An Update to the 2002 Printing
The most important breakthrough of the last ten years in preserving personal and ancestral history is an
awareness of what we call archival. If you preserve something in such a way that it lasts as long as
possible, you have put that material in archival storage. Many people, now aware that the way they are
storing their life's memories and mementos is not good, are beginning to "archive" their life's record.
Acid-free paper is now standard. Copy centers and office supply outlets now know which paper is and is
not acceptable for use. (Until the last few decades, most paper was made with highly acidic processes;
that is why many publications, especially newspapers, yellow and otherwise deteriorate over time.) Many
serious writers now own pH testing pens so they can test paper for acidity.
We now know that video cassettes have limited lives (deterioration begins soon and progresses
rapidly—depending on the quality of the tape, camcorder, and storage). Cassette recordings erode over
time. Even compact disks (CDs) have proven less permanent than we initially supposed.
Proper archiving processes are very technical. This booklet can only touch on general principles. Consult
authoritative sources (such as people and publications) if you have further questions.
The computer word processor has changed profoundly the processes of writing, editing, organizing,
formatting, and printing written histories. Scanners now make it easy to insert photographs onto the
printed page. Many professional printers now have equipment to produce attractive, well illustrated
histories efficiently. Printers are eager to consult with you on your needs. But do shop around for the best
service.
The processes of editing and organizing a transcribed oral history are simple on the word processor. The
principles and steps described are now generally all done on the word processor.
Janice T. Dixon has revised and published a very helpful book on writing family and personal history.
The book, directed at Latter-day Saints, is entitled Family Focused (1997). To obtain a copy, write to
Mount Olympus Publishing, P.O. Box 3700, Wendover, NV 89883.
Some new, safer photographic processes are emerging, but all color and even black and whites from
previous decades are discoloring or losing their sharpness.
Very few adhesives are safe. Do NOT use brand "Yes" glue. And there are safer adhesives than Glue Stic.
(See photos and scrapbooks section.) Many craft and scrapbook supply stores have safe adhesives. Of
course real archivists use no adhesives. There are alternatives to gluing thing. This book contains
information on some alternatives.
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Foreword
The guidelines in this booklet were prepared with one major intent: to provide personal historians with
some very practical helps as they compose their own histories or the personal histories of others. The
information and activities are very basic. The historian who undertakes major projects in personal history
might do well to look for additional pamphlets and books on the subject. A few good ones (but not
many!) are available.
The words "compose personal history" are used for a good reason. Many people who cannot write history
can compose history—through photographs, scrapbooks, cassette tapes (oral history), and other
appropriate activities that call for little or no writing but that nevertheless make excellent personal history.
Many such activities are described in this booklet.
As I teach skills in composing personal history, people confide to me one consistent frustration: They
have discovered through sad experience that the most unsuccessful way to compose history is to start at
the beginning and write through to the end. Several books on personal history writing make that same
point. Such an approach, logical though it may seem, is probably the worst way for many to write history.
Few people have the skills necessary to write a lengthy chronological history. The computer word
processor does make this option more feasible.
Personal history is usually best written in shorter segments: a topic or life-period at a time (in separate
chapters), or a series of short essays and stories. These briefer segments add to a complete history. They
may be complemented with a chronology, or with a concise life summary.
My students and other history writers express enthusiasm especially for two approaches to composing
personal histories: 1) oral history—through the use of the cassette recorder (especially in composing
histories of parents and grandparents) and 2) essays and episodes.
The main advantages of these approaches are these: the histories are easier to compose, and they produce
highly detailed, interesting material.
However, all the activities herein described can produce valuable personal history. I have tried to present
a variety of activities, so that anyone can complete successfully the ones that appeal particularly to him or
her. It is hoped that the reader will find several attractive activities to help compose personal histories.
Don Norton, 830 East 200 South, Orem, Utah 84097
1982, 1990, 1997, 2002 by Don Norton
All rights reserved. No parts of these guides may be reproduced without permission of the author.
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The Many Different Ways to
Preserve Personal History

NONWRITTEN HISTORY
Photographs
Mementos (scrapbooks)
Drawings, lists, charts, diagrams,
collections, arts, crafts, and evidence of
hobbies and pastime activities
Oral history—recorded on cassette
recording tapes
Collections of documents and other
official records
Videotapes

The reason many people don't compose their
personal histories is that they think the only
acceptable kind of history is a long, written
story. And they do not know how to write
such a story well. Or for other reasons they
simply do not feel inclined to put words on
paper.
Even people who are able and willing to
write often are unable to produce a lengthy
(or even concise) life summary.

EASILY WRITTEN RECORDS
Chronologies
Transcribed Oral History
A concise account of your thoughts and
activities (planner, calendar, etc.)
Letters

The fact is that written personal history is
but one of many different kinds of valuable
personal history that a person might
compile. A written history is highly
desirable; would that we all could write one.
Yet even a written history can take many
different forms, any one which an individual
might well be able to compose with
confidence.

LONGER WRITTEN RECORDS
A journal or diary
Personal essays on thoughts, feelings, or
events
A concise personal history (20–50 pages)
A complete history (100 or more pages)

The purpose of this guide is to introduce you
to many different kinds of personal history
that you can write, compose, and compile.
My hope is not only that your vision of the
nature of personal history will broaden, but
that you may even be eager to undertake at
least one, and maybe even several, of the
suggested projects.

NONWRITTEN HISTORY
Photographs
People often photograph those events and
people in their lives which they count most
important. That is why photographs,
properly mounted and labeled, are priceless
personal history.

In sum, any record you compile from which
your descendants can learn about the events
of your life and your feelings about these
events is good personal history. Writing is
probably the most efficient way to record
certain happenings in your life, but it is only
one way.

Important: All photographs for personal
history should be in black and white. Color
photographs are not permanent. Over time,
they fade, losing noticeable sharpness of
image in fifteen or twenty years; eventually
they lose their historical value.

This guide will suggest specific personal
history projects in the following areas:

Projects involving photographs would be
similar to these:
1

Organize and mount selective photographs.
Projects
Make black and white negatives and prints
of all color photographs you would like to
preserve in your personal and family history.
Any good photo shop can do this for you.
Find one that habitually does this type of
work.

Make a photo history of yourself: use
pictures for each age.
Prepare photographs, with brief descriptions,
of important people, places, events and other
important aspects of your life.
Make a family photo album

Locate and make negatives and prints of
photographs that capture important places,
people and events in your life. Check photo
files of immediate family, such as those
found in boxes, drawers, albums and other
storage places, the photo collections of
friends and close relatives, newspaper files,
libraries, books, and other collections of
photographs.

Create a photo history of a certain period of
your life
Scan or otherwise reproduce selective
photos; mount them, with captions, on 8½ x
11 in. paper; reproduce these on acid-free
paper, for permanent preservation. (See
photography chapter)

Sort out photographs of persons (often
friends and relatives of parents and
grandparents) whose identities you do not
know. Find someone who can identify these
people and explain why they are in your
family picture collection.

Collect, organize and store properly all
important negatives.
Prepare a slide, slide-sound, or history of
yourself and your family.
Learn how to take, mount and store
photographs and negatives.

Visit and take photographs of places, people,
and objects that have figured prominently in
your life:

Create an ancestral photo file or album.
•
•
•
•
•

•

homes (present and former), farms,
cabins, rooms, etc.
church buildings, schools, places of
work
parks, playgrounds, and other
recreation areas
landmarks, monuments, scenic
views, buildings, stores, etc.
family, friends and other
acquaintances (church leaders,
teachers, co-workers, supervisors,
professional persons)
bikes, cars, pets, and similar prized
possessions

(You can find further ideas on organizing,
mounting and storing photographs in the
section entitled "Preserving Personal History
through Photographs and Scrapbook
Materials".)
Scrapbook Materials
Scrapbook materials are a vital part of one's
history because, as with photographs, people
tend to save mementos related to the more
significant happenings of their lives.
Nevertheless, they pose a problem because
they come in such variety, shapes, and sizes.
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Hence, they are pose a challenge sort,
mount, and preserve.

Write short (or long) explanations of the
events and personal feelings associated with
a number of the items.

The main challenge, of course, is to select
and arrange the more important scrapbook
items in such a way that you or another
person can review them conveniently and
enjoy their value repeatedly. Here are some
suggested projects:

Drawings, lists, charts, diagrams,
collections, arts, crafts, and other
evidence of hobby and pastime activities
Graphic evidence of what people do in their
ordinary or spare time reveals much about
those people. Much of the essence of who
we are is expressed in such regular
activities.

Projects
Gather and sort all scrapbook types of
mementos that you or other persons have
collected. The sorting problem is quite easy
to solve. Obtain two or three dozen manila
folders and something to store them in (a file
cabinet or plastic file, drawer, or just an
inexpensive cardboard file box).

Hobbies and avocations are particularly
significant, since many of the events and
values of a person's life revolve around time
spent in those kinds of activities.

Begin sorting through your material, putting
each different kind of material in a separate
folder, appropriately labeled. Typical kinds
of titles are these:

Projects
Draw a floor plan of your home or place of
work. Describe briefly (or at length) the
kinds of activities that take place in each
area and their meaning to your lifestyle.

anniversary and birthday cards
announcements
awards
certificates
favorite poems, stories, pictures, etc.
letters
licenses
maps, directories
miscellaneous
newspaper, or other periodical,
clippings
official records
programs participated in
programs attended

Make a list of the ten or twenty of the most
common objects you use or associate with in
daily life: a radio or television set,
automobile, appliance, computer, machine,
or other mechanical instrument you use in
your work or in your daily duties, writing
instruments, newspapers and other
periodicals, types of special clothing, items
used in sports or recreation, or household
furnishings. Describe briefly (or at length)
the role of each object in your life.
Make a list of the books or other significant
reading you have done over a certain period
of time. Attempt to describe the impact of
the more memorable items you have read.

Select, photocopy, and mount in a scrapbook
or other format those items which tell most
about your personal life.

Make a list of the most valued books in your
library. Explain their special value.

Store originals in archival conditions (see
photos and scrapbook section).
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Learn how best to display a collection you
have accumulated. Prepare a permanent
display of your most valued items.

Oral History.” If you plan to do just a few
brief interviews, these simple guidelines will
help you avoid serious mistakes:

Select and prepare for display or
preservation samples of handiwork, art
objects, crafts or the products of other
skilled effort.

Use a high-quality, 60-minute cassette
tape (30 minutes on each side) or
high-quality videotape.
Become thoroughly acquainted with the
volume, tone, and other controls of the
tape recorder you use, to ensure that the
voice sound is loud and clear, and relatively
free from other noise interference; or if you
are videotaping that the sound and picture
are the best possible. An extension
microphone is superior to the built-in
microphone.

Make a tape recording of your musical skills
(vocal or instrumental) or your ability as a
speaker or dramatic artist. Try to produce a
quality recording that will last for many
years.
Prepare a chronology of one of your
leisure-time activities; a list that reflects
your interest and progress in that activity
since you first began it.

Interview or tape one-on-one, rather than
in a group, unless all people present except
you and the informant agree to remain silent.

Compile a medical history—general health,
illnesses, accidents, treatments, medications.

Ask open-ended questions rather than
factual or yes-no questions. Draw out details
and feelings.

Ways to express and record these kinds of
activities are many and varied. With a little
thought, you could easily add to this list of
possible personal history projects of this
type.

At the end of each interview, record on the
cassette the name of the informant, the
date and place of the interview, and the
topics covered in the interview.

Oral history
People reluctant to write their life histories
(including perhaps yourself) may be willing
to "talk" them. Through the convenient
cassette (or even video-cassette) recorder,
the best parts of your life, if not your entire
life story, can be preserved for many years.

Some modest oral history projects might
include these:
Projects
Record several family stories that parents or
grandparents enjoy relating.

If you plan to do extensive recording or
videotaping, you should make a serious
attempt to learn the basic skills of recording,
transcribing, and preserving oral or taped
history. For more information see “Oral
History, A Guide to the Use of the Tape
Recorder in Creating a Personal History”
and “A Guide for Transcribing and Editing

Interview your parents or older brothers and
sisters on what you were like as a child or
adolescent.
Inquire of your spouse about childhood or
adolescent experiences.
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Invite one of your children, one of your
parents, or a close acquaintance to interview
you on topics you would like to preserve as
personal history.

Obtain local histories of places where you
have lived, along with maps, tourist guides,
and other informative material.
Assemble and sort out important documents
from your personal life:

Interview individuals about the town you
grew up in, the church you attended,
activities you participated in, etc., during
growing-up years.

certificates
contracts
deeds
financial records (checks, a typical bank
statement, receipts, tax documents, etc.)
legal notices
registration documents
warranties

Relate segments of your own life directly
onto cassette tape (voice or video),
unassisted.
Collections of documents and other
official records
Records and documents represent official or
important events in your life. When
systematically collected and organized, they
can tell much about you that is significant.
The projects listed below suggest the special
value of such records:

Prepare a scrapbook or other kind of display
of selected documents, with brief written
descriptions of each document.
EASILY WRITTEN RECORDS

Projects
Make a search of church records that
describe your religious activities:

Chronologies
A chronology is simply a list of important
events in a time sequence. Chronologies are
valuable because they provide a quick
historical overview.

offices and callings
ordinances
special activities
talks, sermons

Projects
Consider preparing chronologies of these
types:

Review minutes and other records of clubs
and other organizations you have belonged
to. Record information that reflects or
describes your activities.

A fairly complete chronology of the major
events in your life (See "Personal and
Family Chronologies; Letters; Journals").

Obtain available copies of your school
records.

A chronology of the main events and
insights that mark your spiritual or
intellectual development.

Review newspaper and other local historical
accounts of events that have affected the
lives of you and your family. This kind of
search will help you recall the
long-forgotten events in your life.

One or more specialized chronologies:
acquaintances
church activity
5

The process of transcription goes something
like this:

education
important world events in your
lifetime
medical history
military service
places lived
. . . and so on

1. Listen to a short segment of the recorded
tape—a sentence or two or three—as much
as you can retain firmly in your memory.
2. Record those words by handwriting, word
processing, or shorthand. Make the minor
changes necessary to convert the
conversational style into coherent, fluent
sentences. Omit repetitions, combine
sentences, delete uhs, excessive ands, you
knows, and other common conversational
tags and pauses; change most yeah’s and
nope’s to yes’s and no’s.

Be as precise as you can in the dates of your
chronology, even if you have to solicit help
from family members or acquaintances.
Put the completed chronologies in an
attractive format.
Transcribed oral history
Transcription of the spoken word from
recording tape into writing, though a tedious
and time-consuming task, is nevertheless
worth the effort. However, many changes
must be made in the conversational style to
turn the tape recording into coherent written
history. The transcriber should retain as
much as possible the essential and authentic
wording of the informant while making
appropriate modifications that assure
readability.

3. If you are uncertain whether you recorded
the segment accurately, listen to that portion
again, making needed changes. (As you gain
experience, there will be fewer and fewer of
these needed repeats.)
4. Go on to another segment of the recorded
tape.
5. When you have finished a tape or a
portion of conversation, edit your
transcription as follows:

You may even wish to delete the questions
of the interviewer, by changing the wording
of the informant slightly, so as to imply the
question asked:

Put all words into complete sentences;
however, some sentence fragments are
acceptable.

Verbatim transcription:
Interviewer: How did you meet your
husband ?
Informant:
I met him at a birthday party
his sister gave for my
younger sister.

Put sentences, paragraphs, episodes, etc., in
logical sequence, if necessary. You may find
it helpful to print the history and use scissors
and transparent tape to organize the history.
Remember to number the scraps according
to page from the word processor before you
cut. This will help you when you return to
the word processor to cut and paste.

Edited version, question deleted:
I met my husband at a birthday party his
sister gave for my younger sister.
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Add simple transitional words and phrases
to create logical flow between sentences and
sections.

and activities without commenting on them.
Entries are usually very factual. They take
but a few minutes daily to compose.

Headings may be appropriate in longer
transcribed texts.

Though in itself such a record is a revealing
summary of a person's daily activities, it is
especially valuable as a memory guide when
that person attempts to write a more
complete personal history.

6. Type or handwrite your transcription on
high-quality, acid-free paper.
How long will transcription take? The first
time you try, count on perhaps as many as
5–10 hours for each hour of tape. In time,
you will be able to reduce that to 3–4 hours,
or even less.

Projects
Simply begin keeping a diary. Many formats
are appropriate:
• The planner or date book—long or short,
big or small. The typical date book features
seven entries (one week) per page, a few
lines each day.
• A desk calendar
• A small or large diary, such as are
available in bookstores or office supply
stores.

The value of this type of history is so great,
and the finished product so satisfying, that
the time and tedium should not discourage
you.
Projects
Transcribe an episode, or two or three pages,
of oral history. Invite another person to
transcribe the same portion of history. Each
of you edit it into fluent history, retaining
the authentic “voice” of the informant.
Compare your transcriptions, in an attempt
to improve one another's transcription skills.

Letters
Letters are among the historian's most prized
resources. Letters are typically personal,
candid, and detailed, simply because people
write letters when they have something
important or personal to communicate.

Transcribe a segment of oral history. Edit it
so that it reads fluently yet retains the
authentic “voice” of the informant. Invite
the informant, or a close acquaintance oft he
informant, to make further changes
(additions, deletions, changes in wording)
that would improve the authenticity of your
transcription.

Projects
Invite the people to whom you write
regularly to save your letters for you.
Make a photocopy or extra word processor
copy of all official and personal letters you
send.
Keep a file of all letters from people who
write you regularly. In time, return these
letters to their writers—with a gentle
reminder of the importance of letters as
personal history.
Locate and preserve (with archival
standards) letters written by your ancestors.

Transcribe and edit some of the interviews
you conducted as oral history projects.
Planner / day-book / calendar
Highly concise records of daily activities,
these usually mention major appointments
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Read from journals others have kept,
preferably an journals of ancestors or family
members.

LONGER WRITTEN RECORDS
The journal/diary
The journal or diary is the most valuable
personal record you can keep. Even if you
do not write a separate personal history,
others will be able to write one for you
based on your journal entries.

Practice keeping a journal for a month or
two. Experiment with a variety of topics,
with entries of different length, and with
different writing styles and objectives.
Review your entries with an eye to deciding
how you might best continue to keep a more
effective journal.

The journal describes not only important
daily events but also your feelings and
thoughts about those events and about all
that is important to you: your goals,
yearnings, joys and sorrows, challenges,
weaknesses and strengths, associations, and
other personal concerns.

Set some realistic journal-keeping goals, to
help you make journal keeping a natural part
of your life. Focus your goals on such
specifics as

A number of excellent guides to effective
journal keeping are available, particularly in
bookstores that feature religious
publications. When you do begin to keep a
journal, be sure to include specific details
that will be necessary when you prepare
your personal history: complete names,
precise dates, times and places, and ample
specifics about events, thoughts and
feelings. Make entries regularly—every day
or two, once weekly or biweekly—so that
the journal is consistent in its emphasis and
content. Write at least a page for each entry.
A variety of ledgers, journals, notebooks and
other record-keeping books are available.
Some people type journal entries on
looseleaf sheets, which they put in a binder;
others tape-record journal entries, though
that is not a highly permanent medium.

• Desirable length of entries (so many

words or pages),
• Frequency of entries (daily, twice weekly,

on certain occasions, etc.), and
• Kinds of topics you will write on

Invite a family member or close friend to
undertake journal keeping also. Compare
your experiences.
The personal essay
An essay is a brief piece of writing
(100–1,000 words or so) that focuses on a
single thought or feeling, idea or event.
More and more people, awed by the task of
producing a lengthy, continuous personal
history, are finding the essay the answer to
their yearning to produce some record. They
nearly always describe the same procedure:
"Last Sunday I wrote about how I met my
husband. This Sunday, I plan to write about
my feelings the day President John F.
Kennedy was shot. I try to write on a
separate, single topic about once a week."

Projects
Learn how to keep an effective
journal—obtain and study a guide to journal
writing. Counsel with people who keep
journals. Ask them to share with you their
successes and failures.

Again, the effective essay focuses on a
specific topic, about which it makes a single,
8

main point or conveys a dominant
impression. Many such topics are common
to all of us:

Who were your closest childhood friends?
What did you do together?
What special gifts do you appear to be
blessed with? How have you been able to
use these to benefit others?

What role did pets play in your childhood?
What did it feel like to graduate from high
school?

Projects
What were your most and least favorite
jobs? Why?

Prepare a list of a dozen or so topics on which
you would like to write personal history essays.
Pose each topic as a simple question that will
guide you to effective treatment of that topic.

What were your chores in the home as a
child? As an adolescent? How did you feel
about those?

Write an essay or two. Share them with a family
member or close acquaintance. Invite that person
to suggest how you might change the essay so
that it appeals more strongly to the reader: more
details? more vivid or original word choice?
more background information? more personal
touch?

How did your parents discipline their
children?
Who is your favorite relative outside the
immediate family? Why?

Prepare a realistic writing calendar—a certain
number of topics that you will write on from day
to day, week to week—over a certain period of
time. Follow your calendar.

At the request of some of my students in a
personal history class, I once sat down in an
hour and produced 50 similar questions.
And that was only a start. Topics are easy to
make up, especially with the aid of a
comprehensive list of topics appropriate to
personal history.

Invite family members to suggest to you stories
or topics they would like you to write on. Start
or continue your personal history by writing on
these topics.

Note that a good question not only identifies
a topic (a fact) but implies a point of focus
(a feeling, judgment, or opinion): why
(purpose or reason)? how (process)? what
(detail)? when (narrative)?

Enroll in a personal history writing class, which
typically requires you to write short samples of
personal history.
As practice for writing your own personal
history in essays, interview a family member on
a topic in his or her life that interests you. Take
notes. Organize these notes into an effective
essay.

Here are some more sample topics:
What were your favorite childhood
pastimes?

A concise history
A concise summary of the main events in your
life, and your thoughts and feelings about those
events, might be written in 25–50 pages, if done
according to a simple and clear plan. Several
organization options would work:

How did you like school? What were your
favorite and least favorite subjects? Why?
What was the most frightening experience in
your life? The most embarrassing?
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Chronological: A list of major events as you
remember them, with brief comments on the
more significant events. The chronology might
be divided into several major life periods:
childhood, adolescence, early adult, late adult.

A concise history would probably touch on most
of the following topics, and perhaps on a few not
mentioned:

Topical: A brief discussion of the major kinds
of events in your life. See the suggested list
below. By use of topic headings, these events
might be arranged in any order you desire.

Some comments on your parents and other
family members, on your ancestors as you
remember them, and on close acquaintances
who affected your life deeply

Chronological-topical: The best features of
both the chronology and the topic-by-topic
approaches might be used. You could divide
your life into time segments (by ages, places
lived, jobs, or whatever); further write up each
of these periods by discussing the major events
or important topics related to each period. For
example,

Fondest or most vivid childhood and adolescent
memories

The circumstances of your birth

Education
A concise health record, emphasizing general
health, major illness, accidents, and surgery
A description of your physical features as a
child and as an adult—what you looked like

Adolescence:

Observations on your spouse and children

Family
Friends
Jobs
Leisure-time activities
Major places where you lived
Responsibilities
Schooling

Jobs and vocational pursuits; special skills or
talents
Notable achievements—personal and public
Favorite pastime activities

Thematic: The lives of many of us may revolve
around a major theme—a special gift or talent, a
vocational pursuit, special missions, callings or
appointments, recurring events, certain
associations with people, a guiding principle
(faith, sacrifice, service, friendship, etc.). One or
two of these themes might serve as the unifying
point of a concise history—the recurring idea to
which most of the significant events and feelings
of our life attach.

Religious activities: callings, gifts, blessings,
service, etc.
Special faith-promoting events
Your testimony
Participation in notable events
Major world events in your lifetime and your
reactions to them

Any organizational plan that works for you is
the right plan. The important thing about a
concise history is that it be a coherent,
comprehensive summary, emphasizing the most
important events and meaningful themes of your
life.

Interactions with other people—your personality
Daily life routines—typical days
Other people or happenings which you judge
affected your life significantly
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Joy, fulfillment, friendship, comfort, reassurance
For further direction in writing a concise history,
see the chapter “How to Write a Concise History
of Your Life”.

Knowing God and Jesus Christ
Life after life

A complete history
A complete life story might run from one
hundred to several hundred pages, depending on
your seriousness as a writer and your desire to
leave a complete record of your life.

Moral convictions; chastity

Such a history, however long, should be more
than a random rehearsal of events and feelings.
It should flow in a clear direction and have a
definite plan. If you work from diaries, journals,
or extensive notes, you will have to be especially
selective. That is, you must decide what is and is
not important to include. Your history should
certainly emphasize what we call the
"universals" of human experience: the themes
and events that are common to all good people
that are expressed in a unique way in your
individual life:

Pain, distress, loneliness, doubt

Nostalgia: Longing for the ideal, for childhood,
for home

Sacrifice
Strong emotions and appetites—love, hate,
anger, fright, impatience, injustice, food,
narcotics
Temptation: Confrontation with evil
Remember that these topics are usually best
related through events and stories. Some writers
are able to discuss such topics in the abstract,
but most of us would do best to let the specific
happenings of our lives express them.

Acceptance of crisis, aging, death
Acceptance of physical self
Accountability: Awareness of good and evil
Appearances vs. reality: The real vs. the ideal
Beauty—in others, in nature, in art
Becoming an adult: Accepting responsibility
Being "clean": Guilt, repentance, change,
forgiveness
Gifts and service opportunities
Gospel ordinances
Heritage: Ancestors
Identity: Who am I?
Innocence: Childhood memories
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500 Topics for Personal History
A comprehensive outline of themes and subjects to guide you in writing your personal history
checklist, or both. You might start your
history by writing on topics that strike your
interest. You might write your history, then
come back to the list to make sure you have
covered areas of your life for which you do
want to leave a record.

Topics for Personal History
The topics listed below cover nearly all the
major aspects of your life that you may wish
to record for your posterity. These topics are
not arranged chronologically. Nor should
you necessarily write or tape-record your
personal history beginning with your birth
and continuing to the present—though that
is one way to do it.

In short, use this list in such a way that it
best promotes the recording of your life
story.

There are many ways to record personal
history: photographs, scrapbooks, journals
and diaries, outlines and concise
chronologies, scrapbooks letters, essays,
tape recording, or, finally, a continuous
story. It's not important how you record your
history as long as you somehow record the
major events of your life and convey your
feelings about these events.

General Topic Areas
Childhood and early youth
Community service
Home life
Adolescence
Health record
Names
Physical characteristics
Social life
Places lived
Dress and grooming
Memorable world events during lifetime
Religion
Conversion
Mission and missionary work
Military service
Education
Vocation
Courtship and marriage
Homes, yards
Daily lifestyle
Recreation, entertainment, other
diversions
Food
Inventions, conveniences, advances
during lifetime
Retirement
Counsel to posterity
Eternal things

So, you could start writing or recording
anywhere on this list that you wish. And you
could go in any direction you wish.
Probably the best topic to start on is the one
you've been wanting most to record.
You may wish to tell part of your story
through photographs, another part through
scrapbook displays, another part through
recording tapes, and yet another through
letters, essays, narrative, or journal entries.
You may wish to divide your history into
age periods: early childhood, youth, early
adult years, later adult years, and retirement.
Were you to divide your history in this way,
you would come back to many of these
topics two or three times, since they apply to
the different periods of your life.
These topics may serve as a guide or a
11

• Relatives living in the home
• Vocations of parents and their effect on the
family
• Basic family routine
• Basic family rules and standards
• Affection in the home
• Parents' hobbies and pastimes
• Home responsibilities: chores assignments
• Allowances, jobs for money, etc.
• Family hobbies and pastimes
• Family customs and traditions
• Special celebrations, holidays, outings,
trips, etc.
• Birthday celebrations
• Parents' philosophy and practices of
discipline
• Vacations
• Family reading habits
• Favorite family stories and story tellers
• Music in the family
• Special talents of family members
• Family pets
• Special family memories
• Special family money-making projects
• Friends in the home
• Antiques, family heirlooms, and other
special home furnishings
• Family shopping
• Homes of relatives, especially grandparents
• Memorable purchases by the family:
cars
TV, radios, stereos, computers, etc.
recreation homes or vehicles
building on to homes
• Gardens, orchards, shops, recreation areas
• Livestock
• The yards
• The basement
• The attic
• The storage shed
• The family room
• Foster children, adoptions, divorces,
separations, remarriages
• Relationships with older married children

Childhood and Early Youth
• Earliest recollections
• Playgrounds, play areas
• Play activities
• Toys, cycles, dolls, etc.
• Radio, TV, movies
• Riding buses, trains, taxis, airplanes,
subways, etc.
• Family activities
• Childhood friends
• Physical traits; physical growth
• Personality traits
• Forming personal values and standards
• Embarrassing experiences
• Fears, fantasies, aspirations
• Personal problems and adjustments
• Puppy loves
• Special projects
• Organized activities: Scouts, clubs,
excursions, etc.
• Early school memories
• Heroes and heroines
• Naps
• Getting lost
• Dangerous experiences
• Experiences with death
Community Service
• Affiliations with service clubs, political
parties, and other organizations and projects
• Reasons for joining or serving
• Assignments given, or offices held in
organizations
• Achievements, recognitions
• Lessons learned from community service
Home Life
• Descriptions of homes lived in
• Descriptions of family members
• Personalities of parents, grandparents,
other family members
• Associations with brothers and sisters
• Other close relatives and their influence
• Parents' relationship
12

• Recurring illnesses
• Mental health
• Medicines habitually used
• Habits of physical fitness
• Allergies, aversions, disagreeable foods
• Dental history
• Handicaps
• Eating habits
• Eyesight history: glasses, lenses, other
corrections, eye diseases, abnormalities
• Growth record
• General physical health
• Effect of health on self-concept

or with younger brothers and sisters after
you have married
Adolescence
•Becoming an adult: responsibilities
privileges freedom difficult adjustments
adult friends major changes in values
rapport with parents, other family members
• Personal problems and adjustments
• Friends, associates
• Peer pressure
• Vocational choices
• Dating, gift friends
• Learning to drive, fly, etc.
• Affiliations with organizations
• Eating habits
• Attitudes toward education
• Daily lifestyle
• Fashions, styles, fads: music, dancing,
clothes, grooming, leisure activities
• Coping with the temptations of drugs,
alcohol, lawlessness
• Managing money
• Involvement with sports
• Mass communication and media habits
• Growing spiritually
• Home life

Names
• The meaning and origin of your names,
both given names and family names
• Reasons for your parents' choice of names
• Names of brothers and sisters
• Nicknames
• Your feelings about your names
• Your favorite names
• Feelings about your spouse's names
• Your children's names
Physical Characteristics
• Eye color
• Distinctive physical features
• Hair color and texture
• Clothing and shoe sizes
• Body type
• Blood type
• Body rhythm and pace

Health Record
• Health at birth
• Immunizations
• Health complications in early years
• Health of parents
• Health problems of family members
• Diseases
• Allergies
• Accidents and injuries
• Surgery
• Doctors' visits
• Hospital visits
• Close calls
• Epidemics
• Home medical practices
• Attitudes toward health, injury, disease

Social Life
• Close friends
• Associations with groups
• Memberships in organizations
• Types of diversions enjoyed with others
• Hosting others
• Being a guest
• Favorite kinds of people
• Favorite places
• Use of the telephone
13

• Correspondence with friends

Memorable World Events
• Wars
• Political landmarks
• Memorable technological advances
• Major catastrophes
• Remarkable natural phenomena
• Religious events
• Social, political revolutions
• Renowned men and women whose lives
touched yours
• Economic ups and downs
• Major discoveries
• Moral trends

Places Lived
• All places lived (addresses, and settings, if
possible)
• Reasons for any moves
• Special characteristics of the communities
or neighborhoods you lived in
• Advantages and disadvantages of
communities you lived in
• Effects of moves on you and other family
members
• Friends left; friends made
• Standard of living in the neighborhoods in
which you lived
• Neighbors
• Colorful community figures
• Noteworthy attractions: buildings,
monuments, museums, parks, etc.
• Climates

Religion
• Dates, places, and individuals involved in
church ordinances: blessing, baptism,
priesthood ordinations, patriarchal blessing,
temple ordinances
• Marriage, sealing
• Church callings
• Special assignments
• Spiritual gifts possessed
• Most enjoyable (rewarding, challenging,
frustrating, etc.) callings and assignments
• Special blessings
• Memorable spiritual experiences:
first prayer answered
gaining a testimony
miracles witnessed
ordinances
callings
being set apart
assignments
happenings, places, people
other faith-promoting experiences
• Struggles and doubts
• Awards, achievements
• Attendance habits, records
• Participation in auxiliary organizations
• Seminary, institute
• Youth conferences and other special
activities
• Memorable teachers, leaders

Dress and Grooming
• Hair styles, colors
• Best colors of clothing and makeup
• Clothing styles and preferences; sources of
fashion tastes
• Makeup habits; cosmetics
• Moustaches, beards, sideburns
• Nail care
• Eyeglasses
• Hats
• Special footwear: sandals, shoes, rubbers,
boots, etc.
• Special-weather dress
• Family bathing and washing patterns
• Perfumes, colognes, tonics, dressings,
lotions, etc.
• Accessories: jewelry, wallets, handbags,
hair fixtures, umbrellas, gloves, tie clips,
earrings, garters, belts, suspenders, cuff
links, hats, scarves, etc.
• Fads, vogues, styles, and trends of the
different periods of your life
14

• Feelings as a new member
• Special growth experiences
• People who gave special, significant
support

• Study habits
• Favorite scriptures, church literature,
speakers
• Talks and other programs
• Financial contributions
• Branches and wards lived in
• Buildings used
• Temple worship
• Genealogical and family organization
activities
• Welfare and other charitable service
• Basic values and beliefs
• Sacrifices
• Special testimonies of doctrines and
principles
• Changes in Church procedures, policies, or
doctrines during your lifetime
• Family religious practices:
prayer
blessing on the food
blessings
home evenings
Sunday activities
teaching practices
activity of parents
activity of grandparents
priority of Church in your family
• Counsel to posterity regarding belief,
testimony, faith, etc.

