It requires a different
mindset, and a different set of skills. But if you’re interested in family history, you likely have pride in
your heritage and want your children and grandchildren to understand and value their roots as you do.
Most people feel little kinship with names on pedigree charts, but they can relate to a story about
these people that places them in the times in which they lived. Here are some tips to get you started.
Getting Started
• Determine your audience: Family? Family history centers? Anyone who’s interested?
• Determine your scope: A family or individual? A few generations? The whole enchilada?
• Determine your style: Just the facts? Facts with speculation? Imagined scenes? Novel?
• Create a Family Chronology from the data you’ve collected.
• Notice where the gaps are and determine how to fill them.
• Analyze your chronology for clues. Ask questions like…
ü Why did they do that?
ü Why did this happen to them?
ü Was that common for that time?
ü How would they have felt?
ü Did they have control over what happened to them?
ü What would have been the long-range consequences?
ü How would I have felt if this happened to me? (Put yourself in their shoes.)
Use Secondary Sources to Fill in the Blanks
If you know little about your ancestors, there are all kinds of resources to help you understand what
their lives may have been like. Books and websites describe the local history of the places where your
ancestors lived, the daily life of people who lived in your ancestors’ day, the battles they fought in, the
houses they lived in, the food they ate, the clothes they wore, the way they tended their sick.
As a diligent and credible genealogist, you should document the background material you use to
supplement your ancestor’s life story. Compile a bibliography of sources as you go along. Footnote
any information that you include in the written story that you borrowed from other sources.

Writing the Story
Plan that it will take you a lot of time and that it won’t be easy. Once you understand that, relax and
enjoy the process. Here are some suggestions to help make the process easier:
•

Organize materials in a meaningful way to prepare you for writing. Folders? Notebooks?

•

Make a tentative outline that assigns portions of your ancestor’s life to potential chapters.
Having an outline at the beginning helps guide your thinking.

•

Work on one area of your ancestor’s life at a time so you don’t become overwhelmed.

•

Allow yourself the freedom to write a lousy first draft. Just get something down on paper.
Don’t worry how good it sounds. The first draft is the toughest part of writing. If you stew
about spelling and punctuation and sounding erudite, you’ll never finish the project.

•

Think in terms of telling a story. Incorporate the background information you gleaned from
secondary sources to show what your ancestor’s daily life was like.

Make It Interesting
• SHOW, DON’T TELL.
• Capture the “Look” of your ancestors.
• Find “character” in genealogy sources.
• Use your imagination: What do these facts say about this individual?
• Tell a story. Don’t make it merely a recitation of events.
• Create “scenes” from their lives.
• Re-create their world.
• Describe the places where they lived the way they were when they lived there.
• Use “sense” details in your writing. How did things smell, sound, and feel?
• Include relevant local traditions, historical events that may have affected them.
• Describe a typical day. What was the routine of their lives? How did they dress?
• Include conflict and tension to sustain interest. Don’t telegraph the outcome.
• Be honest, but be fair. Don’t judge behavior by the standards of our day.
Use Your Imagination
While writing one chapter of a family history about my father’s family, I decided I wanted readers to
visualize my immigrant ancestor Frederick Parrott moving about in his pre-Revolutionary War
Philadelphia world. I focused on the moment when he stepped onto American soil for the first time.
After researching everything I could find about the 18th century immigrant experience and the
surroundings Frederick may have seen on the wharf in Philadelphia harbor, I wrote this imagined
scene:

After clearing health inspection and signing the ship’s register, Frederick Parrett stepped foot on
solid ground for the first time in six months. I think of him, probably ragged and dirty, maybe a
heavy knapsack slung over his back, trudging up Front Street, alongside the Delaware River.
He’s in Ben Franklin’s town: mid-eighteenth century Philadelphia. A dizzying blur of sounds
and odors assault his ears and nostrils as dock workers push past him, barking orders in
German, Dutch, French, and… He can’t make out some of it. Stacks of wooden crates and
bulging sacks loaded with what looks like wheat and tobacco sit alongside cages of bawling,
cackling animals waiting to be loaded on ships. He marvels at the abundance. Loud laughter
and raucous male voices attract his attention from the other side of the road, buoying his spirits.
He approaches the nearest of a long line of similar-looking taverns, all busy and noisy, wooden
signs over the door advertising names he cannot read. It’s mid-day. He inhales the smell of fried
pork, hot bread, and fermented cider, his stomach gnawing. He fingers the few coins in the
pocket of his worn coat, pondering what to do, feeling suddenly unsure of himself.
You might ask, “Where did she get all that information? It wasn’t on Frederick’s life chronology.”
That’s right, but books describing the immigration process and 18th century Philadelphia gave me
more than enough information. I filled in the cracks with my imagination. Of course, works like I
think of him, probably, and maybe inform my readers that I’m veering away from provable facts in this
imagined scene.
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Dawn Thurston’s The Parrett Migration
Leslie Albrecht’s The Journey Takers
Ian Frazier’s Family
Lisa See’s On Gold Mountain
John Coletta’s Only a Few Bones
Rick Bragg’s Ava’s Man
Russell Bragg’s Growing Up
Morris Thurston’s Tora Thurston: The History of a Norwegian Pioneer
Bill Griffith’s By Faith Alone
Linda Tate’s Power in the Blood
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