Mission and Missionary Work
• Preparation: spiritual, financial
• Influence of parents, friends, Church
leaders
• Mission call
• Farewell
• Language training (if foreign language
mission)
• Travel to and from mission
• Mission president and other mission
leaders
• Adjustments
• Places of service
• Living conditions
• Daily schedules
• Companions
• Finances
• Transfers
• Special assignments, callings
• Proselyting activities
• People taught, baptized
• Personal growth
• Ups and downs
• Successes, disappointments
• Effects of mission on family
• Friends left behind
• Stake mission
• Contributions to missionary fund
• Interaction with local or full-time
missionaries
• Other family members on missions
• Friendshipping, fellowshipping
• Contact with converts
• Being an example to nonmembers
• Responses of nonmembers to the Church
• Reunions

Conversion
• First contacts with th eChurch
• Reputation of the Church, before contact
• Main attraction of Church
• Decision to join
• Gaining a testimony
• Obstacles, challenges
• Early ordinances, blessings, other special
experiences
• Reaction to special teachings and practices
of the gospel
• Early Church callings
• People involved in conversion and early
Church experience

Military Service
• Dates, places, and branch of service
15

excursions, etc.
rapport with teachers, principals,
other students,
conduct,
reputation,
leadership positions,
clubs, organizations,
honors, awards, recognitions,
special school days,
participation in assemblies,
programs, etc.
• Higher education and training
schools attended,
training,
programs taken,
courses of study and training,
degrees, certificates obtained,
honors, awards, recognitions,
memorable classes,
teachers liked and disliked,
subjects,
scholarships, grants, loans, etc.
finances part-time, summer work,
extracurricular activities,
places lived,
travel to and from school,
reasons for choice of major,
roommates,
successes,
disappointments and expectations,
continued ties with the school,
places lived
• General philosophy of education
Courtship and Marriage
• Childhood friends
• Childhood "likes"
• Early companionship and dating
• Qualities sought in companions and friends
• Early "serious loves" and heartbreaks
• Philosophy of dating and courtship
• Memorable people dated
• Meeting your spouse
• Causes for attraction to spouse
• Highlights in the courtship

• Draft, enlistment
• Reasons for joining
• Feelings upon entering
• Basic training
• Special training
• Assignments
• Daily schedules
• Promotions
• Awards, honors, achievements
• Travel
• Associations: friends, supervisors, leaders,
those you led
• Religious activity
• Personal and religious adjustments
• Combat
• Post service commitments
• Post service benefits
• Special military service (ROTC, National
Guard, Reserves, etc.)
• Philosophy of military
• Advice to posterity
• Furloughs
• Holidays, leaves
Education
• Preschool experiences
• Family education activities and attitudes:
reading, games, excursions (museums, zoos,
exhibitions, fairs, libraries, etc.)
• Educational hobbies, pastimes, family
learning
• Education of parents, grandparents
• Public schools:
getting to and from school,
teachers: favorite and disliked,
subjects,
performance (grades, etc.),
school activities, recesses, noon,
class breaks,
lunch menus (best & worst foods),
favorite songs, books,activities, etc.
nonacademic subjects: art,
shop, music, physical
education workshops,
16

• Costs: rent, building, etc.
• Maintenance
• Renovations, additions
• Dreams, goals
• Yard: landscapes, size, upkeep, goals
• Gardens: (flower, vegetable)
• Other structures
• Recreation facilities
• Smells, sounds

• Proposal and announcement
• Engagement highlights
• Marriage plans
• Engagement and marriage festivities:
showers, parties, receptions, open houses,
family gatherings, etc.
• The wedding
• Gifts
• Honeymoon
• First home or apartment
• Neighbors and friends
• Relationships with in-laws
• Special memories of early marriage
• Early adjustments
• Humorous incidents
• Financial adjustments
• Special challenges or accomplishments in
early marriage
• Anniversaries
• Divorce, singlehood, remarriage

Daily Lifestyle
• Typical weekday routine
• Typical weekend routine
• Typical Sabbath routine
• Eating habits
• Sleeping habits
• Homework schedule and habits
• Free-time activities
Entertainment, Other Diversions
• Hobbies, pastimes
• Reading habits
• Sports: spectator, participant
• Leisure-time activities
• Games and other home diversions
• Travel
• Pranks, mischief
• Cultural interests and activities
• Mass communication media habits:
movies, musical recordings, radio,
light reading, newspapers,
periodicals
• Companions in activities

Vocation
• Reasons for choice of vocation
• Training, preparation for vocation
• Other specialized skills
• Youthful aspirations
• Reasons for changing vocations or jobs
• Failures and successes; challenges,
satisfaction
• Salary and other benefits
• Promotions
• Employers, or places you have worked
• Nature of your own business
• Co-workers, supervisors, employees
• Job hunting
• Aspirations
• Philosophy of vocational choice and of
work

Food
• Favorite childhood foods
• Family eating preferences, habits
• Eating patterns of your parents' families
• Eating patterns of your family
• Family favorites
• Foods that disagree with you, food
allergies
• Special likes and dislikes
• Philosophy of nutrition

Homes, Yards
• Descriptions of homes lived in:
floor plans, rooms and their uses,
special features, furnishings
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• Eating out
• Daily eating schedule:
food preferences meal preferences,
food patterns through the week
• Favorite or least liked:
main dishes, vegetables, salads, fun
foods, desserts
• Dieting, gaining weight
• Picnic, holiday, special occasion foods,
family traditions
• Sources of foods: shopping, buying
patterns, bulk buying, gardening and
other home production, grocers
• Processing: canning, bottling, freezing,
drying
• Food storage

• Activities
• Moves, travel
• Health
• Changes in lifestyle and patterns
• Changes in interests, habits, hobbies,
diversions, etc.
• Friends, other associates
Counsel to Posterity
• Rearing children
• Dating and courtship
• Marriage relationships
• Work
• Religious activity and convictions
• Harmony in the home
• Getting along with neighbors
• Controlling appetites and impulses
• Dealing with weaknesses in self, in others
• Political principles
• Money management
• Following leaders
• Getting answers to prayers
• Obeying the law
• Education
• Business dealings
• Making major decisions
• Growing and learning
• Loving others
• Success formulas:
finances
spirituality
social skills
emotions and impulses
• Giving and taking advice

Inventions, Conveniences, Advances
• Transportation and travel
• Home appliances
• Warfare
• Communication
• Medicine, dentistry, pharmacology
• Printing, copying, reproducing
• Building construction
• Electricity, plumbing, air conditioning,
heating, home furnishings and comforts
• Home cleaning and maintenance materials:
cleaning implements, soaps, detergents,
waxes, floor protectives, paints
• Watches, clocks, timer, calculators
• Typewriters, word processors, computers,
and other machines for home use
• Entertainment: film, TV, radio, printing,
comic books, records, electronic games,
cameras, etc.
• Cooking and food preparation
• Computers
• Changes and advances in your occupation

Eternal Things
• Moral choices: discerning and choosing
between good and evil
• Change and progress (turning points and
transitions)
• Faith, hope, and aspiration
• Cleanliness—physical and spiritual
• Callings
• Other spiritual experiences (prayer, etc.)

Retirement
• Age, circumstances
• Finances
• Adjustments
18

• Reading
• Encounters with beauty
• The natural world
• Good music
• Invention, technology
• Successes and failures

• Meditation (time alone)
• Testimony, and other experiences with the
Spirit
• Sacrifices, suffering, illnesses
• Repenting
• Forgiving
• Selfless service
• Temple work
• Genealogy
• Talents, gifts
• Scripture study
• Giving, sharing
• Ordinances
• Birth and death experiences
• Family associations—ancestry, spouse,
descendants
• Nurturing: raising families
• Family traditions
• Family traits, gifts
• Friends and other social contacts
• Communities (military, affiliations,
memberships)
• Play, recreation, diversion, pastimes,
hobbies, etc.
• Venture, adventure, travel
• Major historical events
• Work: vocation and avocation; work habits
• Fixing and maintaining
• Reminiscence
• Routines, orderliness
• Peeves, irritations; fears, phobias
• “Surviving”—scars, scares, etc.
• Settings (places lived, places visited, etc.)
• Identity: roles, relationships
• Role models, heros
• Humor
• Dress and grooming
• Intimacy
• Pets
• Food
• Possessions
• Fads
• Learning, teaching
• Creative experiences
19
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Personal and Family
Chronologies, Letters,
Journals, and Videotape

Chronologies

1946–48

Grades 7 (Mrs. Minnie
Darrington) and 8 (Gae
Neilsen),
Declo Elementary School.
Eighth-grade diploma.

What is a chronology?
A chronology is a list of historical events
arranged in the time sequence in which they
occurred. A chronology is a very useful tool
in the preparation of the history of an
individual or a family, and it becomes, in
itself, a valuable part of such a history.
A chronology may be simple and concise.
For example, here is a chronology of an
individual's education:
1940 (Sep)

1941–46

1946 (Mar)

Started school, first grade (no
kindergarten available),
Zurich Grade School, Zurich
Montana (three rooms, six
grades). Teacher: Miss
Margaret Pike.
Grades 2–6, Zurich Grade
School:
Grade 2: Miss Pike
Grade 3: Miss Jeanette Lear
Grade 4: Mrs. Gladys Smith
Grade 5: Mrs. Justine
Dorrance
Grade 6: Mrs. Justine
Dorrance

1948–49

Transferred to Burley Junior
High School. Ninth-grade
diploma.

1949–52

Burley High School

1951–52

Manager, Burley High
School student co-op store;
member, senior executive
council. High school
diploma.

1952

Entered Brigham Young
University, Provo, Utah; fulltuition scholarship, first
quarter—$50.

1952–54

Freshman, sophomore, BYU;
major—physical sciences.

1954–55

Junior, BYU; major—
English; minor—
mathematics.
Senior, BYU. B.A. degree in
English.

1958–59

Transferred to Declo
Elementary School, Declo,
Idaho:
Grade 6: Miss Norma Lish

A general family chronology would
probably begin with the marriage (or
meeting) of the parents and include the
following major events:

(dismissed)
Mrs. Maurine Turner

• all places lived
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• births of all children
• changes in the work of the father and
mother
• deaths of family members or close
relatives
• memories of children
• other major events that shaped the lives of
family members

A chronology will help you come to view
your life in a clearer perspective. You
become better able to decide which aspects
of your life you want to include in your
longer history, and how you might best
record them—photographs, essays, a journal
or diary, oral history, etc.
A chronology will help you become more
historically precise. If you are compiling a
chronology of a deceased ancestor for which
you might interview several relatives, the
process of compilation will give you a
decided edge in accuracy over those you
interview. You will often be more sure of a
date in a grandfather's life than an aunt or
uncle will be.

A personal chronology, or the chronology of
any individual about whom a great deal is
known, would be much more extensive, as
the list of 500 topics indicates.
Why should you compose a chronology?
Making a chronology is perhaps the best
way to begin a personal history. It is a good
place to begin a seemingly large task. It is a
simple and straightforward process. It has a
clear-cut beginning—birth—and an obvious
end—the present. Most people who are
serious about writing their life histories
should probably begin by first compiling a
chronology.

A chronology will help you be more
precise and purposeful as you pose
questions—in an oral interview, or as you
attempt to establish order in the events of an
ancestor's life.
Most important, you become excited
about composing a respectable history for
your posterity.
What materials will you need?

The benefits of a chronology are many:
Compiling a chronology causes you to
review the main events of your life. In
writing a personal history, you have to begin
someplace; what better place than a quick
review of all the important happenings of
your life? And as you begin to think about
your life, you will remember things you
haven't thought about for years.

You will need about 100 cards or small slips
of paper. A convenient size is 3 x 5 inches.
Cards are easier to work with than paper, but
small slips of paper will do.
Gather around you all personal records—
journals, diaries, certificates, types of
materials that would go in a scrapbook, and
other printed records that note events or
dates in your life.

Associations are renewed and
strengthened as others cooperate to help
you compose your life story. In order to
complete your chronology, you will
probably have to rely on the memories of
other people—parents, other family
members, friends, and acquaintances.

You may need to consult others on some
events and dates, especially those events and
dates from infancy and early childhood. An
effective way is discussed later.
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The only other thing you need is your
memory, and it will improve as work on
your chronology progresses.

Ordained a deacon by my father, Springfield
Branch, New England Mission
September 1963

How do you record the information?

Enrolled at Wm. A. Cowing School, 9th grade
(old high school building, which my mother had
attended), Springfield
5 July 1965

The event. Write on each card (beginning
an inch or so from the top) one single event
in your life—any happening that affected
your life in a memorable or significant way.
You will find below a list of suggested
events. Describe each event briefly in a
phrase or two, or perhaps a sentence. Be as
descriptive and precise as possible so that
the chronology is interesting as well as
accurate.

Left on solo bicycle tour of New England States:
530 miles, 6 days

23 September 1956
Met Pres. David O. McKay at the dedication
of the Cambridge chapel, Mass.

For the sake of readability, try to write each
entry in a grammatically consistent way. A
verb phrase is probably best:

Don't be concerned about the order in which
you record events on the cards. The purpose
of using cards is to enable you later to
arrange them easily in chronological order,
after you have recorded all the events you
want to include in your chronology.

Vacationed . . .
Played . . .
Met . . .
Won . . .
Enrolled ...

The word processor may be as useful as
cards in ordering entries; you can order and
reorder events with a few key strokes.

At least when you transfer the information
from your cards to a final format—which
will be a list—you will want to be as
uniform as possible in the wording of all
entries. (See the sample cards and the
suggested final format.)

Which events should you include in your
personal chronology?
The events you include should be those
which significantly affected the course of
your life. Here is a suggested list of events.

The date. Write the date of that event in the
upper left-hand corner of the card. Be as
exact as you can. If your memory fails you
and some research is necessary, write down
as close or as complete a date as you can:
"Summer, 1962", "Late 1965", "Near
Christmas, 1966." You can confirm the
dates later.

Birthday and birthplace
Birthdays of younger brothers and sisters
and of your own children
Books read, talks heard or given, etc.
Church callings and service
Close friends: dates met, important contacts,
etc.
Dates and places of missionary service
Deaths of friends and close relatives
Different places you have lived, including

Completed cards will look something like
these sample cards:
22 October 1961
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reasons for moves
Diplomas, certificates, recognitions
Embarrassing situations
Extended trips or vacations
Fads and special interests
Frightening, dangerous, or otherwise
traumatic experiences
Hobbies, pastimes, sports, and other
activities and important dates
associated with these
Jobs and vocational activities
Major world or national events
Major religious events
Major illnesses, accidents, surgery, etc.
Major changes in Church policy or
programs
Meeting your spouse
Memorable "firsts"
Memorable family activities
Memorable people met
Names of wards, branches, etc., you have
attended
Participation in special programs and other
events
Personal crises, disappointments,
achievements
Pets owned
Public offices and activities
Schools attended
Spiritual experiences
Vehicles owned
Any other events that significantly affected
the course of your life

Consider more limited chronologies on
education, vocation, military, church or
(community or club) service, mission,
moves, travel, special interests or hobbies,
etc.

Write down any main event you can recall,
even if you can't pin a specific date on it. As
you enlarge your list of events, associating
them in some order, dates will begin to fall
into place also.

What can you do to pin down longforgotten or fuzzily remembered dates?

Parents, brothers and sisters, friends, and
others involved in events may be able to
help you recall more precise dates.

Your memory, of course, is your best aid.
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Other useful resources include school
yearbooks, family newsletters, scrapbooks,
old newspapers, local histories, photographs,
planners and calendars, journals (yours and
others'), minutes of organizations of which
you were a member, and local records.

Enrolled at Memorial School, 6th
grade, team-taught by Mr. Rosenberg, Mr.
Kazman, Mrs. Donovan, West
Springfield
1958 through 1965
Befriended Mr. Edwin Tallman, a rock collector,
about seventy years old, field trips, rock
identification, rock shows, etc.

A person remembers many events by
association with concurrent events. That's
why it is especially helpful to work with
friends and family members.
If you write to someone for assistance, use a
convenient fill-in-the-blank format. Ask
your informant simply to fill in the spaces
provided with as accurate a date as he can
provide:
Trip to Yellowstone Park___________
Move to Los Angeles ________
Measles_______
Three-day hike into the Uintah Mountains
The ward and branch records from areas
where you were active in the Church may be
helpful in pinning down the dates of church
callings and other participation. Some
records may be available at the Historical or
Genealogical Departments, Church Office
Building, Salt Lake City, or on loan through
local branch libraries.
Additional sample cards
20 March 1962
Won first place in school social studies fair
21 July 1964
Sustained as secretary, of teachers quorum
Spring 1961
Won first place in science fair, Memorial
School, with an exhibit of racks
September 1960
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headed by verb phrases.

What should your completed chronology
look like?

Vacationed in Utah . . .
Befriended Mr. Edwin Tallman . . .
Met . . .

Now that you have identified all the events
you wish to include in your chronology,
have recorded them on cards, and have
arranged then in chronological order, you
should post them in an attractive, readable
format. The format described below has
worked well for many writers.

Excerpt from a completed personal
chronology
June

Note the special features of this particular
format:
In the right-hand column (the column in
which dates are listed) spacing allows two
numbers for the day, four letters for the
month, and four numbers for the year:

1957

Vacationed in Utah (first visit
to Utah) with parents
(Niagara Falls, ferry across
Lake Michigan, Yellowstone
Park)

1958–1965

Befriended Mr. Edwin
Tallman, a rock collector,
about seventy years old, field
trips, rock identification, rock
shows, etc.

23 Sept 1965
3 May 1966
Thus days, months, and years remain in
even, vertical columns.

23 Sept 1956 Met Pres. David O. McKay at
the dedication of the
Cambridge chapel, Mass.

A few extra spaces are allowed between the
date and the descriptive entry:
3 May 1966
Late summer, 1968

12 Oct. 1958 Baptized by my father in the
old chapel, Springfield
Branch, Mass., in a steel font
which my father had built.

Met my husband
First child, Brent,
born

Sept

Such spacing allows an occasional longer
entry. Of course, this entry also might be
written on two lines, as follows:
Late summer, 1968

1960 Enrolled at Memorial School,
6th grade, team-taught by
Mr. Rosenberg, Mr. Kazman,
Mrs. Donovan, West
Springfield

Spring 1961

First child, Brent, born
Experiment with attractive formats until you
find one that you like.
Spring
Descriptive entries are concise and
grammatically consistent—in this case

Won first place in science
fair, Memorial School, with
an exhibit of rocks
1961–1965
Delivered
Springfield Union
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New England States, 530
miles, 6 days

(newspaper),
mornings, about thirty
papers, over two-mile
area
Sept. 1961

Enrolled at West Springfield
Junior High School, 7th
grade

22 Oct 1961

Ordained a deacon by my
father, Springfield branch,
New England Mission

Letters
Letters are an excellent source of personal
history. Save the letters of any family
members who write you regularly; save
copies of all personal letters you send (or
invite those whom you write to save your
letters for you). Even annual Christmas or
other holiday/anniversary letters you write
or receive are useful mementos and, if well
done, can become good family or personal
history.

20 Mar 1962 Won first place in school
social studies fair
Fall 1962 Called to be deacons quorum
president
Sept

Letters themselves, however, may not make
good history: they may contain material too
personal in nature for historical use or may
contain material so routine or time-bound
that it would not interest readers. But
collected letters can be arranged, excerpted,
and otherwise edited into highly readable
and valuable history. In fact, if, as you
compose your letters, you think of them as
potential history, their nature and quality
may become quite different from what you
have written in the past—even an
improvement.
The process of turning letters into history is
fairly simple:

1963 Enrolled at Wm. A. Cowing
School, 9th grade (old high
school building that my
mother had attended),
Springfield

28 Oct 1963

Ordained a teacher

21 July 1964 Sustained as secretary of
teachers quorum

Fall 1964

Sept. 1964

Played football for Tatham
Colts, town league, defensive
tackle and offensive guard.
Took second place in league.
Made all-star team.

Enrolled at West Springfield
High School for 10–12th
grades

Summer 1965 Attended New York World
Fair
5 July 1965

Left on solo bicycle tour of
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1.

Assemble letters. Organize them
chronologically.

2.

Remove all letters from their
envelopes. The stress on the folded
areas weakens the paper and hastens
deterioration.

3.

Photocopy all letters on acid-free
paper. Store these in archival
conditions, separate from the
originals (in case of fire, flood, or
other loss). These copies will last for
centuries.

interested relatives. Explain how you went
about composing the history and include
photocopies of some of the original letters.

Store the original letters in acid-free
folders, each item separated by two
or three sheets of acid-free paper.
(Whether you save envelopes is a
personal choice—changes in stamps,
postmarks, and stationery may have
historical significance.)
4.

Kinds of correspondence that make
especially good history are letters written
during a separation caused by military
service, school attendance, work or church
assignments, and extended travel.

It may be useful to make an extra
copy of all letters; you can mark up
one of them as you select portions
for your history.

An example of how to incorporate an
entire letter (or series of letters) in a
personal history
My father wrote few letters and only an
occasional note. Perhaps he was selfconscious about his spelling; I know he only
reluctantly spoke in public, feeling he did
not have a way with words. So
communication with distant children was
usually by telephone, though I do have four
notes and two actual letters from the twentyfive-or-so years we lived in separate areas.

5.

Copy and arrange selective parts of
the letters (with dates) as a
chronological history. Perhaps add
(in parentheses or another kind of
type—italics, for example)
introductory information to the
excerpts: why the letter was written,
circumstances not mentioned in the
letter, explanations of information in
the letter (though this can be added
to the text of the letter, in brackets [.
. .]). An example appears at the end
of this section.
Consider putting the details of a continuous
event (an unfolding event mentioned in
several consecutive letters) all together
rather than mixed with other happenings.
After you complete that event, return to the
chronological order.

My father’s correspondence was usually
brief and very matter of fact. His hand,
though "artistic" (he had some drawing
ability), was difficult to read. Mother says
she has, from their courtship, letters whose
parts she never deciphered.
Below is a one-and-a-half-page note he
wrote me. The note is undated but was
probably penned in about 1968 and was
written on two pages of a legal pad. He was
plant engineer at the Cassia County Hospital
at the time.

You may wish to preserve spelling and
punctuation (to convey authenticity) or to
edit to the standard variety of the language
(to enhance readability). If you make the
latter choice, include samples of the original
language; explain in detail the usage of the
author of the letters—spelling and
punctuation, grammatical choices,
abbreviations, and other individual habits.

Friday P.M.
Dear Don & Family,
Got your map yesterday, sort of looked
for a letter inside.
I'm real thrilled about your plans—I think
you should have an idea how you feel about
your driving [ten miles to work] by now—

Make your "letter history" available to
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Also, journals may vary greatly from one
person to another in purpose, intended
readers (some are meant never to be read by
others and are, in fact, disposed of), length
and frequency of entry, degree of intimacy,
and extent of detail. But all journals can be
rich sources of history.

after one year of doing it you will find you
will have much more problems with your
youngsters than if you lived in town—in
your kind of work you must plan your
weekend's with your family. That is
Saturday. This teaches your family to find
happiness among themselves. I talked to my
income tax expert he said I could give you
up to $3000 without your having to report it.
This we will discuss when I come down the
18th weekend [the weekend of the 18th]. We
are looking forward to it.
We are hav[ing] one heart Seminar here
at the Hospital today six or eight Doctors
from Salt Lake City & Ogden here got two
30 pound dogs asleep just out the Door of
my shop. They have stopped the[ir hearts]
and started it about ten times today. Quite a
experiment.
Mother has a busy week this week with
her Music. Clipping enclosed she was at
lions club today.
I have been at the hospital since 730 this
A.M. its now 9:30. Got another hour to go.
Clipping of Barbara from yesterday's
paper.
Will close — With love
Dad—
Photocopy of part of the letter:

Journals lend themselves to use in personal
history much the same as letters do: parts
may be excerpted and edited to become a
history in and of themselves; more often,
writers of personal history simply quote
from their journals frequently to add a tone
of immediacy and authenticity (detail) to
their story.
If you are serious about composing your life
story, then you may wish also to begin
keeping a journal to record your life here
and now. Below are some practical tips to
keep in mind.
Ten Tips for Effective Journals
(courtesy of Joanne Linnabary McCabe)
1.

Journals as Personal History
"I never travel without my diary. One should
always have something sensational to read
[on] the train."
—Oscar Wilde
The personal journal (often also called a
diary—the terms are interchangeable) is a
rich source of personal history. The main
difference, of course, is that journal entries
are fairly immediate responses to daily
happenings, while a history treats past
events in their entirety and views them
through the added wisdom of the present.
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Supplies. Journal keepers have
several options for supplies: looseleaf paper stored in a three-ring
binder, hard bound journals, blank
books, and typewriters and word
processors. It doesn't matter which
you choose, so long as the paper is
acid-free.

2.

3.

4.

5.

periods of life, can be an interesting
alternative to typical journal entries.
Consider keeping a journal of a
child's growing up years or a journal
of your trip to England and Wales.
Or keep a journal of your retirement
years or one in which you
immortalize the people who have
meant a lot to you in your life. You
can also keep a journal of poetry or
artwork or a journal on your feelings
about world events.

Table of contents. If you are writing
in a hard-bound journal, leave the
first page or two blank; these will
serve as an informal table of contents
to your more important entries. Or if
you are using a loose-leaf journal,
add an additional page or two before
your entries. The table of contents
page serves as an index to the dates
and page numbers of your more
important entries—things such as a
death in the family, a personal
achievement, or your new job. By
writing a few key words on the table
of contents page, along with the date
of the entry, you can quickly find the
entry should you or your descendants
want to read it.
Frequency. Journal writing is usually
a daily routine, and if you can
arrange a set time in your schedule
for writing, so much the better. Your
journal will be richer and more
complete if you can. Sometimes it is
impossible to write every day, but
most people can find time to write at
least once a week; this would be the
minimum. Try to write for at least
fifteen minutes at a time. Any less
than that doesn't allow you to
develop much more than a planner or
daybook.
Time of day. Some people like the
routine of having a set time in the
morning before the rest of the family
wakes up. Or on your lunch break at
work. Or on a lazy Saturday
morning. Or before you turn out the
lights at night. Try a variety of times
and see which works best for you.
Time of life. Thematic journals, or
those that cover specific events and
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6.

Places to write. Because journals can
be so portable (unless you are
writing on a word processor or
typewriter), consider toting them
everywhere with you. Write while
waiting for your son's piano lesson to
end, while at the doctor's, or on your
fishing trip. Look for those places
that will inspire you to record
feelings and fresh ideas.

7.

Topics. Any of the topics for
personal essays will work for journal
entries; however, journals are often
more unstructured and free than are
essays. In the journal, you can
capitalize more on your emotions
and your daily joys and frustrations
and let them come through. Your
journal should reflect the person you
really are.

8.

Reminiscing. Although journals
usually cover your present life, they
can be used to recapture moments in
the past. A friend of mine sat down
one Easter to write about the events
of the day, but that reminded her of
an Easter that was especially
memorable in her childhood. She
wrote about both experiences, using
the present as a springboard into the

past.

available and the best high-grade videotapes.

9.

Spending time with your journal.
Writing in your journal is only half
the work; you should frequently read
your old entries. Not only does this
dust the cobwebs off your memories,
it can also help you improve your
writing skills. As you read, ask
yourself which entries you like best
and try to figure out why.

10.

Reading other people's journals. If
you have journals from your
ancestors, consider reading them. If
not, a number of prominent and notso-prominent people have had their
journals published: Anne Morrow
Lindburgh, Henry David Thoreau,
Bob Greene and others. Reading
widely will acquaint you with the
richness and potential inherent in the
personal journal.

As you prepare to videotape personal
history, you would be wise to do at least
three things: (1) review some instructions
(books and pamphlets are available) on the
techniques of effective videotaping—
composition (angle, contrast, special effects,
etc.), appropriate subjects, handling the
camera, and other ways to produce aesthetic
and otherwise satisfying recordings; (2)
practice, practice, practice; try a variety of
subjects, techniques, approaches, prompts,
and questions to see what produces the most
satisfactory results; (3) plan; work out
carefully just what you hope to obtain: what
to photograph (mementos, photographs,
objects, possessions, heirlooms, people,
etc.), how much time to spend on each
sequence; and appropriate questions and
prompts.
Videotape can be edited, but with more
difficulty than traditional home movies.
Unless you have professional equipment for
editing videotape, edited copies will be of
noticeably less quality.

Videotape as Personal History
The technology of videotape, like other
remarkable modern technologies (the
camera, the tape recorder, the computer
word processor), is a boon to personal
historians. With relative ease and a little
expense, a historian can record (on a
camcorder) for posterity relatively
permanent "movies" of themselves and
relatives.

Because videotape has a very short life (5 to
10 years), transfer to compact disk is
advisable.
Some Suggested Projects

But producing videotaped history of good
quality is not easy. Potential mistakes
abound—in both technique and content. To
produce good history with a camcorder, you
will need to learn (1) how to use your
camera skillfully and (2) how to select those
projects that best lend themselves to
videotaping. In addition, you will want to
use only the highest quality of camcorder
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1.

Videotape a relative (or yourself)
telling favorite stories. Vary angles,
distance, and settings so as to keep
the visual images as interesting as
the narrative.

2.

Videotape a relative (or yourself)
describing personal possessions, the
home that person lives in, or daily
activities. Ask questions that draw

out interesting details.
3.

Produce a videotape of "settings"—
places lived; traditional vacation
spots; ancestral homes, towns, or
farms; churches, schools, places of
work; gardens and yards—the list
could go on.

4.

Record highlights of special
events—weddings, religious
celebrations, holidays, birthdays and
other anniversaries, reunions, moves,
etc. Be selective!

5.

Make a visual record of your own
life—photographs, mementos,
family, toys, possessions, friends,
recollections from select people
(parents, friends, brothers and sisters,
teachers), a typical day, favorite
activities.

Many projects are easily doable. In all
instances, try to produce something of
quality and lasting historical value. And
share your successes with other family
members who may be interested.
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How to Write a Concise History of Your Life
occasional detailed description of your
thoughts and feelings about those events and
of your most fundamental beliefs.

All of us should write our life history.
Family members, teachers, church and
community leaders, and other prominent
leaders constantly urge us to undertake this
important responsibility. Writing a life story
may seem like a big task, but if approached
sensibly and systematically, it is well within
the ability of each of us. We can all leave to
posterity a record of the major events of our
lives, along with our feelings about those
events.

Such a history typically would touch on the
following topics:
A concise health record, emphasizing
general health, major illness,
accidents, and surgery
A description of your physical features as a
child and as an adult—what you
looked like
Daily life routines; typical days
Education
Favorite pastime activities
Fondest or most vivid childhood and
adolescent memories
Interactions with other people—your
personality
Jobs and vocational pursuits; special skills
or talents
Major places where you lived
Major world events in your lifetime and
your reactions to them
Notable achievements—personal and public
Observations on your spouse and children
Other people or happenings which you
judge affected your life significantly
Participation in notable events
Religious activities: callings, gifts,
blessings, service, etc.
Some comments on your parents and other
family members
Special faith-promoting events
The circumstances of your birth
Your testimony

This guide outlines some simple, practical
approaches to writing a concise, yet in some
ways complete, history that will convey to
your posterity the essence of your life.
A history written in this manner will be at
least 25 pages long, perhaps twice that long,
or even longer. A 50-page life story is not
very long, considering the potential length
of the several hundred pages of a typical
autobiography, which very few people ever
undertake to compose. The excellent
biography of Spencer W. Kimball, past
president of the LDS Church, is over 400
pages long but still seems all too brief to
many of its readers, who would willingly
read a history of him two or three times as
long.
The longer history is not to be discouraged.
Some of us will write a 100–400 page life
story. That is desirable and commendable.
But most of us probably will need to begin
with a more concise summary, such as this
guide explains.

These topics are only suggestions. You may
omit some or add others. They are meant
merely to help you see just what is meant by
"major life happenings."

What should you include in your concise
history?
A concise history is basically a review of the
main events of your life, accompanied by an
30

How should you organize your history?

Retirement

Organization—that seems to be the big
challenge to most would-be writers. At least
that is the most common plea for help:
"How can I get started? What's the best way
to organize my history?"

These kinds of major divisions then become
the headings to different sections of your
history.
If you choose a chronological plan, you
might begin such a history by compiling a
fairly complete chronology of the major
events in your life. (See "Personal and
Family Chronologies; Letters; Journals.")

Actually, one's life history might be
organized in a number of different ways or a
combination of ways. The best
organizational plan for you is simply the one
that works for you—the one that enables
you to include everything you would like to
include.

Topical Plan
Identify the major topics, relating to your,
life about which you would like to write;
then address them one at a time, in any order
you judge to be logical or convenient. One
advantage of this plan is that you can write
about any aspect of your life you are in the
mood to write about, and then work it into
the overall plan later, when you've written
on a number of topics.

Several simple, practical plans are proposed
below. Adapt them to your needs.
Chronological order
Beginning with your birth, take up each of
the main events of your life in the order in
which they occurred. Add detail and feeling
to those events you consider to be most
significant.

The topics listed above may be satisfactory.
Or you may wish to obtain a long list of
suggested topics, selecting those you feel
impressed to write about. (See "500 Topics
for Personal History".)

Most writers who use this approach divide
their lives into natural periods:

Treat each topic in an original way—in the
way that seems most natural and
appropriate. Your testimony, for example,
may best follow a chronological pattern.
You may focus first on your earliest
convictions and then on a series of
faith-promoting experiences. Perhaps your
personality is best described through a series
of short, typical episodes in your life. You
might describe your life routines by focusing
on typical days in your childhood,
adolescence, and early and late adulthood.

Plan A
Infancy and childhood
Adolescence
Young adulthood
The middle years
Old age
Plan B (more flexible)
Earliest memories
History to the time you moved to_______
Late teenage years
Military, courtship, higher education
Early marriage
Life in__________
The _________ years
Our new home

Thematic Plan
An adult in one of my personal history
classes once related to the group a
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But that just about broke my heart, to see my
brother and sister go to school every
morning, and I had to stay home.

conversation he had had just the previous
Sunday with his family. "I told them," he
related, "that throughout the life of our
family, it seems as if the Lord has always
held us in His hands."

That was when I gained a testimony of the
Lord's willingness to answer prayers. I was
so brokenhearted, to think I couldn't go to
school, when I loved it so, I prayed to my
Heavenly Father that he would give me my
hearing back, so I could go.

Such a feeling could become the thread
running through, and tying together, the
events of this man's personal history.
Most of us have a special sense of mission
or direction in life. Or we come to feel that
our life is guided by some special gift we
enjoy, by a passage of scripture, or by some
other theme. Such a theme might easily
become the organizational guide to your life
history.

My school teacher was also my Sunday
School teacher. Of course I continued to go
to Sunday School. She came to my parents,
at Christmas time, and told them that if they
would send me to her home during the two
weeks of vacation, she knew she could get
me caught up with the other children, and I
could start school in January. "I've noticed
in Sunday School that her hearing is very
much improved," she explained.

The author of the personal history excerpt
below, Wanda Whatcott Johnson, lost much
of her hearing as a small child. When she
was about nine, a doctor felt that taking her
tonsils out might aid her hearing. It did not,
but the operation led to a spiritual conviction
that was to repeat itself again and again in
her life, sustaining her in a number of trying
situations. The conviction she gained at that
time recurs again and again in her life story.

My hearing did indeed appear to be
restored. My prayer had been answered.
It wasn't until I was about thirteen years old
that I became aware that what I was doing
was lip reading. I couldn't really hear any
better.

I hadn't recuperated enough to go to school.
I remember staying home until Christmas.
Each day the other children rode to school
on the school wagon, which had a big cover
over it, like a covered wagon. There were
benches on each side, and a pot bellied
stove in the middle, to keep the children
warm.
My school teacher, who lived not far away,
talked to my folks. Because of my hearing
problems, she told them, l just wouldn't be
able to keep up in school. They shouldn't
send me. I'm not sure just why she decided
that. I haven’t thought much about it.

It was a let-down. I really wasn't very kind
to the Lord. Lip reading?!
When I was about fifteen, a young man
home from college spoke in our church
meeting and described a wonderful thing
that had come into existence—“lip
reading.” Then I realized completely what
had happened. He described lip reading as a
wonderful new discovery, because it helped
deaf people understand.
My girlfriend, Ruth, this young man's sister,
told him that I knew how to lip read. "That's
not possible," he said. "You couldn't
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possibly lip read without training." He just
couldn't believe it. "How did you learn,
Wanda?"

to teaching or to leadership callings, still
others to the care of orphans or delinquents.
Some have special public talents—music,
drama, counseling skills, writing, speech,
etc.

"With the help of the Lord," I told him.
He called his mother to come in. "Wanda lip
reads," he told her. She put her arm around
me and said, "Oh, Wanda, how wonderfully
you have been blessed!"

Often a Latter-day Saint's patriarchal
blessing will identify that gift or calling
around which a life story might be built.
Special events or recurring experiences
A highly personal and interesting history
might consist simply of a series of short
descriptions (one or two pages) of typical
events in the life of the author: challenges,
crises, blessings, faith-promoting
experiences, interaction with family and
others, special assignments, etc.

I knew from then on that I had received a
great gift, and that if I denied the blessing, it
would leave me. The knowledge that the
Lord gives such great blessings has kept me
going. With that knowledge, I have been
able to face all obstacles in life.
Even when I had my babies, 1 knew they
would be all right, because I had prayed for
that blessing. The knowledge that God
would answer my prayers and come to my
rescue has always been a part of my life. If
we have faith, God will bless us.

How did you . . .
acquire your testimony of the gospel?
discipline your children ?
gain knowledge ?
get your children to complete assignments?
maintain your home and yard?
solve problems in your work?
spend time together as a family ?

I can't deny that. Too many blessings have
come to me in my illnesses and other trials.
Too many promptings of the
Spirit—impressions, that still small
voice—have come to me to deny that.

Some activities in our lives stand out more
vividly than others because we naturally
devote more time and energy to certain
things than to others. These are the activities
our lives revolve around, and hence they
embody significant happenings of our lives.
These activities can become the core of a
personal history.

In a thematically organized history, the plan
might be topical or chronological; in either
plan, most events and feelings would be
consistent with the main theme you have
chosen.
For example, a woman might wish to focus
her history on her roles as a mother and
homemaker, or on her challenge to engage
in necessary employment while rearing a
family as a widow or divorcee, or on her
career choice.

A history of this type would require some
careful planning; yet you could begin
writing one right now and then plan and
organize more fully later on.

Some people devote their lives to
genealogical work, others to service, others

What if you just can't get started on your
history?
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hours or through independent study
programs.

If getting started is your problem—and
people often tell me it is—you might apply a
basic principle that virtually all successful
writers have learned well: It's easier to
organize something than to organize
nothing.

Urge your local church, community, or
organization leaders to invite a qualified
person to conduct a series of workshops or
firesides on personal history writing.

This means simply that organizing and
writing a history is easier to carry out once
you have written at least something.

Find another person with whom you can
share your history, in exchange, perhaps,
for your reading his or hers. Share your
history with your children or other family
members. Having a reading audience is
probably the best motivator to writing that
you can find.

Draw up a list of the 25 events in your life
which you feel had the greatest impact on
you.
Interview one of your parents on what you
were like as a child.
Start a chronology.
Write out two or three of your favorite
stories.
Write down the guiding theme of your life,
along with many events in which that theme
was most observable.
Write down a list of topics you'd like to write
about in your history.

In short, the more you think and talk about
your contemplated history, and the more you
actually write on it, the easier you'll find it
to begin and complete the project.
What about my bad grammar? And I
don't even know how to punctuate!
Don't apologize for the level of your writing
abilities. Your language is you—spoken or
written. The people who will value your
history most will accept your history in
whatever form you express it.

Now with something concrete down on
paper, you are in a better position to decide
how you might fit it all into a larger, overall
plan—the plan you will follow in composing
your full history.

Grammar and mechanics (punctuation,
spelling, capitalization, etc.) are very low on
the scale of importance in personal history
writing compared to the important things
like what you have learned from living; your
character, beliefs, and commitments; your
service to others; and the other interesting
things that have happened to you in your
life.

Here are other things you can do to help you
get started:
Talk with anybody who seems interested
in your completing your history project.
Anything is easier to do when someone else
is helping you.
Take a class. Because of the widespread
interest in the "roots" phenomenon, many
schools—community schools, colleges, and
universities—now offer courses in personal
history, often in the convenient evening

Put yourself in the place of a descendant.
Would you care about Great-great
Grandmother's writing skills if she had
nevertheless made the effort to record 50
pages of personal history? Likely not. I have
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never met a person who was ashamed of the
quality of writing of parents, grandparents,
or other ancestors—providing these people
had put forth the effort to leave some candid
personal record of the events of their lives.

It does mean that you should discuss with
genuine feeling and honesty, and in some
detail, the main happenings of your life.
The following contrasting examples show
how much difference openness and honesty
can make in the writing of personal history.

If you feel unable to write "standard
English," then get help by hiring an editor.
Or find a family member who knows the
conventions of written English.

Example A: The informant in this taped
interview unfortunately chose to omit the
important details of three years of her late
teenage life:

Getting help from someone would not make
you that much different from other writers. I
know very few professional writers who do
not seek the help of an editor before taking
their writing to a publisher. Several editors
besides myself have seen the page you are
now reading; all suggested a number of
changes.

I didn't graduate from high school. We, as a
family, weren't making enough money for
me to go on through school. It was hard
times, and so I just quit school and went to
work.
I guess I was about sixteen. I helped ladies
in their houses. I'd stay right with them.
First I worked for Rebecca Hansen, then for
someone else, and finally for Mrs. Crayton.
Then, at age nineteen, I got work as a clerk
at Auerbach's.

Write the best you know how. Then if you
want to know what you have done well or
poorly, seek the assistance of a more
experienced writer. But if you have done the
best you know how, no readers are ever
likely to feel anything but gratitude for what
you have written. They will be looking at
what you say, rather than at your grammar
and mechanics.

When you type this up, please don't mention
that. I never did want my husband or
children to know that 1 ever helped anyone
in their houses as a maid. I always had
ambition and drive to be something more
than that.

What are the most important qualities of
good personal history?

Example B. The following informant almost
missed an opportunity to express his real
feelings about the boyhood temptation to
smoke. At first, he volunteered only this
brief, shallow account of his indulgence:

If grammar and mechanics are not that
important, then what is?
Be open and honest.
This does not mean you should confess your
faults or go into detail on your mistakes and
failings, although skilled writers can
tastefully handle those matters. Nor does it
mean you should underplay your real gifts
or accomplishments.

Oh yes, I tried smoking when I was about
ten or eleven years old. Doesn't every boy? I
felt ashamed over it. I hope my boys never
try smoking.
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With persistence, the interviewer finally
drew out the following details, which will
probably have a much greater impact for
good on the informant's boys than the brief
apology:

I took off running. In my desperation to get
away, I tried to jump across the drain ditch
but stepped right in the middle. At least she
didn't catch me.

The summer I was ten or eleven, I tried
smoking everything I could get my hands on
that could be rolled into cigarette paper and
didn't taste bad: dried sugarbeet leaves
(they looked like tobacco leaves, I thought),
cedar bark, dried coffee grounds and even a
couple of cigarette butts. I didn't have the
courage to steal cigarettes or loose tobacco,
even though most of the fathers of my friends
smoked, and tobacco was everywhere. I did
filch a package or two of cigarette paper,
however.

I remember that summer perhaps more
vividly than any summer of my childhood,
because I spent the better part of it sneaking
around trying to avoid adults. It was a
terribly exciting summer but, I'm afraid, not
a very happy one.
I don’t recall ever again being seriously
tempted to smoke.
Example C. The author of the following
episode had a hard time deciding how to
relate his experience without seeming
boastful. He finally decided just to tell the
story candidly, just as it happened.

We kids even smoked dead horseweed. You'd
get a stem about four to six inches long,
poke a fine wire down through the middle,
then light up. It would burn for an hour or
more. Late one summer, the hired man
accidentally set the strawstack on fire. Kids
came from a mile around that evening to
kick the embers and light horseweed
cigarettes.

The Voice of the Spirit by
Wm. Tandy
I am somewhat reluctant to tell this special
experience, because it was so important to
so
many people, and some people will take it as
boastful. It was shared by thousands; it was
an answer to their prayers. I was the
instrument through which their prayers were
answered.

Also, I was a little afraid of what cigarettes
would do to me. A few months before, I'd
found a whole cigar behind Clark's garage
in town. Foolishly, I'd inhaled the smoke
and become so sick I swore I'd never try
smoking again.

It began in May 1974, when a group went
before the Los Angeles City Council and
requested an ordinance permitting nudity in
selected parks and beaches throughout that
city. Nobody took it seriously, and
surprisingly, it passed. My story involved
mainly a senior councilman, the Methodist
Church, and the Latter-day Saints. The
campaign involved letters, postcards, phone
calls, telegrams, and visits to the offices of
councilmen. Circulars were distributed and

Even so, at threshing time, I sneaked three
cigarettes from the glove compartment of the
neighbor's grain truck. A day or two
afterwards, my older sister, Joyce, who'd
suspected my smoking all summer long,
caught me with a cigarette out behind the
bunk house. Or at least thought she had
caught me. "Let me smell your breath," she
demanded.
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By the time my turn came, many of the
councilmen were talking to each other or
had left the chambers. Nevertheless, I spoke
what I had been impressed to say. A hush
came over the crowd. The councilmen
present turned quickly to see who was
talking. A murmur of protest began to rise
among the pro-nudity group. I finished and
sat down.

posted in the windows of local stores. There
were special prayers. We attended city
council meetings and spoke before the
council. I even had to skip classes at school,
but l felt my attendance at the public
meetings was necessary and justifiable.
The advocates of the ordinance argued
mainly, "We were born nude, and that is the
way God wanted it and intended it. If it were
not so, we would have been born with
clothes on." So stated, their argument was
quite convincing; it carried much weight.

The whole atmosphere had changed, and the
pro-nudity group were left without
argument. They knew they had lost this
round. Everybody knew it. This was the
climax. Everything began to wind down.

Again and again, the issue came before the
city council. But each time, despite
opposition from many groups, the decision
was postponed or the vote went against us.
According to the law, there was no way we
could bring the matter up again; nudity
would be legal in city parks and beaches.

When a lady in the back asked who I was, I
merely said I was a private citizen. I chose
not to mention my church affiliation. As the
councilmen returned and began discussion,
there was some repetition of the previous
arguments for the ordinance, but most saw
the handwriting on the wall. This time the
councilmen voted to strike down the
ordinance permitting nudity. The pro-nudity
people later went to court, but their case
was dismissed.

Well, we regrouped and did bring the issue
up again. Our prayers were stronger, group
members fasted and prayed, and again we
went before the council. I rewrote the speech
I had not had opportunity to give before. But
my prayer was for something special,
something that would completely invalidate
the arguments of the opposition. At the
meeting, the crowd was overflowing. Again,
after council discussion, our leaders spoke;
but they appeared to be making no ground.
As I waited my turn to speak, I kept praying
in my heart that I, or someone else, would
come up with something to turn the tide in
our favor.

What did I say? I said simply that in
addition to being born nude, we were also
born ignorant. And God obviously did not
intend us to remain so. Acceptance of that
point invalidated the other. One cannot
justify remaining in a nude state any more
than remaining in an ignorant state.
My answer was short, simple, and to the
point. I was simply the chosen instrument to
deliver it, as prompted by the Holy Ghost.
More important, it was an answer to the
prayers and fasting of thousands of people.
Perhaps someone else might have stood to
state that same argument; but then again,
maybe they wouldn't have.

As I meditated, the answer came into my
mind, and I was filled with the Holy Ghost.
The answer was so plain, so simple, that I
was surprised it had not been mentioned
before.
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she said, "If you don't stop, I'll throw this
knife at you."

Let details tell the story. Rather than tell
your readers about how you felt, or how you
viewed what happened, share with them
those details and your personal reactions that
enable them to relive with you the
experience as you originally lived it
yourself.

I said back, "Throw it anyway!"
She motioned like she was going to throw it,
and it slipped out of her hand. I saw it
coming and turned my back. It hit me right
in the rear end, went through my overalls,
and stuck.

Include such appropriately selected details
as

I felt no pain. I wasn't hurt. You hardly feel
it when you get stuck in the rump. I don't
know how far it went in, but I wouldn't let
the kids pull it out. Velma herself tried, but I
wouldn't let her. I kept getting on the other
side of the table.

• your consequent reactions: what you did
and how you felt at the time, later effects on
you
• others’ later reflections on the event
• names, dates, places and other particulars
of the event
• reconstructed conversations (usually brief
actions and reactions of the people involved)

Then it started bleeding a little, and I started
yelling, "I'm bleeding to death! I'm bleeding
to death!" That's when Velma and the kids
got scared.

The author of the following excerpt from a
personal history might have said, simply, "I
had a reputation all my life for being quite a
tease." But how much more effectively the
following episode conveys that message. A
ten-year-old capable of a stunt like the
following certainly must have gone on to
greater things. (The author of this episode,
my father, is eager that it also be known that
he usually knew when enough teasing was
enough.)

The blood soon started running down my leg
onto my bare foot. I started staggering
around, hanging on the table, rolling my
eyes. "I'm going to die! I'm going to die!"
Velma sent some of the kids down to the
Dukes to get Mother, . . . in a hurry.
“Donnie's bleeding to death!" I continued to
put on a real show, acting weak, leaning on
the table, playing like I was dying. And
Velma never could stand to see any of us
kids get hurt.

I guess I was about ten years old when
Velma threw the paring knife at me. She was
about twelve. I had the reputation for being
the tease of the family, I suppose; but they
gave it to me. I didn't earn it.

Pretty soon Mother and Mrs. Duke came
running up, but by that time everything was
all right. I'd pulled the knife out, and the
blood had of course stopped running. Velma
was sick to death. And I was a little
embarrassed by then that I'd made such a
fool of everybody and scared them so.

The folks were gone down to the Dukes. We
had just finished dinner. Velma and the
other kids were clearing the table. I was
teasing Velma, and she started chasing me
around the kitchen table; but I was able to
stay on the opposite side from her. Then she
picked up a little paring knife, and I think

Mother scolded me.
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These words and phrases are normally
acceptable in informal conversation but are
not precise enough for writing.

Use plain, simple, direct English. Choose
language and include details that make your
writing fresh and individual.

Use plain, straightforward sentences of
varied length and construction.

The most effective language is the ordinary
language you are comfortable with, along
with occasional special words that best say
exactly what you mean.

The best way to be effective in your writing
is simply to focus on those details of an
event that make it distinctively the event you
experienced, not an event that just anyone
might have been involved in or might have
written.

Avoid the stereotype—the typical response
to the typical situation. Steer clear of
cliches—words and expressions so overused
that they have lost precise meaning:

The following excerpt from a personal
history is one of the first attempts by its
author, Sandra Kirk, to write personal
history. Even though she was an
inexperienced writer, and very modest about
her ability to compose history, she was able,
through the use of fresh, vivid details and
vocabulary, to re-create a mood and picture
that are pleasantly original and highly
interesting.

every fiber of my being
one of the greatest moments of my life
really great
so wonderful
stood like a sentinel
the most marvelous
to the fullest extent
white as a ghost
On the other hand, do use expressions and
vocabulary peculiar to the particular place or
group you are writing about. These add life
and authenticity to history.

In ideal personal histories, the language is
simple. Sentences, though nicely varied, are
relatively basic in structure. Word choice is
creative. There is genuine feeling
expressed—sentiment, but not
sentimentality. Cliches, typical responses,
artificial expression—these are, for the most
part, missing.

Except when trying to re-create
conversation, try to avoid language that is
characteristic only of highly casual
conversation. This includes such
expressions as

My Childhood Name
by
Sandra Kirk

lots of a lot of
kind of, kind of a
most (for “almost”)
so (as in “so wonderful, so great”)
overuse of "really"
current slang (it will die in a few months or
years)

As I try to recall my first ten years of
childhood, a few impressions are vividly
clear to me, while others are frustratingly
dimmed by time. In an effort to reconstruct
the scenes of my childhood, I recently visited
my first home. Mom and Dad were with me.
Our former house is located at 275 West
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1200 North, Provo, now a busy commercial
district and a main thoroughfare to BYU.
I've passed the house hundreds of times and
each time casually commented, "There is
where I grew up." But this time I
approached the house with a feeling of great
anticipation and expectancy, almost as
though being on the property and peeking
through windows would unfold before me
the scenes of times past that my memory had
been searching for. . . .

pretty well, except when I wanted to play at
my friend's house and had to stay home
instead because if a customer should come,
Mom wouldn't reach down into that box and
count the crawlers out—not even for 10
cents a dozen!
How else might I get help in writing my
personal history?
A number of printed aids to personal history
writing are readily available: books,
pamphlets, outlines, and even
fill-in-the-blank binders. Many bookstores
stock some of these publications. A clerk
may be of some assistance.

The days when red currants hung thick and
heavy on the bushes, like tiny bunches of
grapes, seemed long and hot to me. Maybe
that was because Mom, crouched behind
those bushes picking and picking, was so
long out of my sight. I was left at the house
to tend to the business of answering the
phone and running messages from
customers down to Mom in the patch. This
was a special responsibility for a four year
old. What we didn't sell from the posted sign
in our front yard, Mom peddled for $ 2.00 a
case in Salt Lake City.

But before you buy, carefully peruse the
varied materials available. Make sure that
you will likely use whatever you invest in.
Make sure it will be of practical assistance
to you—that, as a result of buying it, you
will be better able to write your history.
Public and school libraries are now
beginning to obtain personal history writing
aids; many libraries and senior citizen
organizations offer courses in history
writing.

The sales expertise I learned in the currant
business when I was four and five years old
was the background needed for my own
business adventure, selling nightcrawlers.
During the day, we would water the lawn
until it was oozy wet, then wait til dark,
when the night crawlers would venture out
and crawl around on top of their world.
That is when we would man our flashlight,
my dad and I, and go after our prey. We had
to be quick and clever to catch the slippery
fellows, but there were so many of them that
it was easy to catch enough for my special
night-crawler box, which I filled with peat
moss damped just right. Dad must have
known just what those worms liked best to
eat, because mine thrived, fat and healthy,
tangled in masses in the box beneath the
bridal wreath bushes. I liked the business
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inspirational parts of their lives, but they often
will "talk" their histories—enthusiastically and
in marvelous detail.

Oral History
A Guide to the Use of the Tape Recorder in
Creating a Personal History (With a Note on
Videotaping)

An important advantage of oral history is that it
has a “built-in” audience—the interviewer
himself or herself, usually a live descendant who
wants badly to preserve the history of a parent or
grandparent, or a historian who has a particular
reason to obtain historical detail from an
informant. The interviewer's reason for wanting
the history assures that the history will be more
complete and meaningful.

This guide to the recording and transcribing of
oral history attempts to answer the following
questions:
1. What are the advantages of oral history? Why
should you learn to record and transcribe oral
history?
2. Whose oral histories should you record?
3. How long should an oral history be? What
kinds of topics should it cover? How much
detail should it include?
4. In what order should the various topics be
recorded?
5. What is the ideal physical arrangement for an
interview?
6. How does one conduct an effective interview?
What if the informant does not want to be
interviewed?
7. How long should interviews last?
8. What kind of recording equipment is
necessary?
9. Which recording tapes are best to use?
10. How can recorded tapes best be organized
and preserved?
11. Should oral history be transcribed and edited
into writing?

In fact, many individuals and families are now
eager to hire another person to help make an oral
history, a person skilled in composing history
from an oral record. Many fine histories are now
being written in this way.
The purpose of this concise, practical guide is to
help you begin to develop the skills needed to
record oral history. You could, with trial and
error, learn those skills by yourself; but it is a
distinct advantage to be able to profit from the
experience of others who have recorded hours of
oral history. This guide is organized in a
question-answer format that emphasizes both the
spirit and the practical know-how of composing
effective personal history.
Whose oral histories should you record?
You should undertake to record the personal
histories of anyone whose life history (or parts
of that history) has special value to you or your
posterity. Certainly you should think first of
parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and other
relatives who are advancing in age. For, once
such people are gone, their histories are lost.
Then, look to those who likely will never write
their histories.

What are the advantages of oral history?
Why should you learn to record and
transcribe oral history?
Some of the best personal history our generation
may leave to posterity will be that recorded on
the convenient cassette tape recorder. Such
history may be stored on the tapes themselves,
or better yet, be transcribed into writing. Both
the tape and the written transcription may be
preserved.

Your own children can provide much valuable
history—for your own enjoyment and
edification, as well as for their own posterity.
Husbands and wives have a natural interest in
each other's histories. Spouses who have
interviewed each other nearly always remark on
how close such a project draws them together.

Through cassette tapes, much history may be
recorded that otherwise might never be written
down. Most people probably will never write
down the details of the most personal and
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invited the writer to extend. The following
episode is the conclusion of a description of a
twenty-five-year-old woman's fear of
amusement park rides, which began on a Ferris
wheel with her mother at age three. This episode
had occurred just a few days before the
interview.

Such histories are also full of surprises.
In short, you may wish to interview anyone
whose personal life has touched your life, the
lives of your ancestors, or those of your
posterity.
Before you begin interviewing people whose
histories are vital to you, conduct a few practice
interviews with a general acquaintance or
two—perhaps someone who also wants to learn
the skills of oral interviewing. When you do the
important interviews, you'll want to be ready to
do skilled work.

Written version:
We had no sooner arrived at Great America
when Bart directed me up a ramp to a ride
called "The Demon." The name alone began to
worry me, and as we approached the loading
platform, I could hear the screams. Instinctively
I knew I was in trouble. I felt a sense of
helplessness as I realized how chicken I’d look
now if I backed out. Very reluctantly, I got in as
our turn came. I had no sooner hit my seat when
I realized what a grave mistake I had made. I
was going to die. Just thinking back on that ride
makes me dizzy and sends cold chills down my
spine. When the ride was over it became
apparent to Bart that if he didn't help me out of
my seat, I wasn't going out.

How long should an oral history be?
What kinds of topics should it cover?
How much detail should it include?
A complete oral history of an older adult might
run from 15 to 30 hours and transcribe into 10 to
30 written pages. This naturally depends on the
willingness of the informant to go into details.
But an oral history does not have to cover the
whole life of an individual; it might focus on just
parts of an individual's life. For example, you
might want to record one or two childhood
recollections, spiritual experiences, outstanding
accomplishments, a specific event, or whatever.
In other words, your history can be as long or as
short as you and your informant want to make it.

Transcribed oral version:
We had no sooner arrived at Great America
when Bart led me right up to the ride. He used
good psychology. He didn't let me have time to
think about what was happening. He just said,
"Here's a ride," and started taking me right up
the ramp. It wasn't until I was right up to the
front, looking at the ride, that I realized what I
was getting myself into. I could see that it made
you go upside down, it had complete turn loops,
it had spirals. It was supposed to be the ride. It
was appropriately called "The Demon."

The agenda of topics to touch on should result
from an agreement between the interviewer and
the informant—a happy combination of the
interests of the one and willingness of the other
to talk on given topics.
Whatever the length or focus, a good oral history
should be detailed. Again, that is the main
benefit of the oral history: it encourages and
allows the expression of details that make
history come alive. For example, a conversion
story, if written down, might take up only two or
three pages; but a skilled interviewer could
easily draw out several pages of highly
interesting, inspirational facts and feelings.

I felt instant terror. I didn't want to go through
with it. I knew I was going to freak out. I had felt
those feelings before. My hands got sweaty. I
don't usually get sweaty hands.
I slowly tried to ease my way out of the
situation. But at the same time, I was trying to
impress Bart that I would go on the ride. I didn't
want to be a pansy. And there wasn't any
waiting line. It was only a few seconds’ wait. We

Below is an actual example of a paragraph from
a written personal history that an interviewer
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ride goes so fast, I envisioned myself falling off.
I always envision doom on a ride like that.

went right on.
A couple sat side by side, in a long row of
people, on a train sort of apparatus. I got on
first. A big harness comes down right over the
front of you to hold you in.
I wanted to leave. Bart knew I was reluctant. I
was telling him, "I really don't want to do this. I
really don't want to do this." In a teasing, not a
panicky, sort of way, however.

At the very end, when it stopped, it took me
awhile to open my eyes, I was shaking so hard.
When finally I did, Bart immediately realized
that I was not capable of getting out on my own.
I had never reacted to a ride like I reacted to
that one. Bart had to put his arm around my
waist, or I'd have fallen right to the ground. He
guided me to a seat nearby.

Then came the feeling of knowing that I was in
and couldn't back out. I had the harness on, and
there was no way out. I was going through with
it, whether I liked it or not.

Still I was visibly shaking. As we walked to sit
down, an old lady was seated on a bench close
by. Bart commented, "Stop shaking, Barbara.
You're scaring the old lady."

The first thing I did was grab hold of Bart's arm.
He kept on trying to ease up my fingers. (He had
the indentations for quite awhile after the ride
was over because I had held on so tightly.)

"She probably had enough sense not to go on it
in the first place. That's why she's sitting there,"
I told him.
We sat down. It was quite awhile before I
stopped shaking and could start walking. Also, I
made it known to Bart that my stomach was
upset enough that we couldn't go on any other
ride right then. So we went out and sat under a
tree for awhile.

I buried my head in his shoulder as much as I
could. I kept my eyes closed very, very tight. I
could not look. My body became real tense, very
tight, and I started quivering. I didn't notice the
shaking at the beginning of this ride, but at the
end . . .

Bart never did think he'd made a mistake taking
me on that ride.

We went up to the top, and I knew we were
going to be shooting down. My body reacted. It
became very nervous and tense. I, of course,
never saw what we were going through; I just
felt it and imagined it. I cannot open my eyes on
a ride like that. They are glued shut.

I've already developed a lot of excuses I'll use
next time I get into a situation like that. l'll never
go on a ride like that again.
The merry-go-round is my speed.

The first drop gave us the momentum to go in
two complete upside-down loops very fast. I
remember only going upside down. Even though
my eyes were closed, I could also tell we next
went through a dark tunnel. I could see blinking
red lights through my closed eyelids.

In what order should the various topics be
approached?
The recording of an oral history, unlike a written
history, need not be highly organized, for two
reasons. First, we do not expect informal speech
to be highly structured; it captures our interest
for different reasons. Second, oral history, when
transcribed, can easily be reorganized and edited
into highly coherent written history. Thus the
sequence and priority of topics is not as critical
in oral history as they are in a written record.

My tenseness mounted. Even right now, talking
about it makes me nervous.
I have no idea how long the ride lasted, though
it seemed like a pretty long ride, because a lot of
things went on. After the tunnel, we went
through the spiral—sideways. The thing is, the
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to cover all of the topics on any one of these
agendas; then again, perhaps the informant may
not be in a talkative mood on all of these topics
and you will end early.

What this means in practical terms is that in
preparing for an interview, it is good to draw up
an agenda of topics you and your informant wish
to discuss; but once the interview has begun, it is
not important what the informant talks
about—as long as it is information you sense to
be a valuable part of his history. An agenda is a
useful guide, but it is alterable. Too-rigid
adherence to an agenda may hamper free
expression. Eventually you will likely get all the
information you and your informant agree to
discuss.

Anticipate the fact that when you begin (or are
early into) an interview, the conversation may
take off on a tangent. Follow the new direction
of the spontaneous moment. You can always
return to the planned agenda in a later interview.
What is the ideal physical arrangement for an
interview?

For a complete life story, a general overall plan
is certainly desirable. Many organizational
options are possible: a chronology (followed by
a treatment of special topics) or separate
chronological treatment of a number of
individual topics.

The best interviews take place where the
informant is comfortable and relaxed—usually
in his or her own home, office, or another
familiar setting.
A clip-on microphone is best. If you use a
microphone with a cord, place it on a soft or
padded surface or as close to the informant's
mouth as possible, without creating
awkwardness. Two or three feet from the
informant is ideal. A chair arm, a table, or a
bookshelf may be convenient.

The best plan is the one you sense will work for
you. After you have started the interview, you
may see reason to adjust your plan.
Study carefully a complete list of possible topics
for a personal history, and then make a decision
on how to organize a workable interview plan.
(See the chapter, "500 Topics for Personal
History" as an example of a fairly complete list
of topics.)

The interviewer should be a comfortable talking
distance away (from five to eight feet), and the
recorder machine should be conveniently
accessible to the interviewer, who will need to
give attention to the controls and to the tape
itself.

Here are sample agendas for 1–2 hour interview
sessions. Note that each focuses on a specific
topic or time period:

How does one conduct an effective interview?
What if the informant doesn't want to be
interviewed?

Earliest recollections
Childhood pastimes and activities
Public school—early years
Family activities
Decision to go on a mission
Induction into the military
Return home from service or mission
Meeting wife
Wedding, reception, adjustments to
in-laws
Church callings, middle years
Memorable spiritual experiences
Advice to posterity

It is natural for most people to feel apprehensive
and awkward at the beginning of an interview.
But generally you can easily put them at ease.
You should acknowledge their concern,
reassuring them that such feelings are natural
and that the awkwardness will likely disappear a
few minutes into the interview. This is usually
the case.
You might say something like
"You'll feel a little self-conscious at first, but

In a searching interview, you might not be able
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gratitude for the interest in their personal lives.

that will go away once we get talking."
"Yes, you'll sound different on tape, but that's
because you're used to hearing your voice from
'inside your head.' How you sound on tape is
how others hear you."

Some specific guidelines:
Avoid group interviews. If persons other than
the informant are present, get them to agree not
to talk, except by invitation.

"I've found that nearly all of the people I've
interviewed forget in a few minutes that the tape
recorder is even on."

Discourage the informants from relating history
before you have a chance to get the equipment
set up. Chat informally to put them at ease;
review topics you may talk about; communicate
your interest and enthusiasm. But discourage the
giving of the details you plan to record later.

"I've really been looking forward to hearing
about? . . ."
Sometimes, the less said, the better. Proceed
confidently to set up your equipment (as quickly
as possible) and arrange the setting (as simply as
possible). Your confidence will give the
informant confidence. Usually, the informant is
really pleased that you are interested in his or
her personal history; it’s just that being
interviewed is a very new experience for him or
her.

Avoid or minimize distractions, outside
noises, and potential interruptions.
If possible, place first on the agenda topics
you know the informant is most willing to
talk about. Most people are known to tell
certain stories or to reminisce on special
subjects. You could say, "What's that story you
tell about the night your father walked into the
canal on the way home from a church meeting?”
Or “Uncle Bill says you were quite an athlete in
your day.” Or, “Being a missionary in Europe
right after World War II must have been quite an
experience.”

If you anticipate real problems, exercise
patience. After you introduce the idea of taping a
person's history, let the idea settle for a few days
or weeks, but keep the notion in his or her mind.
Share, perhaps, a sample interview, transcribed
into writing, from other interviews you have
made. Express your eagerness and interest in
specific facts or events you know your informant
has told others about. It may be good to let him
or her talk about some of these briefly. If you
have already completed one interview with your
informant, bring a transcription of part of that
interview back to him soon. Seeing the polished
result of an informal interview is quite
encouraging.

If you are working for an agenda, let the
informant know there is no strong reason to
follow it to the letter. Most people you will
interview will think you are after certain special
information; assure them that that is not the
case: You want only those parts of their personal
history they are willing to share, in any order
that seems natural.

If the informant is an active Church member,
take with you selective quotes from the prophets
on the importance of compiling a personal
history. Share these with your informant.

Pose open-ended questions that encourage
lengthy, detailed, highly personal responses.
Probably no interviewing skill is more important
to a successful interview than that of asking the
right questions in the right way. Your practice
interviews should especially focus on learning
effective techniques of asking questions and
drawing out detailed responses.
• Avoid yes-no questions, except to confirm
factual information.
• Pose questions that draw out detail and

In my experience with hundreds of people
interviewed, no one has refused an
interview—though there have been some very
cold initial receptions. When the interviews have
been completed, all informants—even the
initially reluctant ones—have expressed deep
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remarkable . . . Yes, I see . . . Interesting!"
Nonverbal cues: leaning forward, an
occasional nod, facial expression, eye contact,
etc.
They give guidance:
Let's go back to your stay at Ft. Bragg.
Why did you say you liked your stay there so
much?"
"You said you could have been better
prepared to go on your mission. What did you
mean ?
"I'd like to hear more about how long it
took you to recover from your accident,
then let's talk about the girl you liked so
much at the time."
They draw out detail:
"Why did you like that sergeant so
much?" "What other playthings did you
make out of
cockleburs?" "Why did you decide not
to marry Colleen?"

genuine feeling:
"Why?"
"Tell me about . . ."
"How did that make you feel?"
"What do you remember about . . .?"
"Tell me exactly what happened."
"How were you able to . . .?"
"What kind of . . .?"
"What was . . . like ?"
• Don't hesitate to interrupt at natural pauses
to obtain a necessary fact or two—the spelling
of a word, a specific date, a full name, an
overlooked point.
Many guides to oral interviews discourage such
interruptions; however, if handled right, they aid
greatly in filling out important and accurate
details in the narrative. Such interruptions
should last no more than a few seconds; the
interviewer may have to help the informant pick
up his train of thought again.

Below are excerpts from two taped interviews.
Note two things:

Of course excessive interruption is disruptive;
but an occasional interruption is valuable and
may even enliven the interview.

The open-ended questions
The way in which the interviewer uses words
and other details as cues for the informant to
extend and fill out what he or she is relating

Keep your own comments to a minimum as long
as the informant continues to furnish valuable
material of a fairly detailed kind. It is a natural
impulse of the inexperienced interviewer to find
long pauses (a few seconds) awkward and
unproductive. However, such pauses are natural
as the informant reflects on what he or she might
say next or tries to sort out in the mind details he
or she wants to provide. As you gain experience
in interviewing, you will come to sense the
meaning of a longer pause: whether the
informants need stimulus to continue or whether
they will continue momentarily on their own.

Interview 1:
Interviewer:
Tell me about when you ran
through a glass door.
Informant:
I was about 13 years old . . . Not
realizing that the door was
closed, and not being able to see
that well, it being evening, I just
went right through the closed
glass kitchen door.
Interviewer:
What do you remember about
the impact itself?
Informant:
I don't remember anything at all.
Interviewer:
Have you any idea why you
don't?
Informant:
No, I really don't. I remember
only sitting down on the couch
across the room, looking at the
door, and thinking it was all a
dream: I couldn't have done

Respond freely to your informants’ remarks.
Certain kinds of continuous response from the
interviewer are necessary; a listener in any
conversation must give regular feedback, or the
conversation will become awkward. Your verbal
and nonverbal responses perform basically three
functions:
They show interest and enthusiasm:
Verbal cues: "Really?. . . That's
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Interviewer:

that, but I knew I had. Yet I
didn't remember going through
the glass. I remembered no
sound of glass falling or
anything.
Interviewer:
So you sat there, screaming for
your mother.
Informant:
Yes, my mother was there by
my side. My father came
running, on hearing the noise.
They picked me up. The front of
my thigh was cut pretty badly. I
also had a few cuts on my arms,
but that was all. . . . There I sat
on the operating table in the
emergency room for about
forty-five minutes, not receiving
any help from doctors or nurses.
Emergency was quite filled up.
Interviewer:
What were your sensations at
this point?
Informant:
I wasn't in very much pain. That
came later. I guess I was
reacting more to my mother's
and father's frustrations. . . .
Interviewer:
Frustrations?
Informant:
Yes, they were upset that a
doctor hadn't come. . . .
Interview 2:
Interviewer:
Informant:

Interviewer:
Informant:
Interviewer:
Informant:

Informant:
Interviewer:
Informant:

Interviewer:
Informant:

Interviewer:
Informant:
Interviewer:
Informant:

What nationality are you, by the
way?
I don't know. I had all Polish
names. There were some
German names here and there.
Probably mixed.
Your mother asked the soldiers .
..
To take us, and they took us.
Your feelings about all of this?
I was not really that frightened.
It was kind of youthful
excitement. I'd always wanted
to leave my town. I always read
books, you know, in libraries,
usually translated English
books; and I always wanted to
leave that coal mining region. I
felt I wanted to see the world,
and this was my chance.

Were you frightened at all? Did
you share your mother's concern
?
I was—It happened so fast that I
really didn’t have time.
How fluent were you in English
at this time?
I spoke Polish, my native
language; and I spoke German
because I was twelve years old
when the Germans came in, and
I went to a German school
afterwards.
So you were being sent out with
the Germans.
And we crossed the border into
Czechoslovakia. They let us off
at the convent. We stayed there
for two, three days. And we
heard in the news that the
Russians were coming closer
and closer there.
To Czechoslovakia.
Right. And . . .
What town in Czechoslovakia?
Bohumin. And my aunt, at that
time, gave us very good advice.
Oh, my mother had said, “Stay
there until the worst is over.
And then, when things settle
down, come back.” And she
stayed behind. And this was the
idea.

Encourage expression of feeling, but avoid
passing judgment on volunteered material.
One of the best ways to draw out feeling is to
indicate that you sense how the informant must
have felt:
“You must have been quite upset about that.”
“That must have been quite a disappointment.”
“You certainly remember that incident vividly.”
“You seem to think that was almost like a
miracle.”
Be alert to opportunities to discuss more
sensitive topics (usually later in the
interview).
Informants understandably are reluctant to talk
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interview.

about sensitive topics—often the very topics you
are most eager to find out about: handicaps,
disappointments, crises, serious mistakes, family
problems, personal failings, etc. Yet as you
show interest and respect for what your
informants have to say about other highly
personal things in their lives, in time they may
be willing to share many of the sensitive things
with you. Most people are eager to help others
profit from their own lessons in life.

Interviews that last too long may result in
fatigue, waning interest, or even resentment.
What kind of recording equipment is
necessary?
The kind and quality of equipment you use will
depend on what you plan to do with the tapes
you record: whether you want to store the tapes
as a permanent historical record, reproduce them
for others, transcribe their content and reuse
them, or play them frequently or only
occasionally.

Of course, many sensitive topics are better left
untouched altogether. You will sense this, at
times, in the course of the interview. Sometimes
you can find friends or relatives of informants
who can give you insight into areas of
informants lives that they would rather not talk
about themselves.

Inexpensive tape recorders usually do not give
satisfactory service—though it's better to use a
cheap machine than not to record any history at
all! Common problems are breakdowns, weak
motors, inconsistent signals, inadequate
microphone, fragility, and awkward playback
features for use in transcribing.

As you press the record button at the beginning
of the interview, make a mental note of the
approximate time (minus a couple of minutes)
that the tape will run out so that you don't have
to keep checking the cassette tape. In general,
minimize the time you must spend with physical
details of the interview.
End the interview on a positive note.

If you are serious about recording extensive oral
history, you would do well to pay more now in
order to obtain a recorder that will render
entirely satisfactory service for years. You won't
regret it in both the short or long run.

Express genuine appreciation for the cooperation
of informants. Tell them exactly why you
appreciate the history they have shared with you.
Arrange for further interviews, if they are in
your plans.

Here are some general guidelines to cassette tape
recording equipment:
"Commercial" Quality—$250–$500: Reasons
for such a purchase:
• Tapes will be professionally reproduced and
shared with family members.
• Tapes will be played repeatedly to large
groups, where excellent sound is required.
• Tapes will be stored as long-time history.

Write a note that tells the date of the interview
and the general topics touched on. Later, transfer
this information, along with the name of the
informant, to the cassette tape and the tape case.
Implicit in many of these suggestions is the use
of a notebook in which you record agendas,
interview notes, names, dates, places, and other
information pertinent to your oral interviews.

"Consumer" Quality—up to $125:
Reasons for such a purchase:
• Tapes will be transcribed but not reproduced.
• Tapes will be transcribed into writing but not
preserved.
• Tapes may be shared with a few individuals,
in small groups at most.

How long should an interview last?
A long, comfortable interview normally will last
from one to two hours. Much depends on the
interest, personality, and health of the informant,
as well as on the physical setting of the

If you plan to use your machine to transcribe the
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spoken message into writing, one feature is
essential: your recorder must have either a hold
or pause switch or a microphone switch. These
features simply enable you to stop the tape
without using the stop or play switches. The
hold or pause switch is typically a conveniently
placed spring switch that locks and releases
easily, not interrupting the electrical current to
the motor.

The tapes you select for use will depend, to an
extent, on your purposes. The least expensive
tapes nearly always give unsatisfactory service:
they run noisily, they frequently jam, they record
sound that is of poor quality, and the cartridge
cannot be taken apart for repair. Never use such
tapes.
A medium-quality tape is satisfactory for
general use if you do not plan to store it
permanently but only wish to transcribe from it.

The battery-operated recorder. Most recorders
operate on either batteries or regular electrical
current. However, the use of batteries, except in
unusual settings, is discouraged. Batteries are
unpredictable; the voice signal distorts when the
batteries begin to run down; and the batteries
require constant checking. If you do use
batteries, it is better to use the alkaline variety,
and keep track of hours of use so you’ll know
when the battery is ready to die.

If you plan to preserve your tapes, you will need
to buy high quality tapes designed precisely to
assure good sound. Explain to a knowledgeable
store clerk your need. Shop around. Watch for
specials. Buy several tapes at a time when you
find a good price.
Hour-long tapes—one-half hour on each
side—are best. Longer tapes are necessarily
thinner, and there is danger of the voice
transferring from one track to another, as well as
general deterioration.

Microphone. An extension microphone (on a
separate cord) is usually best, though some
high-quality machines do have good built-in
mikes, though even these deteriorate over time.
Use a microphone that picks up and permits
replay of clear, audible sound with minimal
interference. You can probably obtain an
extension microphone for your machine at a
local electronics store.

Also, you should buy tapes that allow you to
take the holder apart conveniently should they
break or jam. Such tapes have small screws on
each corner; cheaper tapes typically are glued
together.

Extension cord. Always carry a ten-foot
extension cord with you.

Duplicating. Tapes can be duplicated or
transferred to higher-quality (or new) cassettes
directly (without use of microphones). Machines
can be hooked together for sound transfer. You
may be able to locate a facility where high-speed
duplication is done for a small fee. (A long tape
can be duplicated in just two or three minutes at
such a facility.)

Using the machine. Become thoroughly
acquainted with your recorder before you
attempt to use it in a serious interview session.
Note ideal tone and volume control settings.
Learn to use your tape recorder with confidence:
become familiar with the on, off, hold-pause,
record and play switches, and also the
microphone switch, if one exists. Practice using
your equipment—in interviews with friends or
family—until running it becomes virtually
automatic to you.

How can recorded tapes best be
organized and preserved?
Write the name of the informant, the time and
place of the interview, topics covered, and the
amount of tape used on each recorded tape. Do
this as soon after the interview as possible. This
information may escape you, or you may forget

Expensive machines may have foot controls and
headsets that facilitate the transcription process.
Which recording tapes are best to use?
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what is on the tape.
The space provided on the cassette itself may be
adequate for writing down this information; but
you may wish to type orprint the information on
a special stick-on label, which you can attach to
the cassette itself, to the case, or to both.
Tapes should be stored on their narrow edge in a
cool, dry place where temperatures are relatively
even.
Carry- and storage-cases for several cassettes at
once are convenient. Shop around for a type that
suits your needs and tastes.

How does one go about transcribing
and editing oral history to make it into
good written history?
Oral history can be quite easily turned into
excellent written history. The process is
time-consuming and requires patience and skill.
But the product is more than worth the effort.
A skilled transcriber-editor can create a highly
coherent, well-organized manuscript that retains
authentically (and often enhances) everything
the informant has said. The questions and
promptings of the interviewer are easily deleted;
little evidence remains that the history was not
written in the first place.
In short, transcription of oral interviews is
highly valuable; the written record is a more
permanent, usable history. And nearly any
serious or amateur historian can, with patient
and persistent practice, learn that process.
The process of transcribing and editing is
described in the section of this book entitled
"How to Transcribe and Edit Oral History."
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know-how, plus some sustained practice. The
purpose of this guide is to help you learn these
skills more efficiently.

A Guide for Transcribing
and Editing Oral History

The process of transcription and editing can be
divided into six steps:

Why should oral history be transcribed into
writing?

1. Transcription of the recorded tape
2. Editing the transcription into coherent writing
(A skilled editor can combine steps 1 and 2 into
a single step, by editing directly from a
recording rather than from a written
transcription.)
3. Proofing (checking the transcription against
the tape) and final editing
4. Reviewing the transcription with the
informant
5. Preparing the final copy
6. Making the history available to others

History recorded on cassette or reel-to-reel
recording tape is unique:
• It features the actual voice of the informant,
with all the inflections and other qualities of
natural voice and setting.
• It includes such attractive qualities as
laughter, asides, pauses, and other features of
spontaneous conversation.
• It retains the questions and the reactions of
the interviewer.

What equipment will you need?

In short, oral history is the closest thing to a live
interview that a historian can preserve. The tape
recorder is a remarkable instrument, for it is an
excellent device for preserving authentic
personal history.

Ideal equipment is a typewriter or, preferably, a
word processor, as well as playback equipment
with a control that will enable you to start, stop,
rewind or fast-forward your tape by use of a foot
pedal. Because such playback equipment may
cost several hundred dollars, most amateur
historians use a word processor and a relatively
inexpensive cassette or reel-to-reel recorder.
One feature on the recorder is nevertheless,
almost essential: the pause feature.

However, a tape recording is not a permanent,
easy-to-distribute, or efficient historical record
for the amateur historian. Tapes must be
maintained and stored carefully. The guaranteed
life of even expensive tapes is no more than
fifteen or thirty years unless they are stored
under optimum conditions. Reproduction,
distribution and use of recording tapes also
entail much time and expense.

The pause button is simply a switch (usually a
spring-and-lock mechanism) that enables you to
stop and start the tape without shutting off the
motor of your machine or using the stop and
play switches. The pause switch saves wear and
tear on your machine and makes the
transcription process much easier. A
microphone switch may also perform this
function.

While it is strongly advised that some personal
history be preserved on recording tapes, a
written history is superior in so many ways that
probably all recorded tapes of important
interviews should also be transcribed and edited
into written history.

A tape counter is also useful, though not
necessary. With it, you can note specific points
on your tape, to which you can return with ease.

Even though it is well worth the time and effort,
the task of transcription and editing is not an
easy one, as you will learn. Like any other
technical skill, it requires some technical

Of course, the transcription may be done in
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fireplace—the fire was in the center of the
wall—and on each side of the fireplace, there
was a bookshelf that came about five feet up.
And then up above the fireplace, there was a
great big round mirror. And John would get up
on the east side, and I'd get up on the west. And
we'd climb up on the bookcase, and each of us
would sit on the top, and we thought that was so
much fun. Who knows why? We'd look in the
mirror and look around the room from there.
We thought that was neat, 'cause we were little,
and it was an adventure.

handwriting, as well as typewriting. A skilled
stenographer may even prefer to transcribe in
shorthand and then later write out and edit that
record into readable history.
How long does transcription take?
At first, you may take from five to ten hours to
transcribe and edit a single hour of recorded
history. (Of course, much depends on the
speaking rate of the interviewer.) With practice,
you should be able to reduce transcription time
to about three hours for each hour of tape.

A more satisfactory transcription is a carefully
edited, coherent synthesis of everything the
informant says—still in the informant's own
words, of course. Omission of the interviewer's
questions is also advisable in transcriptions for
family use. The questions can be implied in the
informant's answers, with little or often even no
revision of the informant's words.

Should the transcription be word for word
(verbatim)?
Professional historians (who work with
"institutional" history) usually recommend near
verbatim transcription of oral history—the
interviewer's questions as well as the informant's
responses. However, transcriptions of this type
usually aren't very interesting to anyone but
historians, whose work it is to examine and
interpret with professional scrutiny.

Also omitted are conversational fillers,
repetitions, and other words that make little
sense in writing or that are inappropriate:
you know
and . . . and
uh . . . uh . . . uh
as I was saying . . .
he said . . . and then he said . . .
yes, yes well . . .
you know what I mean?

Here is an excerpt from a verbatim transcription
of a typical family interview:
Question: What is your first memory from your
childhood?
Answer: It would probably be of the house that
we lived in. That was on 341 North 3rd West in
Provo. I remember things like the doorknobs
and the, what do you call it?—the brass part,
the square part that goes around the door knob,
and the key—the skeleton key—used a skeleton
key. I saw it on the door—saw the skeleton keys.

Yeahs and uh-huhs will be changed to yes's;
nope's and nah's to no.
Here is the same excerpt, edited from verbatim
expression into polished text:
I remember the house we lived in at 341 North
3rd West in Provo. I remember the door, the
door knobs, the brass square around the
doorknob, and the skeleton key used to turn the
lock. The house had wooden floors.

Question: What did the doorknob look like?
Answer: Well, it was brass, and it had a little
brass square around it, with a hole, with a
skeleton key that turned it. And it had wooden
floors. Oh, one thing: this was not when I was
young, but John and I used to . . . oh, there was
this . . . a fireplace. And on each side of the

I remember one thing I did when I was not too
young. There was a fireplace in the house, in the
center of the wall. And on each side of the
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fireplace was a bookshelf that came up about
five feet. Up above the fireplace there was a
great big round mirror. John would get on the
east side, and I would get on the west; then we'd
climb up the bookcase. Each of us would sit at
the top, and we thought that was so much fun.
Who knows why? We'd look in the mirror and
look around the room. We thought that was
neat, because we were little, and it was an
adventure.

Here is an example of a text that shows editing
changes made during transcription:
About 1929, I bought a new banjo—an
Epiphone Recording—in Great Falls. I don’t
remember exactly when. Probably about 1920.
I remember I paid about $275 for it, plus $35
for the case. You’d probably pay about $1000
or $1500 for one now, if you could get one. I
went to Great Falls and ordered it.
At the time we’d bought it, we'd gone up to
Canada to a big rodeo celebration—the
Frontier Rodeo, a country get-together. We’d
play[ed] for the rodeo, in the bandstand. Then,
at night, we’d play for the dances, three dance
nights and two days. That weekend, each of us
came back with $135. Several of the musicians
had kept after me to get a better instrument, one
with a resonator. Without a resonator, people
behind the instrument got most of the noise. All
my sound on the new instrument resonated
forward.

As you begin to practice transcribing, you may
want to prepare and work from verbatim
excerpts. With the text in front of you, you will
be able to edit more deliberately. Transcribing a
variety of informants will give you needed
varied experience.

What, exactly, is the process of
transcription?
The process of transcription varies, of course,
from individual to individual, but here is
typically how it goes:

We bought our instruments and orchestration
from a music store in Great Falls—I forget the
name—a kind of wholesale house that sold
instruments to schools, etc. So I went there. At
that time, all the little towns had baseball teams
that were quite competitive. They were quite
competitive. Joe Young and I went down to get
some baseball equipment, and I brought this
[the] banjo back with me. Some of the little
towns like Zurich would bring a man in to pitch
for them—find him a job or something.

Listen to a short segment of the tape—as much
as you can recall with certainty.
Write that segment down immediately. If you
are editing simultaneously, make slight changes
necessary to create fluent, effective written
expression. Often you will need to listen to two
or three sentences—perhaps more—in order to
grasp the full intended meaning; then you can
combine these into one or two fluent sentences.

The new banjo really made a difference, of
course. I played on rare occasions with other
orchestras in Havre who wanted a banjo.

Word processors, of course, are ideal for this
work. Editing on the screen is easy, though at
first you may want to edit on a printout.

Doesn't editing the informant's words change
the style and meaning of the informant?

Double-space your transcription; if you think a
lot of editing may be necessary, triple-space.
And leave generous margins (at least an inch) on
both the right and left sides of the page. These
spaces will allow you (and your informant) to
insert or rearrange words and phrases (and even
sentences) that need to be revised.

Not really. A skilled editor will actually enhance
the informant's remarks—make them sound
more like the informant would in careful
conversation or in informal writing. That is
precisely the responsibility—and the test—of a
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good editor: to be able to combine, rearrange,
emphasize, delete, and otherwise rework what
another has spoken or written so that the
intended meaning emerges, in language as
authentically close to that of the speaker or
writer as possible. Thus, in transcribing and
editing, you will retain all of the speaker's
essential wording—as many of the informant's
words as possible—and shape the written text
only in ways that cause it to retain precisely the
informant's meaning and intent.

symbols whose purpose it is to convey, as
closely as possible, the spoken message of the
informant. Writing is characterized by such
conventions as complete sentences, punctuation
that reflects voice intonations, precise choice of
words, clear logical flow, paragraph division,
and other established "rules."
The point is that informal conversation,
precisely transcribed, rarely meets the criteria of
effective writing. The process of working
recorded speech into effective communication is
called editing. As an "oral historian," is a skill
you will need to learn.

Whether you edit well or not is easy to measure:
Let another person, preferably the informant,
listen to the recording, while following your
transcribed text. Insist that the other person keep
in mind two questions:

If you do not feel confident in such matters, you
may wish to obtain the services of an
experienced writer, a family member or friend
who has these skills, or even a professional
editor.

Does the written text sound like the informant?
Does the writing say fully and accurately what
the informant meant?

What are some of the specific "rules" or
principles you should follow when editing?

How can you achieve a high degree of skill in
transcribing and editing?
Practice, practice, practice! Transcribe short
excerpts of personal history from a variety of
informants—children, parents, spouse, friends,
other students of oral history. Make
transcriptions. Submit them to the suggested
tests. Compare your performance with the work
of others, perhaps with transcriptions of the
same tapes by other persons.

1. An editor merely rearranges the speech units
into continuous, coherent, precise, and
otherwise readable text. Therefore, retain all
essential words and phrases, and keep most
sentences intact. Change as little as possible
while still conforming to the conventions of
effective, edited writing.
If, from context or other evidence, you feel
certain that the informant used a word or phrase
that did not mean what he or she intended, go
ahead and make a change, substituting words the
informant would likely also use. In other words,
make sure that all wording is "in character" with
the informant.

Students who practice the skills of transcription
and editing usually report rapid, marked
progress, along with some of the frustration that
comes with learning any new skill.
What effect does editing have on a spoken
message that is transcribed into writing?

2. Combine all essential wording into simple,
direct sentences of varied length and
construction.

Speech and writing are, in many ways, quite
different communication mediums.
Conversational speech is spontaneous, loosely
structured expression marked by pauses,
emphasis, varied pitch, and some repetition. By
contrast, edited writing is a set of permanent

Some informants speak naturally in complete,
well-structured sentences, adding bits and pieces
of sentences only occasionally as afterthoughts.
Other informants speak either in highly
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picked commercially for a neighbor, you had to
use the regular baskets, and round them up, too.
Those buckets would weigh nearly fifty pounds.

fragmented sentences or in "run-on"
sentences—sentences connected by series of
ands, thens and other colloquial connectors. In
either case, your task is mainly to compose
complete sentences that retain the basic
language style of the informant. In writing,
certain kinds of sentence fragments are
appropriate; they needn't always be edited out.

2. Write, on a separate sheet, a list of all main
topics; from these come the headings that will
be used for your completed manuscript. "Field
work" may not be a main topic in the final
manuscript in which the above excerpt will go.
It may fall under a broader, closely related topic,
like "farm work" or "working for Dad."

The sentence-creating process (the basic work
of an editor) consists usually of identifying the
most important segments of speech, and then
combining them into clear, logically related
sentences.

3. Cut into pieces all of the labeled sections of
the narrative that are not logically continuous.
Sort these into piles—one pile for each of the
main subject headings you wrote down, or one
pile for each closely related subheading. By
contrast, if material on one topic is too long or
bulky, you may wish to create separate headings
or subheadings.

3. Divide the written narrative into logical
paragraphs. Divide the paragraphs into larger
logical parts, each with a descriptive heading.
Most oral narration of any length is
"discontinuous"—that is, the speaker, from time
to time, digresses from the set topic or relates
events and feelings in a disjointed way—adding,
regressing, repeating or otherwise interrupting
his or her narrative. An informant may even, in
a later interview, return to a previously
discussed topic, adding relevant details and
observations.

4. Put into continuous, logical sequence all cut
pieces under a given topic. You may need to add
some transitional words or phrases.
Tape the pieces of narrative together, or staple
them onto separate, full sheets of paper.
5. Assemble, in a logical order, all sections of
your full manuscript.

As an editor, you can help the reader by drawing
together, under a clear heading, all information
on a specific event or topic. If discontinuity
occurs in a brief passage (a page or two), much
of the drawing together can be done right on the
transcribed page by combining and rearranging
sentences (or even paragraphs). Circles and
arrows are convenient directors, as used in the
last edited passage above. In a longer text (such
as transcriptions from several interviews),
scissors and transparent tape are very helpful.
The process goes something like this:

6. You are now ready for final editing and then a
typist.
Note: This process can also be done through
“cut” and “paste” commands on a word
processor, once the “pieces” have been labeled.
This process illustrated:
Still, the challenge of tying the content of the
scraps of paper into a coherent narrative seemed
overwhelming; there were sometimes more than
a dozen scraps on a single topic.

1. Scan the transcribed text, jotting in the
left-hand margin each separate topic the
informant has taken up. Here is an example:

Several years ago, I conducted a three-hour
interview with an aunt in three or four separate
recording sessions. In addition, she related

We used to pick potatoes in waterbuckets or
anything else that would hold potatoes. If you
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several stories while riding in an automobile,
which stories I also recorded.
The transcribed manuscript was seventeen pages
long (double-spaced on legal-size paper).
I scanned through the manuscript, writing in the
left-hand margin a topic label at each point
where the topic of discussion changed. There
emerged about a dozen different topics:
childhood play
Dad
early childhood
early school
herding cows
high school
household chores
job in Idaho Falls

Mother
move from Vernal
teenage activities
work in the fields

I stapled all of the pieces onto another legal-size
sheet of paper; the six topics fell into a natural
order, as listed above.
I then photocopied the stapled sheets so as to
have a smooth sheet on which I could do final
editing.

At this point, I cut the manuscript into forty-four
separate pieces, which varied in length from one
and a half pages to several pieces that were
only one or two lines long.

After I had added a few editing marks, the
history was ready for my mother to type as final
copy for printing.

Fearful that these pieces might not fit into any
organizational plan, I nevertheless sorted them
into piles. I found that my aunt had commented
on only four periods of her early life and on two
major general topics:

The final, printed narrative, 10 single-spaced
pages, bears hardly any evidence that the history
was not originally a polished piece of
continuous writing by my aunt herself.

Vernal
Woodville: Work
Woodville: School and early teens
Later teens: Work in Idaho Falls
Mother
Dad

Of course, I now do all of this editing nearly
effortlessly on a word processor, though major
organizational work still is best done on printed
copy.
Here is an excerpt from my aunt’s history. The
underlined text indicates where the original
paragraph was joined to a separate segment of
the narrative.

Surprisingly, the scraps fell into place easily. In
fact, only rarely did I have to add transitional
words!
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Wesley and I got there, he told me to go in and
Woodville: Work
help get dinner on while he unhitched the
When we arrived at Woodville, we
horses. I went in to help Edna Hurst, and I saw
stayed at Aunt Gustie's for awhile. Then we
on the stove what I thought was a big pan of
moved into a little house when our furniture
dirty water. So I went to the door and gave it a
came. When Dad came, we bought a little farm.
fling, and she cried out, "Oh, my currant juice!"
We kids used to have to herd cows,
She'd picked currants, cleaned and sieved them,
down this lane and that lane, and on the
and that was the juice.
highway, in the borrow pits. While the cows
When Rulon was a boy, I practically lived
were feeding, we'd make little houses in the
with Wesley and Velma. When they moved onto
banks out of cockleburs. We even made the
that ranch out at Riverview, I just hated to go
furniture for the houses. We often went
out there, it was so hot and dry. When they lived
swimming in the canal. But Dad usually had
at the other ranch, Wesley had a tooth pulled
outside work for us to do—fieldwork, a lot of
and got an infection all over his head. Velma
weeding.
had to stay with him up at Idaho Falls, and so
By the time we got workable age, Don
Mother told me to go take care of their family
and the other boys were gone. Dad would say to
for about a week and a half. I was about
Mother, "1 need the girls today." Mother would
fourteen or so. I took care of all the kids. But
tell us, "You'd better go out and help your dad."
mostly all I can remember is field
Mother would always want me to help Wesley
work—thinning beets, hoeing potatoes, planting
tromp hay and do other things. So I was always
potatoes, milking cows.
going down. Once, when I arrived at Wesley's,
he asked if I'd mind going down and helping
Proofing and final editing
Sidney that day. "Well, I'm here. I may as well."
You are now ready to put the final touches on
your transcribed history. Prior to typing or

Oh, I hated that job, tromping hay. When
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would take me to the St. Charles Hotel in
Brooklyn. I counted on enjoying myself. This
wasn't the first time I had been back East, and I
wasn't afraid of taking the trip alone. (I had
been informed by the airport officials that a
limousine would meet me at the airport and take
me to the St. Charles Hotel, 51 Clark Street, in
Brooklyn, New York.) I arrived in La Guardia
Airport at about three-thirty in the morning.
There I was, with all my baggage to take with
me, but the plane had arrived a little bit late.
There was no limousine waiting, only a great
big bus. So I thought that was what I was
supposed to take. I got on; then suddenly I
realized that it was not going to the (St.Charles
Hotel) in Brooklyn.

handwriting the final, press-ready copy, there
are several things you can yet do:
1. Perhaps listen to the taped interview again,
checking it carefully against your written
transcription. Confirm precise wording and
intended meaning. There will be a few changes,
usually minor ones.
This is a time-consuming step. You yourself will
have to be the judge of its value. Perhaps you
can persuade another person, someone
interested in the history, to complete this step.
2. Let the informant review your transcription,
making deletions, additions, and changes he or
she judges advisable. I have a folder of
"unprintables"—brief stories and comments that
my informants, on reading the manuscript,
thought best not to share with other family
members.

3. Make a final check that the text is fully ready
for final typing or printing. Check such things as
spelling
grammar and mechanics (punctuation,
capitalization, etc.)
typing, handwriting or copy errors
format: indentation, headings, spacing, etc.
precision in wording; transitions; sentence
sense, etc.

Important: Always retain a photocopy of any
manuscript you loan—at any stage in the
preparation of your history.
Below are a few paragraphs from an interview
that the informant herself edited and filled out
when the interviewer had furnished her with a
transcription. Her additions are in parentheses.

Preparing the final copy
Your transcribed history is now finally ready to
be typed or handwritten.

In (October of) 1952, I took a trip to Germany
to be with my husband while he was in the
service. We had been married that spring, but I
had to wait six months before I could join him
overseas.

In either case, copy should carry one-inch
margins, with margins slightly wider on the side
that will be bound. To conserve paper,
single-spacing is preferable; if single-spacing is
used, double-spacing between paragraphs will
make the page more attractive and readable.

(I had been living with my parents in
Providence, Utah, before going to Germany.
My parents, my sister Rhonda, and another
good friend, Donna Rogers, were at the airport
in Salt Lake City.) My mother was quite
frightened at my getting on that plane in Salt
Lake City, but I was quite eager. I thought it
would be quite an adventure. My parents, my
sister, and one of my friends put me on the
plane. I expected that when I arrived in New
York City, there would be a limousine that

The final copy should be cleanly typed or
printed from a computer in a dark, legible
characters.
Always make at least two or three reproductions
of this copy for safety's sake.
Make all copies on acid-free paper!
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Making the history available to others
Initially, you may not be sure how many people
will want copies of the transcribed history.
Announce your history in advance to potentially
interested parties. As part of the announcement,
include an order form on which you request the
following information:
Name and address of the person ordering
Number of copies desired
The cost, including postage and handling
(mailing envelope, etc.)
Wait a few weeks for orders, and then make
follow-up contact with those who have failed to
submit an order.
If you plan to recover your printing costs,
request that readers pre-pay their orders before
you print the final copies.
Shop around for the best printing quality and
prices. Examine the work of other amateur
historians who are trying to achieve the same
ends as you.

Interviewer:

Insist that all printing be on acid-free paper.

Informant:

Perhaps donate a copy to a local library. Most
libraries are interested in biographies of local
residents.

Interviewer:
Informant:

Additional examples of verbatim vs. edited
histories
The excerpt below is a continuation of the first
interview cited in this chapter.
Verbatim
Informant:
Interviewer:
Informant:

light colors. That's about it:
light colors and skirt. And that's
about all. Oh, I was going to tell
you about the sink. One of the
most vivid memories I have of
that whole house is our
sink—kitchen sink—and it was
high for me. I don't know how
high it was. It was one of those
old—what do you call
it?—bungalows, brick
bungalows. With a porch in the
front. And it had . . . the sink
seemed like a nightmare to me. I
remember it had two sinks, one
on each side. And they were
white, that white ceramic stuff.
And deep—deep . . . white—is
it enamel?—it was all
scratched. It was almost gray
because of the years the
utensils, the dishes and
everything, the pans, that hit it.
It was grey and dingy. I
remember that sink really well.
And the cabinet was old.
How did you get in a position to
see the sink?
I helped with the dishes. I stood
on a chair and helped with the
dishes a lot.
How old were you then?
I don't know. Little kids do that
from the time they are two years
old, I think. Momma stands
them on the chair and teaches
them housework.

Edited
I remember the kitchen sink and Mom working
around it. I remember Mom as being big, and I
remember her skirt and light colors. That's about
all.

Do you want to hear more about
the house?
Yes.
I remember the kitchen sink
really well. This sounds dumb,
but I remember Mom as big,
and I remember her skirt and

One of my most vivid memories of that house is
the kitchen sink. I don't know how high it was,
but it was high for me. (The house was a brick
bungalow with a front porch.) The sink seemed
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like a nightmare to me. I remember it had two
sinks, one on each side, and they were
white—that white ceramic, and scratched. And
deep: deep and narrow, kind of long but narrow.
They were almost gray because of the utensils,
the dishes, and the pans that had hit them over
the years. The sink was gray and dingy. I used to
help with the dishes; I stood on the chair. From
the time kiddies are about two years old, mamas
do that; Mama stands them on a chair and
teaches them housework.
The following brief excerpt is helpful because it
shows a contrast between heavy editing
(necessary for the early part of the interview)
and light editing (necessary for the latter part).

Interviewer:
Becky:
Interviewer:
Becky:
Interviewer:
Becky:
Interviewer:

Becky:

Early Recollections
Rebecca Heaton Peterson
Early Interview
Verbatim
Interviewer: What do you first remember in
your life?
Becky:
Well, I think one of the earliest
memories I can bring to mind
right now is of driving with my
grandmother when I was very
small, being at her house
visiting, going in an old, old car
that they had—I guess it wasn't
that old then, but . . .
Interviewer: Where did you live at the time?
Becky:
I lived in Monticello.
Interviewer: Utah?
Becky:
Yes.
Interviewer: Do you have any idea how old
you were?
Becky:
I must have been about three, I
think, or maybe four.
Interviewer: What do you remember?
Becky:
I was visiting with her—that's in
Bicknell, Utah, where she
lives—and we were driving up
town, and mostly I just have in
mind a memory in my mind of
how my grandmother was. She
was a very small woman, and
she had all these cushions that
she would pull out when she

would drive, because my
grandfather was quite a bit
larger. And so she would sit on
these cushions and drive up
town, really slow.
Which grandmother was this?
My mother's mother.
Her name?
Janet Larson.
Grandmother Larson?
Yes.
Anything more about those
visits in the car with your
grandmother?
It was an old Chrysler.

Edited
One of the earliest memories I can bring to mind
is of driving with my Grandmother Larson in
Bicknell, Utah, where she lived. She had an old
Chrysler—it seemed old then, but I guess it
really wasn't. Our family lived in Monticello. I
must have been about three years old, maybe
four. Grandmother was a very small woman, and
she had all of these cushions that she would pull
out when she drove, because my grandfather
was quite a bit larger. So she would sit on the
cushions and drive up town, usually really
slowly.
I have a lot of memories of my grandmother,
from a very young age.
Late Interview
Interviewer: Anything else about that that
you remember?
Becky:
Not that particular instance. I
have a lot of other memories
with my grandmother, at a very
young age.
Interviewer: What other things do you
remember from your earliest
years?
Becky:
I remember in kindergarten, I
guess it was—I can't remember
much before my school years,
but I have a lot of memories
from about five years on. One
thing I remember—let's see,
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Interviewer:
Becky:

Interviewer:
Becky:

there was a boy in my
kindergarten class that has stuck
with me, because I'm a teacher
now, and so I look back over my
education years. There was a
boy in my kindergarten class
who—one day for punishment,
he was made to wear a dress to
school. And I remember how
some of us, you know, in our
class treated him rather cruelly,
I hate to admit.
Such as?
Just teasing him, making fun,
and calling him a girl, helping
along with what his mother
intended to do in the first place.
What else do you remember
about your kindergarten years?
I remember something else that
was kind of traumatic for me at
the time. I used to walk home
with my sister for lunch. And
we had a recess right before
lunch one day, and the bell rang
for us to come in. And usually
we didn't stay out until the bell
rang, but this day we did. And I
had confused the bell with
meaning that it was time to go
home. So I went down to where
I usually wait for my sister, and
she didn't ever show up, and so
finally I decided to just go
home. I got home. I guess it
must have been about eleven or
so, and Mom started
questioning me about why I was
home so early and what had
happened. And I said, "Well,
you know, we just got out early.
I don't know what happened."
When my sister came home and
we went back to lunch, the
teacher—I guess it must have
been first grade—my teacher
came up to me and said, "Well,
what happened to you after

lunch, after recess?" I started
crying, because I'd gotten all
confused.
Edited
I also remember kindergarten. I can't remember
much before my school years, though I do have
a lot of memories from about five years on. I
remember one thing—a boy in my kindergarten
class that has stuck with me, because I'm a
teacher now, and I look back over my own
education years. He came to class one day
wearing a dress as punishment. And I remember
how some of us in the class treated him rather
cruelly, I hate to admit. We teased him, made
fun of him, called him a girl—helping along
with what his mother intended in the first place.
I remember something else that was quite
traumatic for me. I must have been in the first
grade at the time. I used to walk home with my
sister for lunch. One day, at recess, just before
lunch, the bell rang for us to come in. We
usually didn't stay out until the bell rang, but
this day we did. I confused the bell with
meaning it was time to go home.
So I went down to where I usually waited for my
sister, and she never showed up. I finally
decided to go home. When I got home, at about
eleven o'clock or so, Mom started questioning
me about why I was home so early and what had
happened. I said, "Well, we just got out early. I
don't know what happened." When my sister
came home and we went back to lunch, my
teacher came up to me and asked, "What
happened to you after recess?" I started crying,
because I'd gotten all confused.
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of excellent personal history. All good writing is
hard to do, but concise pieces of writing are
easier for most people to compose than long,
elaborate works. In fact, virtually all books and
other long pieces of writing are composed a few
pages, or a chapter (or less), at a time. Most
professional writers work four or five hours a
day, sometimes on more than one project.

Writing Personal History
through Essays and Episodes
Many writers of personal history have
discovered that the easiest, most enjoyable, and
effective way to write their personal histories is
in the form of a number of short, separate pieces
of writing—essays, individual stories,
reflections, descriptions, and even poetry and
other types of creative efforts.

For these reasons, many people choose to write
their history as a series of essays, episodes, or
other short pieces. These writers report success
in leaving a record of their life for posterity.

The advantages of this "bits and pieces"
approach to writing a life story are more obvious
than one might suppose.

Here are three excerpts from personal histories
written as short essays. The first is part of
Sandra Kirk's vivid recollections of her
childhood home, prompted by a recent visit to
that home. Note especially the richness of
authentic details.

First, a short piece of writing is much easier to
compose than a "complete" life history. There is
no "large-project" organizational challenge; a
short piece can be composed in one-half to two
or three hour sessions; topics for writing are
easy to think up; and composing a short piece of
writing brings an immediate sense of completion
and accomplishment.

We parked the car east of Sambo's
Restaurant and walked to our old home.
The now vacant, small, brown frame
house, the yard of wild dry grass and
weeds, and the piles of junk were
foreign to what we used to see. Yet even
in its present state, the setting did bring
back to my mind and heart a picture of
what used to be.

Second, short pieces are generally more
personal, more detailed, more sharply
focused—and hence usually more interesting
and meaningful. A short piece is simply better
history than most longer accounts. In a longer
history, the writer tends to deal only with major
life happenings; the less momentous, but often
more significant thoughts, feelings and
experiences are sometimes passed over too
quickly or are passed over altogether.

I remember Sunday afternoons spent
driving through the east foothills of
Provo looking at houses other people
lived in, most of them larger and more
elegant than ours. It seemed to me a
curious pastime, this weekly drive, yet a
pleasant one, with the whole family in
the car and a good chance for a
lemonflake ice cream cone on the way
home.

Third, short excerpts from one's life are inferior
to a long personal history in only one minor
way: they do not give a compact, general
overview of one's life. But that defect is easily
overcome: a concise life summary, or even a
thorough chronology, will fill that need. (See
"How to Write a Concise History of Your Life"
and "Personal and Family Chronologies".)

When we would arrive back at our
home, it always looked good to me. Our
house was clean white and square, with
one large window on each side of the
front door. I always thought it looked
like a face—those windows, the eyes
and the door, the nose. Mom and Dad
bought the house and deep lot in 1937,

Last, if you persist at your task—producing a
two- or three-page piece of writing every week
or two—in just a year or two, you will have
composed one hundred to several hundred pages
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expressing his doubts and problems.
When I realized that he was coming to
me because I would listen and
understand as best I could, then I
realized how much my encouragement
meant to him. When he saw me as a
support, a new me was born. I learned
that I could reach out to others; my life
would be tawdry and empty if I didn't
give.

five years before I was born, for $1,050.
Dad poured the long cement driveway to
the west of the house and, with his dad,
built a fine wooden garage.
I was surprised today to see how close
the two huge poplar trees were to the
back door of the house. Dad had planted
those two trees. They were my
"tricky-bars," where I hung by my knees
or chinned myself. They also supported
my chain swing that I would twist up
tight in and spin myself dizzy-sick or
shinny up one chain and slide down
fireman style with blisters on my dirty
hands to prove I had made it to the top. I
felt that if I stayed as far away as the
trees from the back door, Mom wouldn't
call me to come in and finish my work.

It was as if a thirst had been satisfied,
and I was able to offer my cup to
another. My friends became a very
important part of the experience that led
me to dedicate my life to service. It
wasn't from the pulpit that I learned
love, service, sacrifice, and forgiving,
but from finding a friend and then
becoming a friend.

Emma Moon describes how, "starved for
friends," she found a friend who needed a friend:

The following descriptive piece is not so
expressly personal. It's a description of a town
the writer had visited:

One afternoon, Bill stopped and talked
to me in the hall. His interest was
genuine. That was the beginning of a
slow dawning of light into my world.
Through Bill I met Suzanne, John,
Duane, Rita, and Paul. Then there were
multitudes of acquaintances—people
who shared smiles, hellos, and small
talk. Some of these people were
confident and relaxed, but most were, to
some degree, also searching for
acceptance, warmth, and security.

It is a rare tourist who comes to Pachino
for Pachino's sake. More often one
happens into the town because one has
simply lost the beaten path. The Pachino
countryside awaits patiently, blossoming
into a unique display of elements for the
vacationer who unknowingly has found
a treasure. Hedges of prickly pear,
palms, and other cactus plants let out
their exotic fruits and bright, crimson,
yellow-orange flowers. Tiny lizards skirt
out from volcanic masses of stone.
Seldom, if ever, is the hot summer sky
darkened by a shadow of a cloud. Cool
nights bring forth a spectacle of a
million stars, viewed by lovers and
dreamers. The ribbon strands of white
beach blend with borders of green olive
trees and blue ocean. The land is wild,
like nature itself, except where
vineyards form neat patches of green, or
lemon and orange trees peek from our
barriers of tall pine trees that protect
them from sea winds.

As I grew with my new friends, I
discovered that as wonderful as it had
been to find friends, there was a new joy
in becoming a friend. Perhaps that is
why God put us all here together.
Friends give us opportunity to reach
outside ourselves, to serve, to sacrifice,
to really grow.
Bill was one of those giving people. He
was so busy doing things for other
people that it wasn't always easy to see
his needs, much less meet them. But I
sensed also in him a difficulty in
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— turning sixteen, courtship
— reaching age forty
— the first year of retirement

Heat and silence, peace and calm reign.
The country and shore are immutable
and overpowering. In Pachino,
unharnessed beauty grows rampant,
unchecked by man. The typical tourist
would probably not waste his time
visiting the gray little town that is so
important to its citizens; but the territory
around Pachino merits the treasures this
town affords. Man is easily tempted to
utilize and exploit—transforming nature
into some profit-making business. If
man were to notice, Pachino would lose
her only refuge and strength. A place to
live and watch the stars from would be
gone.

Specific events
— an illness or accident
— a birthday party
— a frightening or embarrassing
experience
— induction into the military service
— a trip
— a public performance
Vivid recollections of places you have lived in
or visited
— the town(s) you grew up in
— a city in which you did missionary or
military service
— notable places you have visited
— your parents' hometowns
— a vacation spot
— your least or most favorite town

Schools of golden fish could no longer
be touched with outstretched hands. And
again, man would lose another summer
vacation.
What kinds of topics can be dealt with in
short essays?

Turning points in your life
— a moment of special insight
— a lesson well learned
— a brush with death
— a call to church service
— a class or other learning session
— a period of marked spiritual or
mental growth

Virtually all that we remember of our personal
lives is in the form of separate recollections.
That is how the mind stores life happenings—in
single experiences or dominant impressions.
Long biographies are usually closely linked
sequences of thoughts and events. This means
that everything one might want to include in a
long story could be written in the separate-essay
format—200–1000 or so words.

Memorable or influential people in your life
— grandparents
— parents
— colorful characters
— friends
— teachers, employers
— co-workers
— neighbors
— leaders

Photographs, letters, recording tapes, and
scrapbook mementos can easily become part of
such a history. In fact, one good way to write a
personal history would be to write short
explanations of these types of materials.
Below are examples of topics suitable for
treatment in a concise essay or episode format.

Notable achievements
— striving for or reaching goals
— completion of training or schooling
— awards, recognitions
— fulfillment of a dream

Summary of recollections of certain periods
of your life
— a summer
— a holiday
— a school grade
— earliest recollections

Reaction to major world events in your
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— practical jokes
— habits
— embarrassing incidents
— unusual responses to situations
— family get-togethers

lifetime
— wars, especially their endings
— assassinations
— inventions, discoveries, etc.
— natural catastrophes
— deaths of leaders
— notable "firsts"

Trends and fads
— popular pastimes: dancing,
recreation, sports, etc.
— family games and other competitions
— typical celebrations: weddings,
receptions, parties
— peer conformity
— dress, grooming, and other fashion
trends

Vocations and avocations
— different jobs held
— hobbies and pastimes
— special skills
— reading habits
— vocational goals
Important possessions
— homes and other real-estate
properties
— vehicles
— household furnishings
— heirlooms
— objects used in hobbies or pastimes
— prized possessions

The easiest way to generate topics for writing is
to obtain a fairly comprehensive list of potential
topics (such as my "500 Topics for Personal
History "). Reflection on such topics will bring
to mind many impressions, ideas, stories, and
events that will lend themselves to treatment in a
short piece of writing.
Another simple way to generate essays is to
compose open-ended questions that a short essay
will answer. Such questions typically have two
parts: the first part is a what question; the second
part is a how, why or "description" question or
statement that calls for the details that bring such
essays to life and make them interesting and
meaningful to readers.

Write a description of each item, with emphasis
on its role in your life at a particular time.
Personal portraits
— physical appearance at different
times in your life
— dress and grooming habits
— philosophy of dress and grooming
— handicaps or other limitations
— your personality and its effect on
others
The everyday you
— a typical workday, leisure day,
Sunday or school day at different periods in your
life
— typical life routines, everyday
settings: home, work, school, leisure, etc.

Here are a dozen such questions, which are part
of a list of fifty questions I once composed in
about thirty minutes off the top of my head. (I
mention this only to show how easily they can
be generated once you get the pattern going.)
1. How did you meet your husband or wife?
What about that meeting, if anything, proved
significant to your eventual decision to marry
that person?

These topics focus on personal details so
familiar to you that you may forget their
immense historical value to interested
descendants.

2. What special lessons in life did you learn
from your mother? Your father? How were you
taught these lessons?

Humorous incidents and favorite family
stories
— personality quirks

3. What was your favorite childhood pet? How
did you acquire and lose that pet? Why was it
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can be transcribed and edited into effective
writing for preservation and for distribution to
other readers.

your favorite?
4. As an adolescent, to what extent were you
able to dress in the way you really wanted?

See "Oral History: A Guide to the Use of the
Tape Recorder in Creating a Personal History"
and "A Guide for Transcribing and Editing Oral
History."

5. Describe your most passionate pastime as a
youngster.
6. Compare or contrast two different places
you have lived during your life.

Some practical tips on writing essays and stories
follow:

7. If you had your choice of where to raise a
family, where would it be and why?

1.

Focus sharply on a single main event,
point, story, or impression you wish to
convey. If you've ever studied writing
under an experienced teacher, you will
remember the emphasis put on sticking
to a single point in a short piece of
writing. That point is called the thesis,
or main point. All that appears in the
essay should help make the main point
clear. (The main point in the sample
essays below is in italics.)

2.

Before you begin writing, jot down in a
rough outline many of the details and
high points of the essay or story you
plan to write. With something down on
paper, you'll find it easier to discover a
logical pattern to use in organizing what
you write. Much of the time, of course,
you'll be writing narrative—in other
words, stories. In those cases, try to
build up to high points; emphasize those
points by tying the rest of the essay to
them.

3.

Divide your essay into paragraphs,
usually two to six per page. These
natural shifts in emphasis or flow (a new
point, another step, a change in time or
place, transitional point, etc.) sustain
interest and make your writing more
readable.

4.

Try to avoid "explaining" the point you
are trying to make (the main impression
or message of what you write). Let the
details speak for themselves: tell in
detail what happened, what you or

8. Of which principle of the gospel do you
have the strongest testimony? Describe the
circumstances that led to your gaining that
testimony.
9. What impact has your education had on you?
How would you be different if you had or had
not gone to high school or college or had not
taken the training you did?
10. What process do you follow in making
important personal decisions?
11. What was the most dramatic change in
opinion you can recall ever making? What was
your original opinion? What caused it to
change? How did it change?
12. What is the favorite story you remember
your father or mother telling?
If you are still at a loss about what to write in
short essays, ask some of the people who will
read your life story which subjects they would
like you to write about. Take careful notes and
then begin writing.
The tape recorder as an aid to personal
history writing
A tape recorder, particularly the portable
cassette recorder, is an excellent aid to the
writing of personal history. An individual can
either relate his or her own stories or feelings on
tape or record those of relatives who may never
write down their priceless memories. Recordings
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weaknesses and failures except as they have
become valuable learning experiences. Your
readers will benefit from your sharing with them
the struggles—followed sometimes by success,
sometimes by failure—that the best of people
experience in life.

others did, what you thought and felt,
and how you acted or reacted. Give
specific names, dates, places, descriptive
specifics, consequences, and actual
conversation as best you can recall. If
you want your reader to think or feel as
you did when an event occurred, you
will need to share with that reader
selected specifics of the precise
experience you had—and that means
ample details.

So, your best writing will be a modest, accurate,
detailed account of happenings you recall from
your life. The more specific and honest you are
in recounting those happenings—and your
feelings about them—the more interesting your
history will be, and the more meaningful it will
be to your posterity.

In short, make your experiences come alive by
writing them as they happened, with vivid detail.

Here are some practical tips for making your
writing interesting:

Probably no other thing you can do in your
writing will make it more interesting and
meaningful than supplying honest detail. Review
carefully the essay samples in this guide; note
the effectiveness of the detail.
General and abstract treatment of topics has its
place—in statements of your convictions and
your observations on life and its happenings.
However, the temptation of the inexperienced
writer is to be too general. Be precise! Most of
your writing should be rich in specifics.

1.

Get and keep in mind specific readers:
young readers, readers looking for
inspiration, male or female readers, your
own children, etc.

2.

Try to be guided by what you would
have liked your ancestors to have left
you in their personal histories.

3.

If you have kept a journal, a diary, or
letters, use that material liberally to
create the events of your past. It has a
freshness that the mind cannot easily
re-create.

4.

Focus on items that are
timeless—experiences common to all
people in all times; such things as

How to make your writing interesting
The key to writing interesting history is to write
in a way that no other writer can—that is, to
write in your own individual style. Let the way
you write express your life story as much as
what you actually say.
An individual style is natural—it is open,
authentic, honest, and straightforward. The
worst thing you could do in your history is try to
write like the person you think you ought to be
or that you think your readers want you to be.
Lack of honesty—that's called
affectation—communicates immediately to your
reader. You may try to hide your real self, but
your hiding will not go unnoticed.

— childhood
— encounters with nature
— family
— hope, disappointment
— joy, sadness
— learning
— moral choices
— spiritual growth

An honest, authentic style does not imply that
you "tell it all." Quite the contrary. You
shouldn't rehearse your shortcomings and
mistakes; there is no need to dwell on
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5.

Include lots of stories. Stories are very
effective communication.

6.

Use sensory words—vivid words that

Kodak camera of the 1930s vintage after
years of her husband's despairing that
she could ever learn to operate a camera.
(She's a whiz with office machines,
incidentally.) This occurred as she took
a photo of a "group of friends and
family." Here are excerpts from the
episode:

evoke sensations of sight, sound, smell,
taste, texture, and deep feeling.
7.

Provide ample details: dates, places,
names, settings—the specifics of events
as they actually happened.

8.

Be especially liberal in expressing your
feelings about what happened to you in
life.

"Ed, show me again how to work this camera."

9.

Use direct quotes as closely as you can
reconstruct them.

(from a distance) "Oh hell, Mary, just point the
lens at us, set the focus, and snap the shutter."

10.

Be truthful in what you choose to
communicate. Be yourself.

"Where do I look to make sure I get you all in
the picture?"

11.

Focus on choices and conflicts you have
faced in your life. To a great extent,
conflict, hopes, tensions, tests, and
challenges express the essence of life.

12.

Include people who figured prominently
in your life—family, friends, teachers,
co-workers, leaders, followers, and
others. This will add dimension to your
personal history.

"Look down through that little window on the
side of the lens...That's right...Now you've got
it...Go ahead."
Mother insists to this day that Dad saw what was
coming and deliberately gave no warning. The
resulting snapshot bears every mark of the
confident artisan.

13.

This poem by Dawnell Hatton Griffin captures
the personality of her eldest son, age four and a
half. She has written a number of poems about
her own childhood memories.

Invite an interested reader to review
your history and make suggestions on
how to improve it. Solicit suggestions
from an experienced writer whom you
respect. Most good writers are eager to
help others experience the fulfillment of
expressing something well in writing.
Don't be bashful about what you write.
It is you. Be yourself.

Caring
"I really do love you. Really, Mom!"
He stretched out his arms to show me how long.
"And I'll take care of you till you're better!"
We lay there on the bed together—
Storybooks scattered all over the bed,
And two soft pillows behind our heads.
Then out of the corner of his eye,
I saw him glimpse my raspberry pie.
I closely observed my winsome Lee,
(His years totaled one and a half past three),
Wondering what method would serve his ends:
"Ya know, if you share, it means we're friends."

Sample essays and stories
The following episode and accompanying
photograph is a good example of how a
photograph can become the focus of a classic
family story. The photographer unwittingly let
the embarrassing evidence lie in the family
picture drawer for forty years! A son found it,
reconstructed the story, had it printed, and
shared it with the family.

The Best Job in Town
The streets were deserted. Only the whirring of

Mother was determined to master a
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our bike tires pierced the silence of the early
morning. It was still dark and would be for the
next few hours as we hurried forth on our
dangerous mission. Our secret packages were
tied precariously to our back fenders. We had
planned this for quite some time and had gone
through great pains to accumulate our wares.

We flew home, our wheels contacting the
pavement only when we turned corners. As my
backyard drew closer, we once again felt relief.
Slipping into the tent, we congratulated each
other on our splendid success, then turned over
to get some rest. As I lay there retracing my
adventure, the silence of the night was broken
only by a single phone ringing. My heart
stopped—it was my phone.

As we neared the edge of the woods, a chill
crawled up our spines. Our minds conjured up
lurking villains behind every tree and bush with
the sole purpose of staying us from our
self-appointed duty. We pedaled with renewed
vigor, bumping along the well-worn path. What
a relief finally to emerge from those treacherous
wilds unscathed; the last major obstacle was
behind us.

In this brief narrative, the main point is implicit
throughout, though it is not stated until near the
end: "our splendid success." But was success so
"splendid "? The last line suggests not.
This writer has quite successfully captured the
excitement and vividness of the episode through
the use of short, direct sentences and vivid,
sensory detail—feelings and visual images.

We hid our bikes in the bushes at the side of the
road. The houses along the street seemed as
castles to us; we surveyed them to insure
everything was quiet. After satisfying our
curiosities, we unlashed our parcels and headed
up the street. As we neared the large, white
house on the corner, excitement made our bodies
tingle. We crawled up to the garage, the
dampness of the grass soaking through the knees
in our pants. Once beside the garage, we opened
our special packages, removing the white, blue,
green, and yellow rolls. This was going to be the
best job in town—forty rolls in all.

Some readers of the following essay debate the
effectiveness of what seem to be cliches:
"sympathetic song, . . . somewhere along the
route, . . . joy of books, . . . my wildest dreams,
. . . as if by magic, . . . tears would often brim
over," etc. Other readers find these cliches
capture authentically the thoughts and sensations
of adolescent yearnings. However one feels
about the cliches, the episode is a good piece of
personal history.
Music
by Ruth Odegard

The large maple tree in the front yard was our
first target. We threw our weapons high into the
air; as they arched over the tree, their colored
streamers clung to the branches. Next we moved
to the hedge, weaving our rolls in and out of the
stems and limbs. The backyard followed. Our
energy made the trees resemble their
tinsel-covered Christmas counterparts. Nearing
the end of our supply, we paused to commend
each other on the job we were doing.

It is impossible for me to remember when it
started, this longing for music that hammered at
me even in my dreams at night. "The whole
family needs a radio" was one of my reasonings.
We all needed music, but I would die without it.
Some days I shouted out my needs as my feet
dragged through the snow. There were no near
neighbors to hear my shouts, but now and then, a
coyote lifted his head and howled a sympathetic
song.

Suddenly headlights turned into the driveway.
Panic struck. We fled through the strange
backyards in total fear for our lives. I failed to
notice the three-foot fence Jim had hurdled.
Hitting it at full speed, I performed a stunning
flip, landing flat on my back. Ignoring the pain, I
scrambled to my feet and raced for the bikes.

I don't ever remember having a radio in our
home, but at one time, we did have an old
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Victrola that disappeared somewhere along the
route of our many moves. This last move
brought us to the far north, next door to Canada,
a frozen land. Some called it "the last
jumping-off place."

Several years later, the radio appeared on the old
Victrola stand as if by magic. It was even more
beautiful than the picture I had circled in the
Sears and Roebuck catalog. It was a perfect fit
on the old cherry-wood chest. I turned the knob
to the "on" position, with no results. I accused
everyone in sight of breaking it before I could
hear the wondrous sounds from within.

I did find something to help ease my longing for
a radio. I discovered the joy of books, but they
were very scarce out here. A trip to town once a
month, or even at longer intervals during the
winter, would bring me a few of my father's
choices. I never complained about his selections.
I relished all of them. I found a few distant
neighbors with a few books, so I read an odd
collection. Some that stand out in my memories
are The Sinking of the Titanic, all of the Tarzan
series, and some of Zane Gray's westerns. I even
tried some novels written in Norwegian and, I
believe, given time, I might have become an
accomplished reader of that language.

Finally, mother quieted me with the words "It
has to be hooked up to the battery after they get
the aerial strung between the trees. Father will
do it after chores tonight."
It was hours before they were finished. They had
never taken so long before. What could they be
doing out there? All of these sentences and
questions whirled in my head until the men
finally came in. Father insisted on washing up
and eating supper before anything else, and
more precious listening time was gone.

Book in hand, I would sit for hours on the top or
the bottom step of the kitchen stairs, depending
on the best light and most warmth. The only rule
my mother insisted on was, "Do your chores
before you settle down with that book." She
frequently had to hide my current book until my
work was done.

Finally they got started on the radio. There were
many false tries and much study of the
instructions before the job was finished. I knew
my father and brothers were teasing me with all
of this delay, but I also knew my brothers were
as eager for the music as I was—or almost.

Somehow, I found out that the state library had a
mailing list, and from then on, I had books to
satisfy my wildest dreams. I now had all sorts of
stories to go with some of the tired old tunes,
and I would sing these bold stories as if they
were my own experiences—like the ballads of
the Vikings and knights of old.

They sorted out the wires and connected one end
of each to the back of the radio. The other ends
of the wire would be connected to various
clamps, one coming out of the window frame,
which went to the aerial, one coming out of the
floor, which was connected to the ground,
whatever that was for. The third and magic wire
would clamp onto the battery that somehow
would open a new world for me.

Even though my longings were eased by the
abundance of books from the state library, I
continued to feel a deep need for music, and the
word radio was frequently in my conversations.

Music and words suddenly filled my life. I
wanted nothing more. It was not hard for me to
share this beauty. It was for all, and I wanted
everyone to see my joy.

"You really should have the weather report
before you start out," or "All the latest news
would be very nice," and "A radio would really
be nice for the whole family."

The name on that radio was Silvertone, and the
time I spent polishing that case with loving care
made it shine like silver in the sunlight or
lamplight, but it was the music that poured out
of its inner depths that lit up my soul with pure

The whole family agreed—even my father—but
the answer was always the same, "Money is
short this year."
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two-and-a-half-minute talk. His subject, "How I
can gain a personal testimony of the Savior,"
would have been a difficult topic even for me to
express; and I would have thought it to be
almost impossible for a newly ordained deacon
who had been a member of the Church for less
than four years. So I was surprised—no, shocked
comes closer to my feelings—when Gordon had
come to me a few days earlier and asked if he
could prepare the talk by himself. I had said yes
at the time, and now I almost regretted it. I
wished I had at least had him read it to me
beforehand, because now I felt the talk's content
very important to the nonmember visitors.

gold.
I would close my eyes and listen until the very
last minute and then take off on a run for school,
nearly two miles away. I was never late, but
sometimes I'm sure the sympathetic young
teacher turned the clock back to protect me.
I showed no favoritism in my choice of music. It
was all beautiful. Cowboy songs, marching
bands, love songs, and the old hymns such as
"The Old Rugged Cross" and "Sowing Seeds of
Kindness" would bring my mother in from the
kitchen to join me in a quiet interlude. The tears
would often brim over, and we would mingle
them on the hem of her apron.

But the time for review had passed, and he
started for the rostrum. Suddenly his reference
material slipped from his hand. He quickly
recovered, picked up his books and poised
himself to begin his talk. How my heart went out
to him as he nervously started to speak. Then a
sweet calm came over him as he began to
communicate spirit to spirit. The warm feeling
that ensued brought great happiness to my heart.
I do not remember the words he said, only how
proud I was as his father and how thankful I was
for being blessed with such an extraordinary
soul as my son. Then, and only then, did I
realize how strong his testimony had grown and
that my son was no longer a boy.

That radio, that unbelievable wooden box,
brought more peace, more joy, more satisfaction,
and more memories into my teen years than I
ever dreamed possible.

The following personal history episodes were
done as exercises. The writer was to write a very
general, bland summary of a
recollection—something close to many of the
journal entries and episodes we often are
tempted to be satisfied with.
The rewrite is a vivid, detailed expansion of the
general ideas. The following developed re-write
is a model of well written personal history.

The Race with Bertha
by Elizabeth Wilson

My son was no longer a boy
by Gary Ely

General version
Picking strawberries was the usual activity when
school was out in June. It was about the only
way a sixth grader could earn a little spending
money.

Concise journal entry
June 24, 1979: Gordon gave a very special talk
in Sunday School, which he prepared totally by
himself.

Expanded version
Expanded entry
As I jumped down out of Daddy's truck, I saw
Bertha Weiderspohn, the fastest picker in the
field. Turning to wave, I caught Daddy's
reassuring nod and wink as he shifted gears and
then rattled off along the gravel road. Bertha, an

June 24, 1979: I was anxious today as I presided
over the Sunday School: not only did we have
non-member visitors, but my twelve year old
son was scheduled to give a
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eighth grader, had picked up two carriers and
was marching purposefully to the far end of the
row to work back. She always did that. She
always wore a red bandanna tight around her
head, too, and rolled her shirt sleeves nearly to
her elbow. Not me. I wore a straw hat to keep
from getting a blistering sunburn. The buttonless
sleeves on my shirt, an ample hand-me-down
from my brother, flopped down over my wrists.
Glancing again in Bertha's direction when I
reached the checkstand to get a carrier, I could
see that her display of perpetual motion had
begun. I hurried past the dozen-or-so pickers just
starting their rows and took the next one. I sat
my carrier down and dropped to my knees,
shuddering a little as the earth's cold dampness
soaked through the knees of my overalls. A light
rain in the night had left the ground and the
leaves wetter than usual. I grimly faced the fact
that for the next three hours, until the sun
warmed up and dried things out, my arms and
legs would be numb and clammy, with my pants
legs and shirt sleeves clinging to me. Undaunted,
I pushed the leaves aside, found a clump of
berries, and began again my private, futile race
with Bertha.

He carefully picks his way through the city's
alleys and byways, ever alert for signs of being
followed. As he moves along, all that returns to
his hearing are the echoes of his own footfalls.
He curses himself under his breath for ever
getting into such an occupation in the first place.
Yet he smiles inwardly to himself, because he
actually enjoys this sort of work.
He mentally reviews his approach to the
rendezvous point; his mind races to ensure every
detail has not been overlooked. Closer now, he
slows his pace. Up ahead in the mist, he clearly
discerns the silhouette of a man leaning against
the corner of a building. He smells the acrid
smoke of a Turkish cigarette just as he notices
the glow of it. He knows well the aroma of that
smoke, mingled with the sweaty stench of curry.
He spots the displayed safe signal and moves up
to greet his prodigal agent.

Jogging
by Eva Garlick
General version
Jogging has done a lot for me. It has improved
my physical appearance and has affected my
attitude and general well-being.

When Evening Falls
by William J. Cavanaugh

Expanded version
One morning, seven months ago, before the sun
or my family was up, I braved the chilly winter
morning air to embark on a regimen I hoped
would change my life. Clad in baggy terry
sweats and an oversized windbreaker to conceal
my postnatal bulges, I walked and intermittently
loped along my previously measured one-mile
course through the neighborhood. After twenty
minutes of self-inflicted torture, I dragged
myself, puffing and sweating, back into the
house, where I collapsed in a heap on the
bedroom floor, much to the amazement of my
awakened husband. Devastated as I may have
appeared, there were deep inside of me the
stirrings of victory; and having conquered dark
and cold and fatigue once, I knew I could do it
again.

General version
When evening falls, the intelligence case
officer's work is just beginning. He must meet
with his agent. Such nightly rendezvous are
necessary, and they require much time and
effort.
Expanded version
As he steps from the doorstep into the wet night,
the case officer cinches his trench coat tighter
around him to ward off the cold dampness. He
presses off into the lonely darkness, down
rain-soaked city streets. In the far distance, a
church bell can be heard chiming the late hour.
He turns up his coat collar and adjusts his hat to
the drizzling rain as he hurriedly advances
toward his destination.
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Late in May each year, our family left the little
Texas border town of Eagle Pass and headed
north to work. We'd load up the old army truck,
which had a green canvas over it, because the
trip took thirty-six hours, and, for a long time,
only my dad drove. We left about two or three
o'clock in the morning so there'd be only one
night on the road. Later, my sisters helped out
with the driving.

Well, I did do it again. During the ensuing
weeks, as my running log increased from six
miles a week to over twenty, I seemed to
undergo a slow metamorphosis.
First, my willpower began to feed itself. Why
expend all that effort on fitness, I reasoned, if I
was to continue to indulge my appetite for food?
I wasn't going to; off came twenty-five pounds.

I remember loading up the necessities: our
mattresses, because that's where we'd sleep
during the drive; the tools—the scissors we used
to harvest onions, the knives and the sandstone
sharpening tool; the sacks we'd pick cotton in;
pots and pans, food, and other household things;
our blankets.

Next, I gradually realized that I no longer ached
to join my children for their afternoon nap.
Instead, I found myself working right through
the afternoon on some long-overdue project and
feeling vigorous and energetic on into the
evening.
Finally, I found myself anticipating my morning
run as I went to bed at night; I was starting each
day with a positive outlook, even before the day
started.

We were gone the whole summer and into the
fall, into October and sometimes
November—long after school started. We went
to work for a particular farmer in Illinois, Alfred
Schultz. We still keep in touch with him. We
worked for other farmers, but mostly for Mr.
Schultz. He called my father "Papa" and my
mother "Mama." Still to this day he does that.
We've always been close to the Schultzes.

Besides these major changes in weight loss,
increased energy, and improved attitude, I began
to have more color in my cheeks and better
posture; not to mention I needed less sleep, and
my leg and backaches had disappeared.

Mr. Schultz had a daughter my age. She had to
work on the farm too, but of course, not as much
as I did. I recall her complaining about all she
had to do, but I also remember saying that I'd
trade places with her anytime. Of course, that
wasn't possible. She didn't have to stay in the
fields all day long, like we did; and she got to
drive the tractor and do fun things like that.

In contrast to seven months ago, I left the house
this morning to run a routine four miles in bright
spring sunshine. As I ran by the lady I see every
day at the Main Street bus stop, I had an almost
uncontrollable urge to yell, "How much do you
know about jogging? Would you like to know
more?"

We lived in a little house that used to be a
chicken coop. It had two rooms and lots of little
windows. It was clean. We children all slept in
one room; our parents slept in the kitchen, close
to the refrigerator. There were nails on the wall
where we hung the clothes we wore to school.
Our clothes were always clean, but we had to
take good care of them, because they were all
we had, and they had to do for the whole school
year.

The following essay is a transcription of an oral
interview. Parts of it could easily be expanded to
further essays and narratives; the focus of this
essay is, of course, the painful learning of the
importance of keeping promises made to
children. The relating of this experience was a
very emotional experience to the narrator. In
places, the emotion is evident.
Promises
by Rosy Hudson

On the whole, however, ours was not a typical
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migrant-worker family. We mainly worked for
one farmer only, and he was a friend as well as
an employer. And one thing I really have to give
my parents credit for: we always went to school.
Most of the migrant families kept their kids out
of school, to work in the fields, so the parents
could get more production from them. But not
my parents. We went to school, came home,
changed our clothes, and then went into the
fields.
We always went to school. We were picked up
by the bus, just like the other children. On
arriving home, I can remember hurriedly
changing clothes, because I wanted to see my
mom. I didn't want to go to work, but I knew I
had to, and I looked forward to seeing my mom
after all day at school.
One particular episode I'll never forget.
Each day, our father put a quota on us: so many
bushels of onions, so many bushels of tomatoes,
etc., that we had to pick. I worked hard to reach
those quotas, but our father would put them just
at the point where we couldn't quite reach them.
We could come very close—within a few, like
ten or twenty. The next day, I'd really shoot for
the quota. But again I would fail. That's how I
grew up—always shooting for something.
One day I reached my quota. I finally reached it!
I had my whole row of tomatoes picked.
I went to my father and said, "I've done it. Now I
can go home!"
But he wouldn't let me go. "We've got to stay
and work," he said.
That hurt. Oh, that still hurts!
Then I resolved that if my family ever reaches a
goal or ever accomplishes what any of them set
out to accomplish, they will get the reward they
expect.
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serious, common mistakes; it will enable you to
proceed with some confidence in preserving and
displaying your valuable photographs.

Preserving Personal History
through Photographs and
Scrapbook Materials

As with scrapbook items, photographs can be
organized in a variety of ways:

Photographs and printed mementos are among
the best records of your personal life that you
can leave to your posterity. That is because we
typically take photographs of people and scenes
that are special to us, and we save mementos of
the special happenings that make a difference in
our lives.

• by theme or topic
• by time periods
• in any combination of these ways
• in chronological order
Most historians work photographs right into
their written texts, usually using a selective few
photographs here and there. Yet pictorial
histories are also common—a collection of
pictures with limited commentary. Such a
history is, in itself, a unique and valuable
personal record.

Those reluctant to write a lengthy history might
especially think of preserving photographs and
scrapbook materials. Such a history is greatly
enhanced by visual records. One kind of quality
personal history might consist simply of a series
of photographs and mementos, each
accompanied by a story or other kind of short
explanation.

In working with your photographs, you will
have two main purposes: preservation and
display.

The main challenge with photographs and
printed mementos is arranging and mounting
them in such a way that they can be enjoyed.
Another very important consideration is
preservation: if photographs and printed paper
are not properly mounted or stored, they likely
will deteriorate rapidly. For example, many
people are unaware that color photographs have
a short life span—at most twenty-five to fifty
years; marked loss of sharpness and vividness
may begin in ten to fifteen years.

In preservation, you attempt to prolong the life
of your photographs and negatives.
In display, your main objective is to make
photographs conveniently available for your
personal enjoyment or for the enjoyment of
family and friends.
The following discussion thus focuses on basic
questions in these two areas:
Preservation:

The main purposes of this concise guide are to
give you some ideas and useful advice on how to

How to assure quality and permanence in
original prints, negatives, and copies
How to store prints and negatives

• select, sort out, and organize photographs and
scrapbook materials,
• preserve them as permanently as possible, and
• display them attractively and conveniently.

Display:
How to best handle your special needs:
retouching, reducing and enlarging
How to mount photographs for frequent viewing

Photographs
The information and suggestions that follow are
aimed at the ordinary individual who knows
little about the technical aspects of developing,
printing, mounting, and storing photographs and
negatives. This guide will help you avoid
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one understands your concerns, find another
processor.

Quality and Permanence in Photographs.
Color photographs are not as permanent as
black-and-white photographs. Color
transparencies usually last longer than color
prints. The life of any photograph depends
largely on two factors: the quality of the
processing, display, and the conditions of
storage. Under ideal conditions, color prints and
transparencies may last several decades. Without
proper care, color photographs may begin to
deteriorate noticeably in three to twenty years;
the dye breaks apart, and the image becomes
progressively poorer.

Quality control is especially vital in the
processing of transparencies. That is why the
more reputable processing companies (Kodak,
Fuji, and Agfa, for example) emphasize quality
control, while local processors tend to stress fast
processing. Nevertheless, you may be able to
locate local film processors who produce
high-quality work.
Leave your work with the professionals who
seem to know most about what they are doing
and are eager and able to help you meet your
standards.

Permanent color processing is prohibitively
expensive at the present time.

The paper on which photographs are printed
affects the quality of the print. Most photographs
are mass processed on modem, easy-to-handle,
quite durable, resin-coated paper. As one expert
put it, the picture is "on the plastic" rather than
"in the paper." The traditional fiber-base paper
(photographers call it "the old stuff"), though not
as durable, is actually superior. It is acid free and
not as chemically active as the newer standard
paper. Many film processors will still do custom
printing on the fiber-base paper.

Thus, one of the first steps toward preserving
photographs may be to have black-and-white
negatives and prints made from all color prints
and transparencies you especially wish to
preserve. Properly processed and stored,
black-and-white prints will last 100 years or
more. Generally, black-and-white negatives
made from color prints are not as sharp as the
originals; there is some loss of quality and detail.
The key to achieving "archival" (permanent)
quality in all photographs is the quality of the
processing. When you take valuable film to be
processed, or photographs to be reproduced, you
should inquire carefully about the quality of the
processing that will take place. Most film is
mass processed through chemicals which
processors reuse as long as possible, maintaining
only a general, standard quality. Ideal processing
calls for fresh (or near fresh) chemicals with
each new batch of film, plus special care in the
final washing (fixing) of the prints to assure that
all active chemicals are removed from the print.
Chemical residues undergo further changes that
destroy the quality of the image.

The main point is not that one process or
material is greatly superior to another. It is the
quality of the processing and printing that makes
the difference in potential permanence of the
final product.
In mounted photographs, what you put on the
back of the photograph is as critical as the
quality of the print itself. Adhesives or the acid
and other chemicals in the backing itself may
bleed through to the print and damage your
photograph. Ink writing on the backing is
especially damaging.
In summary, if you are eager to achieve archival
quality in your valuable portraits and other
photographs, you should consult with an
established photo processor, preferably in a
larger town or city (these processors typically do
a variety of high-quality commercial work or
deal with numbers of demanding customers).

Not all film processors will do careful or custom
printing; again, be prepared to pay a bit more for
special processing (but it is well worth the
quality of the resulting prints). Make sure that
whoever processes your film understands what
you want, and why. You may have to ask to
speak to a person other than the floor clerk. If no
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Even then, you would do well to compare the
advice (and prices!) of two or more processors.
Explain your precise needs and standards.
Compare advice and prices.

The safety of most (if not all) acetate covers is
questionable.
Dampness in wet climates is very difficult to
control. The use of moisture absorbants
(dessicants) is not advisable, unless you can
avoid the excessive dryness they may create. A
local archive (library, museum) may be able to
tell you how to control humidity.

Storing Photographs
There are nine main dangers to photographs:
• acids and other chemicals
• bad storage containers
• corrosive surfaces, including dust
• handling by people
• heat
• insects
• moisture
• proximity to newspaper and magazine
clippings
• sunlight—office and home light

If you mount any of your photographs on stiff
paper or cardboard, make sure the mounting
material is acid free, and use a professional
mounting process (see "dry mounting," below).
Archivists use an acid-free mounting material
called "museum board," available from art
suppliers, some bookstores, stationery shops,
and manufacturers of archival storage products.

The most common visible damage to
photographs is caused by spilled liquids.

Do not write on a photograph, front or back
(except perhaps with a #1 lead pencil) on the
back, close to the side, parallel to an edge. Place
descriptive labels on a separate sheet, perhaps on
a tracing of the figures who appear on the
photograph.

Thus, if photographs are to be stored, but not
mounted, you should proceed as follows:
Glassine envelopes, available at photo shops, are
better for storage than the ordinary envelopes
most people use; but acid-free paper envelopes
are best, as are special varieties of
MylarTM—DTM, polyethylene, and
polypropylene sleeves. These are available from
manufacturers of archival storage products (as
explained below).

Storing Negatives
Store negatives in the special storage envelope
or sleeves available in varied sizes from
manufacturers of archival storage products.
Again, storage conditions should be dark, dry,
cool, and dust free.

File your photographs in a cool, dry, dust-free,
chemical-free place where temperatures will
remain relatively constant. The storage container
will usually assure darkness. Acid-free
containers are ideal.

Store negatives separately from prints in your
living quarters; the chemicals are combative.
MylarTM, Polyethylene, or Polypropylene?
These types of transparent plastics are inert and
stable. At present, most archivists use
MylarTMDTM envelopes, sleeves and covers for
preservation. One company, at least
(Conservation Resources International, Inc.), has
challenged the use of MylarTM, asserting that
because it does not "breathe," it may trap
corrosive gases that will destroy rather than
preserve the encapsuled materials; and the stiffer
MylarTM may be abrasive. Users of MylarTM
counter that because envelopes and sleeves are

Unfortunately, just about all commonly used
storage materials and methods are not ideal.
Materials such as ordinary paper
(envelopes—especially their adhesive seams),
cardboard (file folders, shoe boxes, etc.), and
freshly painted surfaces release corrosive gases
with potential to damage your photographs. In
no case should rubber bands, common
adhesives, or vinyl materials be used in the
storage process.

77

Holyoke, MA 01041
800 628 1912

always left partially open, there is no danger of
trapped gases. The thickness of MylarTM actually
provides needed protection. It appears that only
time may settle this argument.

Metal Edge, Inc.
Archival Storage Materials
6340 Bandini Blvd.
Commerce, CA 90040
800 862 2228

Both MylarTM and polyethylene products have
registered brand names—for example, "Type 'D'
Mylar," is a Dupont MylarTM product designed
precisely for archival uses.

Light Impressions
PO Box 22708
Rochester, NY 14692-2708
800 828 6216

Is the use of archival products really worth
the extra expense and bother?
Yes!—if you intend that your photographs and
paper mementos remain in good condition for
you and your descendants for more than 50 or so
years (color photographs—20 years).

These are the types of storage materials you will
likely need:

The dangers of common preservation techniques
and materials have become starkly visible in the
past few years as papers and photographs only a
few decades old have begun to suffer severe
damage. Perhaps you yourself have seen
deterioration of color in your own color
transparencies and photographs that are older
than 20 years. We all know how quickly
newspaper deteriorates. Other paper and print
mementos are not far behind.

• acid-free photo-mounts (a way to fix photos
to acid-free paper)
• acid-free window mattes
• acid-free storage tubes
• acid-free envelopes of various sizes
• acid-free paper
• acid-free scrapbooks
• acid-free storage boxes of various sizes (for
photographs, negatives, documents, books, etc.)
• linen tape, with acid-free adhesive
• museum board (acid-free cardboard, for
mounting and backing)
• MylarTM and polyethylene sleeves, folders,
envelopes, and encapsulation units, as well as
rolls of these materials, for use in the
construction of preservation units

While acid-free paper is ideal for use in personal
histories, mounting, labels, and photocopying of
printed materials, such paper is just becoming
available at office supply stores. Many local
buying clubs (Costco, Sam's, etc.) carry 8 ½ x
11 in. polypropylene sleeves at excellent prices.
Sources of "Archival" Mounting and Storage
Materials
Unfortunately, there are few retail outlets for
mounting and storage materials that are of
archival quality. Larger office-supply stores in
large cities may carry them, but don't be
surprised if they don't.

Cleaning Prints and Negatives
Always use a special film cleaner (such as
Kodak, Edwall, etc.) and a lens tissue—never a
brush or cloth. These solvents will remove
grease-base smudges (fingerprints, crayon, etc.),
but not water-soluble stains.

Display

The following manufacturers of storage products
of archival quality will send, on request, a
catalog of available materials:

Mounting for Display
Because you will want to display many of your
most valuable photographs, you may wish to
duplicate the originals. The originals and their
negatives can be stored properly while you

University Products, Inc.
P.O. Box 101
South Canal Street
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Each page of this popular album (popular
because of its convenience) is covered with a
plastic sheet that sticks to the mounting-page
surface, but not (it is hoped!) to the photographs.
The user simply peels back the plastic cover,
lays photographs on the mounting page, and
then smooths the plastic page back into place.
The plastic holds the photos firmly and
attractively in place. These kinds of albums are
sturdily built and very convenient and attractive,
but they destroy photographs. The villains are
often the plastic, but more often the wax
adhesive and the plastic mounting paper. Do
not use them to store original photographs; use
them only for copies you don't mind losing.

display the reproduced prints for your own
enjoyment.
Even so, you should attempt to mount and
display all of your photographs in such a way as
to assure maximum protection and preservation.
Photographs may be mounted in a variety of
ways.
Portraits
Photographs should be hung, if possible, away
from direct light sources (certainly always away
from direct sunlight) and away from sources of
heat (radiators, hot-air vents, etc.) and moisture
(evaporators, air conditioners, etc.)

Insist on quality!

Wood frames, particularly bleached wood, can
be harmful to prints.

Plastic Mounting Sheets
Transparent plastic sheets of various materials,
sizes, and features are also very convenient for
photograph display, as well as for preservation.
They are available in the standard and legal page
sizes. The standard sheets are manufactured with
individualized pockets that accommodate
transparencies and photographs ranging in size
from the 35 mm slide to the full-page print.
Photo shops carry these mounting and storage
sheets and will give advice on their use.
Again—only MylarTM, polyethylene, or
polypropylene should be used. These plastics are
often marked as "archival."

Nonglare glass is superior because less surface
of this type of glass is in direct contact with the
photograph. Ordinary glass may trap moisture,
and it is abrasive.
Albums
The standard album consists of open, stiff pages
on which photographs can be mounted. Such an
album provides little protection for mounted
photos; but if it is not handled frequently, it is
adequate. Photographs should be mounted with
acid-free corner mounts (no rubber cement,
household glue, tape, or other adhesives). The
album pages should be of high-quality, acid-free
paper or mounting board.

Many people mount the photos on acid-free
sheets of paper by cutting short slits in the paper,
into which corners of photos can be inserted.
These sheets are then inserted into
polypropylene sleeves, which fit into three-ring
binders.

Albums with high-quality page covers are
acceptable—provided such covers are not and
do not become greasy or brittle. Pictures may be
mounted with corner mounts under the plastic
sleeve or with a touch of adhesive designed
precisely for mounting photographs. Such
albums are fairly safe and very attractive. Vinyl
materials are suspect, because they emit
corrosive gases. You would do best to use only
MylarTM, polyethylene, or polypropylene
sleeves. Avoid leather or cloth containing dyes.

Scrapbook Materials
In recent years, scrapbooking has become a very
popular pastime. For guidance in scrapbooking,
consult local individuals who engage in the
work, or attend workshops and classes offered
by local commercial establishments. (See the
Yellow Pages, “craft supplies,” “Scrapbooks.”)

"Magnetic" Photo Albums
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Buy 20 to 30 manila folders, large
envelopes, or other paper holders. Pick
up the first item; place it in one of the
folders or envelopes; write in pencil on
the tab the kind of item it is: "Award,"
"School Certificate," "Receipt," etc.
Proceed in the same manner with the
second item. Of course, in time, you will
build a system of categories into which
all items will logically go. Each holder
will contain several like items; your
labels will be very much like those listed
above.

Printed mementos of our life happenings come
in a great variety of shapes and sizes; and, unlike
photographs, they often contain important
information on both the back and the front. Here
is a fairly complete list of these kinds of things
that people generally save:
Announcements
Awards, recognitions
Certificates
Contracts
Health records
Invitations
Licenses
Magazine, newspaper, and other periodical
clippings
Maps
Official letters
Postcards
Programs (attended and participated in)
Receipts
Recommendations
Resumes
School records (grade records, class schedules,
promotion and achievement certificates, etc.)
Select financial records
Special occasion cards (birthday, anniversary,
holidays, thank you)

Reorganize your categories and labels as
you see fit. For example, you may need
to divide birthday, Christmas, and
anniversary cards or create several
categories of school-related
mementos—grade reports, school
certificates, school programs, etc.
The main point here is that some
workable system of classification for
your items will naturally emerge as you
sort through your entire collection of
materials.
You are now ready to make a sensible
collection of the items you wish to
display as part of your personal history.

Step 1: Sorting and Organizing Scrapbook
Materials
The process of selecting and organizing
scrapbook materials for display is really very
simple:
1.

2.

3.

Bring all such materials together.
Search all places where you might have
stored such materials: drawers, boxes,
shelves, files, and even scrapbooks.
Collect it all in one convenient place
where you have a little space to work. A
large desk or table is good; the floor of a
room is very convenient, because you
can literally surround yourself with the
material when you begin sorting.

Select from your collection the items you
desire most to display.
Depending on the number of kinds of
items you are working with, you may
wish to display only a selective
portion—the ones most precious to you,
or those that best express the important
feelings and events of your life.
It is natural, at this point, to separate the
most significant vital documents (birth
and marriage certificates, religious
certificates, other legal documents) for
keeping in a special place—a binder, file
box, or household safe.

Group like materials in separate
containers.

Also at this point you will need to
consider how you intend to mount the
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4.

• Early childhood, late childhood, adolescence,
early marriage, etc.
• Places lived
• Early schooling, later schooling,
college/university; military; mission;
employment, etc.
• Another natural period of your life, or a
combination of these suggested plans

materials: in a scrapbook, standard
binder, genealogy binder, folder-file,
plastic sleeves, etc. The number of items
you choose to mount specially (versus
those you intend simply to store in
envelopes or folders) may determine
your choice of display. If you plan to
display just about everything you have
collected, you may end up with several
books; if you are highly selective, one
single, high-quality book or binder may
do.
Store the items you do not intend to
mount in a drawer, file cabinet, box, or
some other convenient storage area that
is cool, dry and secure. A sturdy
cardboard archival file box can be
purchased for less than $8. Incidentally,
if you have an old ice chest or deep
freezer that no longer works, you can
use this for roomy and nearly fireproof
storage of your valuables. Do not store
them in a working freezer, however.

How to Preserve and Mount Scrapbook Items
Three basic display options are described below.
But first, some advice on how to secure items in
any type of binder or book:
—Generally do not use adhesives of any
kind: no tape, rubber cement, glue, or
other type of "permanent" fastener;
some adhesives are safe and will be so
labeled. Most tapes and adhesives are,
in fact, not permanent; or they may
discolor or otherwise damage any item
or part of any item they touch. Nor is
lamination advisable.

5.

Mount for preservation and display the
selected items. (Suggestions are given
below.)

The only safe binding is the gummed
linen type or wheat paste glue, available
from archival suppliers.

6.

Prepare a descriptive label for each item.
Better yet, add a half-page or page-long
explanation of why each displayed item
was significant in your life. Place this
explanation near the displayed item.

—Do use MylarTM, polyethylene, or
polypropylene pockets, slipcovers,
corner mounts, and other safe mounting
aids that do not attach to the displayed
items. High-quality, nonglare
polypropylene sleeves, with an inside
page on which to mount an item, may be
acceptable, though not ideal (available
twenty for a dollar). This is the
mounting feature in many scrapbooks
available in stores.

Alternative Organization Plans
Chronological plan: If you have a limited
number of items to display, or if you wish to
prepare several display books, you may wish to
arrange all items in a chronological order
beginning with birth or early childhood and
moving to the present. Such an arrangement of
items would go well with a written
chronological history—concise or long—of your
life.

—Make photocopies (on high-quality
bond paper) of periodical clippings
(newspaper, magazine, etc.) and of other
paper items that appear to be yellowing,
flaking or otherwise deteriorating. You
can try to preserve the original along
with the copy, but at least you will have
permanent copy in the photocopy.

Separate period plan: Divide your scrapbook
materials into groups that represent various
periods of your life:
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be mounted. (See the archival products
catalogs.)

Acid-free paper: When photocopying for the
purpose of achieving permanence, ask for
acid-free bond. Most paper contains traces of
manufacturing acid that, over time, actually
destroys the paper it helped create. A printer,
photocopier, or stationery store clerk may
understand your request for "acid-free bond." To
be safe, take your own acid-free copy paper to
your photocopier.

A person should shop around at
bookstores and stationery shops to find a
scrapbook of the quality, size, price, and
special features suitable to his or her
needs. With a little ingenuity, a person
might quite easily construct his or her
own scrapbook from acid-free materials.

Carbon ink: Nearly all photocopy and printing
processes today use ink that has a high carbon
content, which assures permanence. However,
the ink of many types of ballpoint pens does not
contain carbon; obviously, such pens should
never be used in preparing permanent
documents. Look for pens that bear labels like
"legal, accounting, laundry, permanent, carbide,
waterproof," etc.

3.

Storage and Display Options
1.

2.

File folders or envelopes. Though not as
convenient as a book format, file folders
and envelopes nevertheless are an
excellent, relatively inexpensive storage
option. Items can be placed individually
in separate, labeled, acid-free folders or
envelopes, either unprotected or
between special non-abrasive, acid-free
paper. Several like items can be filed in
a single folder or envelope. Related
items and written explanations of each
item can be conveniently added. Folders
and envelopes can be stored in a
standard file drawer, in an acid-free
cardboard file box, or in a well-coated
metal file box. Items are relatively easy
to remove and examine for enjoyment.

Standard binder. A three-ring, non-vinyl
binder makes an excellent scrapbook for
items smaller than 8 ½ x 11 inches. The
main advantage of the binder is that
filler and mounting materials of many
different kinds are available for use in
them: plain, heavy, sheets on which
items can be variously mounted; plastic
sleeves of a variety of quality and kind;
plastic photo-mount pages (for various
sizes of items); and many kinds of
divider tabs or pages. Binders
themselves also vary in quality—all the
way from the expensive "starter binder"
to the sturdy, metal-hinged binder. Ring
thickness may vary from one-half inch
to two or three inches.
Another advantage of the binder is that
your scrapbook collection can be
multi-volume, and you can arrange and
rearrange the material conveniently.

4.

Scrapbook. Scrapbooks come in many
shapes and sizes, and they vary greatly
in quality and in features. Some books
feature only a plain page of heavy paper
on which items can be mounted; some
have pockets. Others supply corner
mounts or other fasteners. More
expensive models provide plastic
sleeves over a stiff, acid-free paper or
cardboard insert, on which items are to

The genealogy (book of remembrance)
binder—legal size (8 ½ x 14 in.) A
variety of sheets and plastic sleeves are
also available for this binder. A unique
feature of the genealogy binder is that
the binding posts can be extended so
that the book can be expanded to several
inches’ thickness. The common acetate
sheets are not archival. And the paper is
not acid-free, though generally it is a
high-quality bond, nor is the binder
itself archival.

For specific instructions on the mounting of
individual items, see the section on mounting
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photographs. Similar principles and techniques
apply.
Keep in mind your main objectives in collecting
and displaying scrapbook materials:
1.
2.
3.

4.

2.

Properly label and store all of your
photographs and negatives in envelopes
or sleeves.

3.

Identify those few dozen photographs of
your life's happenings that have the most
potential to express your personal
history. Take special measures to
preserve these photos as permanently as
possible:

Organize your items in some kind of
logical grouping or pattern.
Protect your items from deterioration.
Display your items attractively, in a
format that enables you and your
posterity to enjoy them conveniently.
Create history from your mementos:
arrange and comment on them in such a
way that they express important
activities and feelings in your life.

• Make black-and-white prints of all
color photos.
• Obtain archival-quality storage
materials (polyethylene or MylarTM
sleeves, acid-free envelopes and boxes)
in which to store these, after you have
made extra prints for display.
• Store your prints and negatives in as
ideal and safe a place as you can locate.

A Bonus
An important benefit of working with scrapbook
items is that you gain a keener sense of the
potential value of mementos as personal history.
Items you might have discarded a few months
ago now become valuable parts of your history:
the check for the final mortgage payment on a
30-year house loan; the first freshman English
essay at college; a medical insurance payment
for an accident or illness; your name label from
an important convention or conference you
attended.
Each of these items is a vivid reminder of an
important event in your life—an event often of
your own making and, hence, an event that tells
a lot about you personally.

4.

Create a photo history of yourself or one
of your family members. Mount a
number of your photographs so that they
can be enjoyed conveniently.

5.

Locate and obtain copies of important
ancestral photographs. Have negatives,
as well as prints made for your personal
photo collection.

6.

Become closely acquainted with a
photograph processor in your area who
is willing to do the quality of custom
processing you desire, for reasonable
prices, to assure preservation of your
photographs.

7.

Gather photographs of aspects of an
ancestor’s life. Have these
professionally reproduced. Make them
available at reasonable cost to relatives.
You may even wish to have these
photographs screened and printed in a
publication. Relatives are usually eager
to obtain such publications, and will
share printing costs. Such reproductions
also make excellent gifts for birthdays,
Christmas, and other special occasions.

Suggested activities for making photographs
and scrapbook materials a part of your
personal history
Photographs
1.
Gather together all photographs that
depict an important period or a
particular event in your personal life.
Invite relatives and family friends to sort
through their photo collections to see if
perhaps they have photographs of
interest to you. Borrow these and make
personal negatives and prints for your
use (or have the photos screened).
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8.

9.

copy-machine paper deteriorates markedly in 20
to 40 years; better-grade bonds remain intact,
though yellowed, for 100 years).

Write descriptive captions for your
photographs. If you store these with
your photographs, make sure you write
the captions on acid-free envelopes or
paper.

Guidelines to Mounting Photographs
1.
If there is but one picture on a page,
center it (and the caption) slightly above
center. In centering from left to right,
consider the half-inch or one-inch
margin.

Write concise essays (100 to 500 words)
about a number of your photographs.
Give information on where and why
each photograph was taken. Add details
that help create the setting of the
photograph: describe related events or
activities of that period; give
background to the persons in the
photograph, to their dress, or special
objects or places in the photograph.
Explain your feelings about the occasion
in which each picture was taken, if you
can remember them. If you do not feel
comfortable writing about the pictures,
talk about them on a sound or video
cassette recording tape.
Set up a series of family activities
related to obtaining, organizing,
duplicating and storing photographs of
family members:

• Visit places the family (or family members),
have lived. Take photographs of people, places,
and objects of value to personal histories.
• Compile a slide transparency presentation of
your family's history—something you could
show regularly as an enjoyable family activity.
• Share with children (or brothers and sisters)
the circumstances of photographs taken of them
or of ancestors.
• Compile photo collections of individual
family members.
You may be able to come up with many
additional projects appropriate to the use of
photographs in preserving personal histories.
Sharing Photographs with Others
Multiple prints of photographs can be made
from negatives (or from negatives made from
prints), but this process can become very
expensive. An alternative is available, providing
prints of fairly high quality printed on relatively
permanent, acid-free paper (ordinary

2.

If you wish to place two pictures on a
page, put the smaller one on top, unless
you wish to call attention to the larger
one.

3.

Try for one-inch margins on all sides,
and a little wider margin at the bottom
than at the top, if you have extra space.
Center from left to right.

4.

Do not crowd pages. Lots of white
space is attractive.

5.

If you place captions under the pictures,
space them at least 1/4 in. in from each
end of the picture and, if possible, at
least 1/2 in. below the picture.

6.

If you place captions to the side of
pictures, leave from 1/2 to 5/8 in. space.
Center the caption slightly above the
center of the picture. It is more common
to put the caption to the right of the
picture, though the left side will work.
Put the caption in a block of text next to
the picture. (If you are cramped for
space, you may reduce the space
between the caption and the picture to
3/8 in. If you need to widen the space,
move to 3/4 in.)

7.

Keep space between captions and
pictures the same on a multi-picture
page. If you are crowded for space, use
less than 1/2 in.

8.

Work for a balanced look on the page.

Scrapbook Materials
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1.

2.

Make one or more scrapbooks of the
most valued items you wish to display.

3.

Obtain acid-free envelopes and boxes in
which to store mementos from your own
life or from ancestors. Identify and use
the best storage area in your home.

4.

Label and give background information
on your mementos.

5.

Write essays about a number of your
mementos. Give background to each
item, describe the setting in which it was
created, and explain your special
reasons for preserving it.

6.

and learning to use the best preservation
materials available.

Gather together all scrapbook materials
and sort them into categories, as
suggested in the guide (by the use of
folders or other separators). Further sort
these categories by identifying items of
most value—those most worth
preserving because they are mementos
of important events in your life.

11.

Electronic Preservation
Until recent decades, photographs were
reproduced from negatives. Some older people
may remember when black-and-white portraits
were “tinted.” Certain people cultivated the
skill of adding color to prints by use of colored
oil paints, watercolor, and even colored chalk.
Slides can be reproduced as color prints through
a scanning process.

Locate, among family members,
mementos (letters, documents,
programs, announcements, etc.) of a
common ancestor. Help family members
preserve these properly. Make copies
for your own use.

7.

Set up a memento file for each of your
children. Help each child update it
regularly.

8.

Do some inquiry and research into
preservation methods: locate a source
for archival quality materials; determine
your precise needs; obtain the materials;
and develop skills in using them.
Construct a scrapbook.

9.

Prepare a cassette-tape or videotape
commentary (use a high-quality tape) on
your scrapbook mementos.

10.

Organize a neighborhood or church
group who are interested in obtaining

Locate all certificates of vital records
(birth, marriage, divorce, etc.), religious
records (blessings, baptisms,
christenings, etc.), and other records for
you or for a close relative. Make photo
copies of the originals for use in display
and documentation. (Note: It is against
the law to duplicate some certificates.
The certificate itself will bear that
warning.) Store originals in an entirely
safe manner and place.

When VHS became popular, people were
encouraged to put their home movies onto VHS
tapes, even though the VHS medium is probably
one of the least “archival” things you can do to
voice, photograph, or other images. Videotape
deteriorates relatively rapidly. It is now
recommended that videotape images be
transferred to compact disks (CDs);
advertisements for this service are now common.

Restoration
Since about 1990, electronic mediums of
preservation have developed at amazing rates.
Whereas it used to cost upwards of a hundred
dollars to “restore” a damaged photograph, new
scanning techniques have made the “touching
up” of photographs almost a routine process.
(Previously, a photographer would make a
negative of the damaged photograph, then touch
up the negative, or a print of the negative. The
result was a second- or third-generation
reproduction—anything but ideal.) Digital
processes, such as those readily available in
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burner program on your computer. You will
want a CD-R (CD Readable) format of good
quality. You can transfer to a CD images and
text from your hard drive or from any disk, and
sound files, pictures, music and even movie clips
from the Internet (to add text, you’ll need a
photo-editing program). And of course all
printing could be done with a high-quality laser
printer, depending on the quality desired. Yet
even laser printer toner may degrade quickly and
break down under heat and pressure.

Adobe PhotoShop (add trade mark), Adobe
Illustrator, Photo Deluxe, and similar
programs, enable any user of a computer to
make quite satisfactory reproductions of
damaged prints (depending, of course, on the
quality of your scanner).
The process itself is simple: Scan the original
onto a disk, and, using “touch up” software, edit
damaged portions of an original photograph.
Count on some practice time with the program
before you master the process.

Pictures taken with a digital camera can be
downloaded onto disk, though some touch-up
may be necessary, unless your camera has
enough resolution.
Still shots can be taken from a video camera

Some libraries, and most colleges and
universities, make the service available to
patrons at very reasonable cost. Many
individuals have invested in scanning equipment
and touch-up software.

Newspaper clippings can be scanned and
reproduced, to preserve the “old” look.

Scanning
It is common now simply to scan photographs
onto disks, then reproduce them on a laser
printer. Good scanners are very reasonably
priced ($125 or so); they come with programs
that can be put on the hard drive of a computer.
For best document resolution and printing, plan
on at least 150 dpi/pixels (300 is better). The
abbreviation dpi stands for “dots per square
inch”—the number of discrete elements (pixels)
that make up an image; for photos, use 200 to
300 dpi if possible. Fewer pixels will
reproduce an image, but the image won’t have
high resolution. Higher pixels will entail
sharper images and larger file sizes.

And finally, black and white is always better
than color, because color reproductions are not
yet of archival quality. They deteriorate over
time.
Note: Magnetic and optical media should never
be considered permanent archival records. In
many cases the original paper document or
photograph may outlast by far the new media.
This is because magnetic media can be corrupted
by any electromagnetic field. Optical media
(CD, DVD) materials remain the cheapest
manufacturing processes possible: the
sub-structural adhesives and plastics will break
down over time. Even more problematic is the
technical ability to retrieve digitized documents
once the technology has become
obsolete—abandoned for newer tools.

Scanning should be first saved on the hard drive,
edited, etc., and then copied to another location,
such as a CD, zip, or jazz disk. They hold more
files. A regular floppy disk will hold only a
few pictures, perhaps ten or so; a zip disk will
hold up to seventy times as many, and a jazz
disk even more. Then there are the compact
disks (more about them below). To store
graphics, always use at least a zip disk. There
are programs for both PC and Macintosh.
The Compact Disk (CD)
By the late 1990s, the compact disk became the
best medium for storage of images. To transfer
images to the compact disk, you must have a CD
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activities?

Personal History Activities
for Families, Youth and
Children

The time spent in composing history is less
important than regularity and quality of
history activities. An hour a week, or a
Sunday morning or afternoon a month,
effectively used, will easily achieve some
important goals in recording personal
history.

Why write history as a family?
Family history activities help bind families
together. Through such activities, family
members have the chance to share their
deepest feelings about the events in their
lives that mean most to them. A common
sense of values develops as a family unites
to create its history.

Family trips may be taken to areas where
parents or ancestors lived or where the
family itself previously lived.
Inspiring stories from ancestors, or even
from brothers and sisters, often have greater
teaching value than those of nonrelatives,
however famous.

We all know the pleasure of planning and
anticipating a family trip or outing. There is
equal pleasure in recording the highlights of
that trip—after it has become a fact of
history.

The artwork or essays of children may have
greater significance to a family than the
masterpieces of the ages.

Wisdom can be gained from a family
crisis—a death, an illness, a disappointment.
That wisdom comes clearly into focus as
family members write their individual
feelings about such events.

Children spend enormous amounts of time
in hobbies and pastimes—collections,
sports, music, creative play, etc. Why not
take a little time to make an appropriate
record of those activities?

Humor brightens life immeasurably. When
humor is recorded immediately, its value is
heightened.

What kinds of personal history programs
and projects might a family undertake?

It is good for children to see parents record,
regularly, those happenings in the family
which children themselves sense to be
important.

It is hoped you and your family will be able
to find among the numerous activities
suggested below ones that will suit your
family interests and goals. Choose carefully
those you feel you can most successfully
carry out: consider your skills, the time
available, your family's lifestyle, your
children's and your own interests and habits,
and family hopes and goals.

Most important, as parents involve children
in family history activities, the children learn
the value of becoming composers of
personal history themselves. They are more
likely to write their histories as they move
into adulthood.

Programs
A family personal history program is a

How time-consuming are personal history
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important events.

regular, sustained effort to help individual
family members compose a record of their
personal lives. It is a recurring activity or set
of activities to which the family commit
themselves, thus producing major personal
histories of parents and children or creating
awareness of a historical heritage.

The tapes may be preserved (good
tapes have a life expectancy of 15 to
25 years) or transcribed into written
history.
2.

The parents of one family I know sit down
weekly with each of their children and
cassette tape-record 15 to 20 minutes of the
highlights of the child's week.

Set up an interview schedule with
ancestors—parents, grandparents,
aunts and uncles, or other older
family members.
Draw out in interviews these people's
best and most interesting stories; for
the benefit of younger family
members, focus interviews on
childhood memories or other aspects
that children would easily relate to.

Another family helps each child keep a
journal, with entries at least twice a week.
Even a shorter, different kind of record is
also an excellent program.
The father of a student of mine regularly
sends each of his children a set of
photographs, accompanied by stories and
other details relating to the photos. It's his
way of maintaining family ties now that
many of the older children are away at
school or in marriages of their own.

3.

Compile a family chronology—a
comprehensive list, in chronological
order, of all major happenings in the
family since the parents' marriage.
Update it regularly.

4.

Devote a series of family home
evenings or Sunday sessions to the
recording (on cassette tape) or
writing of important episodes in
family history.

These are all personal history programs
because they are sustained, productive ways
of producing portions of a longer, permanent
personal record.

Plan these sessions carefully by
preparing notes beforehand from
which to work in composing the
history.

Suggested Programs
1.
Organize a family-interview plan that
calls for regular (weekly, monthly)
interviews on cassette tapes with
each family member.
5.
Focus family attention on the
individual being interviewed. For
example, if a twelve-year-old child is
being interviewed on what has
happened to him during the last three
months, invite all family members to
help him recall and talk about
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Devote regular time to collecting,
preserving and displaying materials
that could be used in a scrapbook.
Consider designating one holiday a
year (such as Easter or
Thanksgiving) to do a "Year in
Review."

6.

Organize an ongoing photographic
family history:

• Take regular photographs.
• Write descriptive captions or essays
on each photograph.
• Preserve and display photographs.
Learn, as a family, the skills of
effective journal keeping:
• Set aside a regular time for
making journal entries.
• Review the skills of effective
journal writing.
• Obtain a journal with high-quality
paper; use only a pen with carbon ink.

13.

Prepare on Christmas, on birthdays,
or on other holidays a family tape
that you send to relatives who live at
a distance.

14.

Take motion pictures or videotapes
of important family happenings.
Learn how to preserve these visual
records properly. Share them
regularly with family members.

7.

15.

Participate in activities and displays
that attempt to re-create aspects of
the past that ancestors were involved
in:
• A ride on a steam locomotive, or a
visit to a train museum, if an
ancestor was a railroad worker
• A folk or old-time music festival,
if an ancestor played a musical
instrument
• A display of old farm machinery,
if an ancestor was a farmer
• A quilt display, if an ancestor was
a skilled quilter
• Restored homes, cars, airplanes,
villages, etc.
• A review of an old mail-order
catalog with a parent or grandparent
• Fashion displays
• Movies, radio programs, or
photographs from earlier decades

8.

Write letters regularly to a parent or
grandparent, or to children away
from home, featuring, in the letters,
family happenings. Keep copies of
all letters sent, or arrange for the
letters to be preserved and returned.

9.

Visit yearly the graves of deceased
ancestors, perhaps on or near the
birthdays of those people. Share
memories or historical details of
those people.

10.

Celebrate the birthdays of ancestors.
Review, at the birthday party,
information, photographs, and stories
about those ancestors.

11.

Celebrate holidays, as closely as
possible, the way ancestors
celebrated those holidays—the
Fourth of July, Christmas,
Thanksgiving, etc.

Projects
A personal history project is a brief, perhaps
one-time activity; its purpose is to produce a
record of a certain event or to instruct or
inspire family members on the significance
of an important event in their lives.

12.

Tape record the language
development of growing children
every few months.

"This evening let's talk about names. What
do your given names actually mean? Why
did we give you the names we did? Where
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aunts, uncles, grandparents, second
cousins, once-removed cousins,
nephews, etc.

do our grandparents' surnames come from,
and what do they mean? . . ."
"We've made arrangements to visit the
country school I attended from grades one
through six. It's boarded up now, but a
school custodian has agreed to show us
through it and to even take us up to the bell
tower."

4.

Describe how you or your parents
performed those same tasks thirty,
fifty, or a hundred years ago.

"Tonight each of you will draw a floor-plan
of your bedroom. You will number each part
of the room and then describe, on another
sheet of paper, all of your belongings and
their place (by number) in your room."
Projects usually are special activities that
focus sharply on a single aspect of an
individual's life; they produce a specific
piece of personal history or instruct or
inspire in a specific way.
Suggested Projects
1.
Using national or international maps,
explain to family members the
geographic origins of direct
ancestors, emphasizing just how the
ancestors, from generation to
generation, came to live where they
now do.
2.

3.

Make a list of common tasks a
family member performs daily:
washing clothes, ironing, getting
shoes repaired, obtaining news,
traveling, going to school, and so on.

In a family gathering, describe your
recollections of your grandparents.
Focus on physical appearance,
positive personality traits, special
gifts and abilities, accomplishments,
and humorous incidents. Comment
on traits that have carried into the
grandparents' children and even
grandchildren.

5.

Write down special expressions
(slang, colorful sayings, perhaps
even mild profanity) that ancestors
habitually used.

6.

Have a "grandparent" night: talk
about a specific grandparent; show
pictures; tell stories.

7.

Organize a " this is your life" night
for a child or parent. This would
include sharing reminiscences and
stories about the person from the
perspectives of people who are
closely related or involved with the
child or parent.

8.

Visit places where family members
formerly lived. Share reminiscences.

9.

Have a "name origins" evening.
Discuss the nationality and meaning
of family surnames of recent
generations.
Tell children how their names came
to be chosen, and explain the
meanings of those names. (Most
libraries have dictionaries of

Using charts and other graphic aids,
explain to your children exactly what
family relationships are: cousins,
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change—new awareness, new impulses, new
freedom, new roles. With careful guidance,
young people can, through preparation of a
personal history, satisfy some of their
deepest yearnings.

surnames; some ordinary desk
dictionaries list the meanings of
common given names.)
10.

11.

12.

13.

Have each member record an
hour-by-hour log of activities on a
typical weekday, school day,
workday, Saturday, Sunday, or
holiday.

A personal history links an individual to
other generations, heightening awareness of
likenesses between parents, grandparents,
and even brothers and sisters. At the same
time, a history brings out unique gifts and
other characteristics.

Share with your children your
feelings when you did "firsts": first
day of school, first date, first time
driving a car, first kiss, first talk in
church, etc. Encourage children to
share their "first" experiences also.
Tape record these descriptions.

Through a personal history, an individual
becomes aware of important eternal
values—of moral choices, of the relative
value of good and bad experiences, of
patterns of growth, of relationships with
other people.

Share with children your feelings on
the birth of each child, along with
details on what that child was like as
a baby or small child.

In fact, the writing of a concise personal
history has become a standard assignment in
many religion classes and in a variety of
basic university courses in personal
development, throughout the country.

Review with children your own
experiences with pets and the
family's experiences with pets.

14.

Fix a week of meals, or a series of
family home evening meals,
featuring foods prepared as they were
when parents or grandparents were
children.

15.

Spend an evening discussing and
practicing a specific skill of
composing personal history:
chronologies, essays, interviewing
for oral history, preserving
documents, etc.

Generally, personal history activities for
youth should be fairly concise and simple;
instructions should be clear; the activity
should have a clear beginning and end. The
skills required should be moderately
challenging but not highly demanding. The
activity should produce a fairly immediate
sense of accomplishment.
The activity should be enjoyable, and
sometimes, even fun. Group activities are
especially successful in this regard.
Adolescents most often prefer those history
activities that keep writing at a minimum.
Journal writing is more appropriate for youth
than lengthy history writing.

Personal History Activities for Youth
Personal history activities are a natural
answer to young people's search for identity.
The teenage years are years of dramatic
90

It is best to plan activities that focus on what
is meaningful to adolescents: friendships,
daily activities, challenges and decisions,
special experiences, lifestyle (dress,
grooming, pastimes, preferences, etc.), jobs,
and other areas of natural concern to youth.
Here are some suggested activities:
1.
Compile lists of the following:
• likes, dislikes
• friends, enemies
• favorites (foods, pastimes, games,
friends, teachers); aversions
• books, and magazines read;
movies, and TV shows watched
• clothes
• personal possessions
Give a brief reason or history behind
each item on each list.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

Describe the rules of neighborhood
games you play, or describe other
games you habitually play (with
whom, when, and where).

8.

Re-create (from newspapers and
news magazines) the history of the
day you were born.

9.

Draw charts, diagrams, plans,
drawings, etc., of activities that lend
themselves to graphic treatment:
paper routes; floor plans of your
house or room; playgrounds; favorite
fishing, hunting, hiking or camping
areas; furniture; or vehicles (cars,
bikes, motorcycles, etc.).

10.

Clip from magazines and other
periodicals pictures (advertisements)
of items that are part of your daily
lifestyle. Compile these in a
scrapbook.

11.

Compile a scrapbook of mementos.

12.

Prepare a record of a hobby by
compiling samples from collections,
photographs of items, recordings of
talents, and so forth.

13.

Collect historical data on places you
have lived (maps, tourist brochures,
historical summaries, etc.). Local
history societies and chambers of
commerce are excellent sources.

14.

Describe, in a step-by-step format,
several basic "processes" you engage
in regularly, including details of the
items, people, or places involved:
• your job
• shopping
• putting on makeup

Keep a brief daily diary of major
happenings. Occasionally include
explanations or feelings.
Account for all of the money you
spend over a certain period of time.
Give all of the reasons why you like
and dislike a job you have (or have
had).
Compile a personal chronology of all
of the major events in your life or of
certain aspects of your life—health
record, school record, friends, family
moves, church activity, club
activities, etc.
Gather together all of the
photographs that help tell your life
story. Learn how to preserve and
display them properly.
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• getting ready for school
• fixing your car
• regular chores and other
responsibilities
• preparing your favorite meal
• a typical date
• practicing a musical instrument
15.

places,
peoples,
and
important in their lives.

Interview parents or grandparents on
cassette tape about their recollections
of your birth, incidents in your early
years, or your early childhood traits.

Personal History Activities for Children
In addition to recording personal history,
children can learn early the importance and
meaning of the individual history. They can
learn to mark change and growth; sense the
relative importance of happenings and the
special significance in the seemingly
ordinary; and come to feel more a part of a
family unit, a church organization, and other
basic institutions.
The following are simple activities that
promote the achievement of these ends:
1.

Tape-record
children's
voices
regularly (every six months or
year). Preserve the tapes.

2.

Tape-record children's musical
abilities.

3.

Draw out of children stories or other
accounts of important happenings.
Write these down or tape-record
them.

4.

Invite children to draw pictures or do
other artwork that represents
important happenings.

5.

Help children take photographs of
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objects

6.

Help children identify and preserve
significant or typical records of their
activities:
school
records,
certificates, evidence of hobbies and
other diversions, etc.

7.

Read to children excerpts from the
personal
histories
of
others—relatives, famous people, or
biblical figures. Point out parallels to
the lives of the children.

8.

Teach children the basic skills of an
effective storytelling so that they can
begin their own histories.

9.

Simply prepare and maintain, on
your own, a personal history of a
child, taking special care to share it
regularly with the child.
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Just what is "standard English"?

A Guide to Standard English
for Writers of Personal
History

Standard English consists of those "rules"
("conventions" is a better word) that able
and attentive writers have agreed to follow
for the sake of uniformity and clarity.
(Workers in any profession agree on similar
standards of performance in the work they
do, and most of us are willing to conform to
current standards—such as dress
fashion—in order to be at least somewhat
"in style.")

This guide focuses on what most people call
"correct English"—how to spell right,
punctuate correctly, and avoid grammatical
and other writing errors. These rules have
come to be so important in modern writing
that many people, unfortunately, are
reluctant to write, because they don't know
all the rules that make English "standard."

For example, judgment (rather than
judgement) has come to be a preferred
spelling. All right is standard; alright is not,
except in very casual writing. In American
editing, the period and comma always go
inside quotation marks (." ,"), though in
Canadian and British editing, they
sometimes go outside.

Thus, this guide tries to do several things:
1.

It defines "standard English" and
explains how that standard has come
about.

2.

It sets forth some of the basic rules
you may want to follow as you write
your personal history.

3.

In spelling, most editors, for the sake of
consistency, use the shorter variant cited in
Webster's Third New International
Dictionary (unabridged). Some shortened
spellings are never accepted in edited
writing: nite (night), thru (through), and tho
(though). Catalog (vs. catalogue) and
similar simplifications are now standard (as
are dialog, esthetic, etc.)

It gives some practical suggestions
on how to deal with the problems of
correctness.

You may find it reassuring to learn that few
people, even many well-educated people,
are able to write completely standard
English without the aid of an editor.
Virtually all published writing has passed
under the eyes of an editor—a person whose
job is to see that what an author writes
conforms to the many conventions of
standard written English. Nearly every
magazine or book you read, every pamphlet,
handbook, or other short piece of writing
that passes through your hands has been
worked over by an editor. That's why most
of what you read is so consistent in
grammar, mechanics (spelling, punctuation,
capitalization, etc.), and general format.

It is also important to realize that the rules of
written English are different from those of
spoken English. The most careful users of
the English language do not use the same
vocabulary and grammatical structures in
their speech that they do in their writing.
This does not mean there are no rules to
language use. It's just that the rules of
speech—like the rules of dress—vary,
depending on a number of factors:
Situation:
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A written talk in church vs. a

Age:

Time:

every use of shall in speech and writing.
Americans who try to observe some kind of
rule for shall and will usually don't succeed.
In Great Britain, by contrast, the distinction
is alive and well among the educated.

casual letter to a friend
The standard English of an
eighty-year-old vs. the
language of a
twenty-year-old
The language of the King
James Bible vs. the language
of your personal history

Can vs. may. The classroom rule for can
and may generally holds in writing. But in
educated speech, the use of can for may is
standard, unless the situation is quite formal.

There is a "correct" variety of the language
for all of these situations, just as there is a
proper dress for the many varying situations
in which we may all find ourselves.
A common misconception is that all
language usage is governed by
grammar-book rules—the rules many public
schoolteachers attempt to drill into their
pupils. Some of those rules are important,
though more often in writing than in speech,
which tends to be less self-conscious, even
among the educated. Many studies have
shown a clear difference between the
traditional textbook rules and the actual
usage of educated people, especially the
usage of English professors (who, one
would think, would always observe the
rules). Such people, who know a lot about
how the language works, know just how the
rules differ from one set of circumstances to
another.

Who vs. whom, lie vs. lay. In careful
writing, the distinction between who and
whom is expected (though not many people
could pass a test on it). In speech, few
people spontaneously are able to choose the
right form—and I have a long list of
who/whom errors by illustrious speakers to
support my assertion. The same is nearly as
true of the lie/lay distinction.
So rules do indeed exist. Break them, and
you will suffer the consequences. But there
are few hard, fast, absolute rules that apply
in all situations in the same way. The rules
of writing are more like the rules that govern
propriety in dress. What is appropriate for an
outing is not appropriate for a church
service. What is right depends on the
circumstances.
So which rules apply in personal-history
writing?

All confident users of the language know
that in language usage, as in most human
activity, the real "rules" are more a matter of
judgment and good sense than of hidebound
prescriptions.

In writing personal history, you can follow
the conventions (rules) that writers have
agreed to observe. Some of these rules are in
textbooks; most of them you learn through
years of alert listening and reading. This
guide will acquaint you with some of these
rules and advise you on ways to learn more
of them and even practice them. If you
follow these conventions, most readers will
be comfortable with your use of the
language.

Here are some examples of rules vs. actual
usage that readers will readily recognize.
Shall vs. will. The traditional textbook
rules for the use of shall and will are only
occasionally observed in any American
writing, and rarely in speech. One scholar
has recorded nearly 400 uses of will for
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But if you yourself do not use standard
English, should you try to make your writing
standard? I have found the following
principles to be sensible guidelines.
1.

Even if you cannot write standard
English, you should nevertheless
write your personal history. Though
you may feel a bit self-conscious
about errors you may make, your
readers will probably tolerate them
gladly. Your posterity is interested in
the honestly conveyed content of
your history—the particulars of your
life and your thoughts and feelings
about these—not in your
grammatical competence. Your
honest effort to record your life in
writing will, if anything, heighten the
impact for good that your history
will have on others. There is no
reason for you not to be yourself
entirely—however you use the
language, whatever your writing
skills.
My great-grandfather left a brief
missionary journal; his handwriting
and spelling in the journal took me
hours to decipher. Part of my
enjoyment in reading the journal was
the challenge of "getting acquainted"
with how he used the language.

2.

A common technique used by
authors makes this possible: "eye
dialect." A writer who wishes to
convey to a reader that a speaker
uses expressions peculiar to a certain
social class or region simply inserts
an occasional usage that signals that
message. You have perhaps seen an
occasional "sez" (for says) in dialog;

If you would like your history to be
in standard English and need some
help to make it that way, find a
family member, a friend, or even an
editor who will "standardize" your
usage. However, it is important that
much of your expression remain true
to your habitual use of the language.
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it signals a lack of education.
Ironically, that is precisely how
educated people pronounce the word
says. But by convention, in writing,
it signals a lack of education.

Other affectations include
"over-corrections," vogue words, and
jargon.
Over-correction includes such things
as the incorrect use of whom for who
or the use of I instead of me.
"between you and I" or "it's up to
you and I" (me is correct in both of
these instances). Trying to follow a
rule when you really don't know the
rule leads to this problem.

If "we was" or "it don't" is more
natural to you than "we were" or "it
doesn't," then you might consider
leaving one of these in occasionally,
probably in a passage where you
quote yourself.
In particular, I encourage people to
include, in their histories, a lot of
their everyday expressions—the
vernacular, we call it. Vernacular
describes the language we use in
highly informal situations. Such
language, in a personal history, adds
color and individuality, as well as
variety.

Vogue words are "in" types of
expression that come and go from
year to year. They include such
words as relevant, viable, charisma,
paradigm, utilize (for use), empower,
experience, and impact (as a verb),
and so on. Like voguish styles in
clothes, they are rarely in style for
very long. And your history will be
around for a long time.

I also recommend that parts of a
person's history be written in his or
her own handwriting, however good
or bad it is. One should be sure to
use a permanent-ink pen; otherwise,
the ink will fade into oblivion in a
few decades. Most ordinary pens do
not have permanent ink. Carbon ink
used to be called "permanent" ink.
3.

Jargon, in its main sense, refers to
the technical language of a given
profession. Because few people
outside of a profession understand
such language, its communication
value is limited. For example, a
banker or a machinist writing about
an episode in his or her professional
life would do well either to define all
technical terms used or use
commonly understood terminology.

Avoid affectation in your
writing—use of the language to
impress your reader, rather than to
convey honestly your message in
your natural language. Inexperienced
writers sometimes try to make their
writing more formal than the subject
calls for or than the writer is really
capable of. Fancified and otherwise
pretentious language (we call it
gobbledegook) is never appropriate.
(See point 8.d, below.)

4.
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Use language that is consistent with
the tone of the events you relate.
Most humor calls for highly
conversational (colloquial) usage,
even the vernacular (plain, everyday,
down-to-earth language). A moving
spiritual experience requires a more
sober, formal, conservative style. In

carefully edited, and those in the
authentic language of ordinary
people. Librarians and bookstore
clerks can guide you to
autobiographical works. Reading in
these types of books will give you
motivation and skill to write your
own story.

dialog, of course, you attempt to
capture the essence of the usage of
the actual speakers.

5.

6.

Try to learn (or find someone to help
you observe) the very basic
conventions of standard
English—the difference between too,
two, and to; the conventional uses of
end punctuation marks (periods,
question marks, etc.); logical
paragraph division (to aid the
reader); and simple format guides
(margins, pagination, spacing, etc.).

8.

Note that the more you write, the
better you write. You become more
fluent, more able to say exactly what
you mean, and more confident
generally in the way you use the
language. A good way to assure
steady progress in writing is to invite
a more experienced writer to read
what you write and give you
suggestions for improvement.
I frequently recommend to writers of
personal history that they enroll in
some kind of formal writing course:
an independent (home) study course,
a class at a local college or
university, or a workshop or writing
seminar. Senior citizens might
organize local writing groups or
participate in personal history classes
in the popular Elderhostel program,
which features courses of all types,
including personal history, on
college campuses all over the United
States, and in other countries as well.

7.

Read! Especially read
autobiographies of all kinds—those
of famous people, which are
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Work for general ease of readability.
This means, basically, that you
should try to use the language in
such a way that it does not call
attention to itself. Your language
should always work to clarify the
meaning of what you attempt to
convey. How you express yourself
should not get in the way of what
you wish to express. Here are some
things to watch out for:
a.

Use contractions when they
seem natural. Some
contractions are always
appropriate: can't, don't,
shouldn't, etc. Others such as,
I’ve, we’ve, you’re, etc.
create a very casual style and
should be used more
sparingly unless your intent is
to be highly informal. These
contractions are common in
dialog and not so common in
other writing.

b.

Don't be afraid to use the
personal pronoun "I". Its
overuse, more than its use, is
to be avoided.

c.

Be precise with your
adjectives and qualifiers.
Words like really, so, a lot,
extremely, fantastic, amazing,
just and even very (if

through extensive transcribing and editing.
(See examples of edited speech in my
"Guide for Transcribing and Editing Oral
History.")

overused) are so imprecise as
to carry little meaning.
d.

e.

Use the simple, familiar word
over the big or long word,
unless you clearly stand to
gain something in meaning
by using the latter: start or
begin, rather than commence;
before, rather than prior to
(when you mean before);
because rather than due to
the fact that; deep rather than
profound; use rather than
utilize. For the most part, try
to be plain and concise in
your expression. Your best
writing style is close to the
language you use when you
speak carefully.

1.

If the writer (or oral informant) of a
history wants his or her history to be
edited to standard English, you
should respect that wish, even
though that individual uses
nonstandard English.

2.

Many users of nonstandard English
are entirely comfortable with their
variety of the language. (Actually,
most "errors" of nonstandard English
have a long and respectable history
among educated users of the
language—ain't, for example, is still
standard spoken usage among many
educated southerners.) Not only are
nonstandard speakers comfortable
with their usage, they are often
frankly proud that they use the
language of their upbringing and
their peers.

Occasionally read aloud what
you write. That will help you
maintain an appropriately
informal and effective style.

One of the most readable books on how to
write effectively is William Knowlton
Zinsser's On Writing Well. A bookstore can
order it for you. Most university and college
bookstores probably stock it.

I remember vividly Eric Hoffer's
mild profanity and numerous
grammatical errors in his national
television interview with Eric
Sevareid. Mr. Hoffer has written
some of the most refined prose of the
twentieth century; after he retired
from the San Francisco docks, he
was appointed to be a department
chair of philosophy at the University
of California, Berkeley. Though a
polished writer and a master of
standard English, he preferred to use
the speech of his co-workers.

Should a writer or editor change the
grammar, mechanics, and general style of
another person's transcribed speech or
writing?
This is an important question, especially if
you are transcribing an oral history,
particularly the history of a person without
much formal schooling. But even the speech
of careful speakers needs a lot of editing to
make it effective writing.
3.
Here are some guidelines I have learned
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The use of standard English should
not be the criterion by which we

judge others, compared to such
virtues as openness, respect for
others, capacity for service,
commitment to high moral values,
and a host of other qualities. I
personally am much more
comfortable with people who use,
with candor, their natural language,
than with people who
self-consciously attempt to observe a
language standard they are not
comfortable with.
4.

What reference aids would be useful to
writers of personal history?
To help you use standard and otherwise
effective usage, these references would be
helpful:
1.

A standard, up-to-date, desk
dictionary. Half a dozen titles are
available, ranging in price from a
few dollars (for a paperback) to $25
(for a nice hardcover). Check
spelling (any listed variants are
correct) and word meanings.
However, dictionaries no longer help
you make choices of standard
English (except in special sections
on mechanical marks).

2.

A handbook of standard English.
One of the most sensible and
thorough handbooks is the latest
edition of the Harbrace Handbook,
which you can order through a
bookstore (most college bookstores
stock it). However, many concise
handbooks are available.

3.

Practice exercises in standard
English (if you wish to learn the
conventions). Workbooks are
available at bookstores.

4.

A comprehensive guide to propriety
in American usage (for serious
writers). The best complete reference
(if you can read usage discussion
couched in grammatical terms) is
Merriam Webster's Dictionary of
English Usage.

5.

A thesaurus (dictionary of
synonyms)—to help you find just the
right word.

Nonstandard English can be edited
quite easily into mostly standard
English while retaining the
authenticity of an individual's usage.
As mentioned earlier, the technique
is called "eye dialect," and here's
how to use it:
Look for places in a person's speech
or writing where nonstandard usage
would sound most natural in the
telling of a good story, in the use of
clearly vernacular expression, or in
conversation. Such occasional usages
convey to the mind the authentic
language of the user without the
repetitious usages of nonstandard
English, which can become very
distracting.

Here are some examples of nonstandard
usage you might leave in a manuscript,
while eliminating a great deal of other
nonstandard usages:
"I seen it! I seen it!" I yelled.
"So I says to him, 'You really don't
mean that, do you?' "
"We was goin' seventy miles per
hour, if we was a goin' at all."
"It really don't matter," he kept
telling me.
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6.

that information would awkwardly
interrupt your narrative. You should
always cite quoted or borrowed
material from other sources. To mark
the presence of a footnote, use a
raised number such as this.1 If you
use only an occasional footnote, put
it at the bottom of the page on which
you cite it; if you use many, you may
wish to add them at the end of each
chapter, or even at the end of your
history. Number them consecutively
(1, 2, 3, 4) within each chapter.

For Latter-day Saint history writers:
Style Guide for Publications of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints (available through Church
distribution centers).

A Concise Review of Basic Writing
Conventions
Format
Margins
Standard page margins are as
follows:

l

Older texts often used symbols (*,
†, ‡) rather than numbers.

Top: 1 inch from edge to page
number; ½ inch from number to the first
line of writing.
Bottom: 1 inch
Left: 1 inch + ¼ inch for binding
Right: 1 inch

Paragraphs
Your history will break, quite
naturally, into three to six paragraphs
per page, and more if there is a lot of
dialog. How do you know when to
begin a new paragraph? To a certain
extent, that is a matter of judgment.
Some writers, and some kinds of
writing, tend toward longer
paragraphs, and some toward shorter
paragraphs. Generally, if paragraphs
grow to longer than half a page, they
bog the reader down.

Page numbers
Place page numbers at the top of the
page, one inch in from the outside
(or right) margin. Such placement
permits you to see page numbers as
you thumb quickly through your
manuscript.

In dialog, each time there is a change
of speaker, a new paragraph should
begin. Otherwise, begin a new
paragraph when there is a change of
topic; a natural shift in time, place,
or emphasis in narrative; or another
kind of natural break in idea, topic,
or flow.

Spacing
To save space, single-space within
paragraphs on your final manuscript.
To increase readability, double-space
between paragraphs.
Paragraph indentation
If you double-space between
paragraphs, indentation becomes
optional. Suit your own taste.

Sentences
A great deal could be said about effective
sentences. A few suggestions must suffice:

Footnotes
Footnotes can add information about
people, places, events, etc., when

1.
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Too many short sentences give

substituted for a bathroom.

narrative a choppy quality. Learn to
combine sentences:

An outhouse in the back substituted for a
bathroom.

Our destination was London, England. We
were going overseas.

There were several children who were
playing in the yard at the time.

Our destination was London,
England—overseas.

Several children were playing in the yard at
the time.

Ten months later, we moved again. This
time it was to Pascagoula, Mississippi.

5.
Ten months later, we moved again, this time
to Pascagoula, Mississippi.
2.

Too many long sentences will make
your narrative heavy and hard to
read. Divide some of them up.

I loved to play outside, and my father put up
a fence around the house so it would be
safer for me to be outside.

I remember one evening when we were
there, and my mother and father told me that
Grandfather Haskell was very ill and
probably would not live much longer.

Because I loved to play outside, my father
put up a fence. . . .
We had a pasture out in the New Survey,
and we drove the cows there every day.

One evening when we were there, my
mother and father told me that Grandfather
Haskell was very ill. He probably would not
live much longer.

Every day we drove our cows out to our
pasture in the New Survey.
6.

3.

4.

Rewrite many compound sentences
(two sentences joined by and) to
show a clearer relationship of the
ideas in the clauses:

Repeated use of the same sentence
pattern or length creates monotony.
If you have written two or three
sentences that are two or more lines
in length, you probably need a short
sentence—one that is less than a line
long.

Use sentence fragments occasionally,
but not habitually. Some fragments
are effective, but most can be
combined easily with the preceding
or succeeding sentence.

I quickly learned that objects don't give in
very much. Especially the outside concrete
stairs.

Generally avoid the "there is/there
are" sentence construction. Delete
the "there is/there are" and the
relative pronoun that comes later in
the sentence:

I quickly learned that objects don't give in
very much, especially the outside concrete
stairs.
I hung my feet in the water for several
minutes. Waiting to get up courage to slip

There was an outhouse in the back that
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my body into the current.
The ZIP abbreviations for states are
appropriate only in addresses.

I hung my feet in the water for several
minutes, waiting . . .

Thus, your writing will contain few
abbreviations. Words like foot, inch, pound,
gallon, California, county, September,
Wednesday, etc., should generally be written
out.

Italics (Underlining)
Italics in print is the same as underscoring
(underlining) in handwriting or typewriting.
1.

2.

Italicize or underline the titles of
major works: movies, books,
magazines and other periodicals.

Words commonly abbreviated that your
readers will readily understand may be
abbreviated; other abbreviations are
appropriate if you have made clear their
meaning when you first use them: UCLA,
NATO, WPA (Works Progress
Administration), CCC (Civilian
Conservation Corps), etc.

Italicize or underline words cited as
words; note, however, that some
writers still use quotation marks to
set off such words.

Residents of the rural Great Basin use the
words borrow pit to describe what most
Americans call a ditch.
3.

Numbers
When expressing numbers, writers follow
several rules—in deciding whether to write
them out or use the figures themselves.
Some guides recommend writing out all
numbers under twenty. Other guides specify
that all numbers that can be written as two
words (hence, one hundred and under)
should be written out; numbers over one
hundred should be expressed in figures onlly
when they can’t be easily written out (135,
268, etc.). Be consistent. If you cite many
statistics in certain passages, you may wish
to use figures for all numbers at that
particular point.

Italicize or underline foreign words
that are not well established in the
language:

My French grandmother always greeted us
with bon jour and bon soir long after she
was fluent in English.
4.

Italicize or underline words you wish
to emphasize (but do it sparingly).
Do not use capital letters for
emphasis—they are very difficult to
read.

Dates
It is becoming standard to write dates as
follows:

Abbreviations
Abbreviate only those words you always see
abbreviated: etc., i.e., Mr./Mrs., Dr., Jr./Sr.,
etc. Titles of people (Dr., Prof., Capt., etc.)
are abbreviated only when the first and last
names of the individuals are used

12 December 1979
6 July 1963
Capitalization
Capitalization rules, though simple and
straightforward, are among the most

Capt. Lewis Magelby
Captain Magelby
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a specific course:

commonly violated rules in ordinary writing.
1.

Mathematics 105, Public Health 303,
a class in history, a math class

Capitalize proper nouns: specific
places (towns, valleys, streams, etc.),
persons, brand names (Edsel,
Florsheim), names of certain time
periods (Sunday, June), and
institutions.

Names of languages are always
capitalized: English, French, Maori,
etc.

Derivatives of these nouns are also
capitalized: American, European

Punctuation Marks
Quotation Marks (". . ." '. . . ')
Quotation marks have two minor uses and
one major use:

The names of the seasons (spring,
summer, autumn, fall, winter) are not
capitalized.
Directions (north, south, east, west
are not capitalized unless they refer
to a specific area of a country: the
West, the Midwest, the South,
Southern Utah, Southern California.
2.

1.

To set off titles of short
works—titles of songs, short poems,
chapters in books, articles in
magazines or journals, etc.

2.

To define words: The word ornery
means "ugly in disposition." Some
writers still would put the word
"ornery," in this context, in quotation
marks, rather than in italics.

3.

To mark direct quotes of speakers:

Titles are capitalized when they are
used as part of a person's name:

Judge Roberts, Professor Miller,
Chairman Swanson
Otherwise, they are not capitalized:

"Go ahead and throw it," she dared.

The judge of the court . . . the
company . . . the president

Single quotes are used to mark
quotes within quotes:

3.

"Your grandmother used to call her
old Studebaker 'Lizzie,' " my father
explained.

Names of family members are
capitalized when used as part of a
name or when they replace that
person's name:

Writers of personal histories should be alert
to two common conventions in the use of
quotation marks:

Grandmother visited us often.
My grandmother visited us often.
Uncle Willis came on Sundays.
My uncle is eighty years old.
4.

Names of academic subjects are
capitalized only when they describe
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a)

b)

In American editing
(with rare
exceptions), commas
and periods always go
inside the quotation
marks; colons and
semicolons go
outside. The question
mark and dash may
go inside or outside
the quotation marks,
depending on whether
they are part of the
quote or not.
In written dialog, a new speaker
marks the beginning of a new
paragraph:

I told them, "You drive the pickup
back to camp. I'll bring the horses."
"Not on your life! You'll freeze to
death," they said.
"I brought extra clothes. I'll be all
right. See you in the morning."
"Do what you want," they further
cautioned, "but we're headin' for camp."
The Apostrophe (')
The apostrophe is used in spelling
contractions (we’re, who's, it's—meaning it
is/it has) and also in forming possessives.
The rules listed below focus on some of the
special problems you may run into when
using the apostrophe:
1.

The possessive of words already
ending in -s may be made in two
ways:
The Jones'/Jones's dog
Lois'/Lois's mirror
104

2.

as a verb, but one word when used
as a noun. Dictionaries often do not
agree on the use of hyphens in
spelling. To be consistent, follow the
recommendations of an up-to-date
desk dictionary. You may have to
spend a great deal of time checking
whether certain compound words are
spelled as two words, one word, or a
hyphenated word. The trend,
however, is to omit hyphens and to
spell compound words as single
words.

In phrase possessives, the apostrophe
goes on the end of the last word:

the mayor of the town's wife (or the
wife of the mayor of the town)
the Queen of the May Day's dress (or
the dress of the Queen of May Day)
3.

If two parties "possess" a single
item, the apostrophe goes on the end
of the second word:
My mother and father's piano

If both parties own separate items,
then each word takes an apostrophe:
My mother's and father's cars
4.

3.

There is a trend to omit the
apostrophe in certain word uses,
except where omission would cause
confusion:
1930s cross the ts (but dot the i's)
Veterans Day
six ands in a row
three 6s

The Comma
All but the most experienced writers and
editors struggle with commas. In "open
punctuation" (the trend nowadays), the
writer gets by with as few commas as
possible; in "closed punctuation," commas
abound. A good rule of thumb is to use
commas where they clearly help the reader
understand what you mean and where the
long-standing conventions require them.

The Hyphen
The hyphen has three basic uses:
1.

2.

Compound adjectives (two words
acting as a single modifier) are
typically hyphenated: barn-red paint,
top-heavy wagon, hard-won battle.
Adverbs ending in -ly are usually not
hyphenated: slowly growing fire,
commonly heard story.

The hyphen marks the division of
words at the end of a sentence. When
breaking words at sentence-end,
follow two simple rules: (a) divide
words only between syllables (check
a dictionary for syllabication); and
(b) never put only two letters at the
end of one line or the beginning of
the next: not re-ply, or polite-ly, or
po-litely.

Basic rules:

The hyphen is part of the spelling of
many words: mother-in-law,
self-effacing, ex-president, part-time,
etc. Take off is two words when used
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1.

A comma follows introductory
words like well, yes, of course,
incidentally, and for example. Your
ear will hear the marked pause.

2.

These same types of words, when
they occur in the middle of a
sentence, are set off with two
commas. The abbreviations etc., i.e.,
and e.g., when they occur within a

sentence, are set off by commas.
3.

4.

Some comma splices have become
stylistically effective; most writers would do
well to avoid them.

Dates written in the traditional way
take a comma: December 29, 1981.
Dates are commonly written as 29
December 1981 now. Dates thus
written require no comma.

Principles for avoiding comma splices:
1.

A comma goes between a city and
state or country; and between city
and state:

Ordinarily, use a comma after an
introductory phrase or clause of five
or more words.

In the town I grew up in, if you
weren't a hunter, you had no status.

Juneau, Alaska
Provo, Utah County, Utah

Sometimes, as in the first sentence of
this principle, a comma is necessary
even after simple introductory
words. It is only necessary when
the sentence would be confusing
without it.

Within the sentence, the comma
following the state is now often
omitted: Midway, Utah is a small
town in Heber Valley.
Adjectives in series are separated by a
comma: The white, three-story apartment
house. . . .

2.

You can test whether or not to use a comma:
The order of adjectives in true series can be
comfortably changed (three-story, white ...).

A comma is usually helpful before
conjunctions like and, but, or, for,
nor, and so when they link two
complete sentences (that is, in the
compound sentence), unless the two
sentences are very short:
There were complications, and
Mother told me that it was a miracle
that either she or I survived.

General principle:
The best guide to most comma use is a good
ear. If, as you read through a point in a
sentence, you must pause in order to clarify
meaning, a comma is likely appropriate. If
you can read through that point comfortably
with no pause, probably no comma is
needed.

He was a good trapper and an
excellent shot, and he was an expert
fisherman as well.
When there are commas in the linked
sentences and one or both of those
sentences are long, the semicolon
(rather than simply a comma) helps
the reader better grasp your meaning:

One of the most serious comma errors is
called the "comma splice" or "comma fault."
It is the use of the comma where end
punctuation (a period or semicolon) belongs.
Mother came home at four, father
came home right after.

The evenings were long and warm,
full of sounds of croaking frogs and
humming (and biting) mosquitos;
and twilight lingered until ten or
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had lived in Idaho, the potato capital
of the world; the Imperial Valley in
California, American's vegetable
garden; and Kansas, the "Wheat
State."

eleven o 'clock, while we played
softball in the alfalfa stubble.
3.

Before the last item in a series, the
comma is not necessary unless it
helps clarify your meaning:

Don't confuse the semicolon with a colon.
On the farm we had pigs, goats,
horses, cows and chickens.

The Colon
The colon ordinarily introduces formal lists;
nearly always it is preceded by such words
as "the following," "as follows," or the
strongly implied meaning of those phrases
(as shown in the first example):

Mother's exotic fruit salads were the
highlight of warm days—pineapple,
kiwi fruit, shredded coconut and
even papaya.

There are two words children
nowadays don't know: yes and no.

For breakfasts we habitually ate
juice, cereal, bacon and eggs, and all
the milk we could drink.

My reasons for joining the Lions
were as follows: the club offered
fellowship, it rendered many good
services to the community, and
several of my best friends were
already members.

The Semicolon
The semicolon, like the period, is a
sentence-end mark; generally, it separates
two complete sentences. It signals a close
relationship between the two sentences that
a period does not. That is why it often
occurs before words like however,
moreover, therefore, in fact, etc. These
words tie ideas of sentences together, so the
punctuation fits the sense of the words. But
any sentences whose ideas are closely
related may be linked by a semicolon.

The colon does not occur after such
introductory words as such as, are/were/will
be, include, for example, e.g., and i.e.
These words introduce in the middle of
sentences and do not require a colon.
The Dash
No punctuation mark (except perhaps the
semicolon) is so misused by budding writers
as the dash. It is generally either overused or
avoided altogether. But because it is so
characteristic of speech transcribed into
writing, and of informal writing (hence,
most personal history), a writer of personal
history would do well to learn how to use it
with confidence.

My father was elated; my mother
showed her usual reserve.
I had a crush on Miss Rogers, my
fourth-grade teacher; in fact, when
she married, I considered quitting
school.
Occasionally the semicolon acts as a "heavy
comma" in places (often in a series of long
phrases) where a comma would cause
confusion:

Perhaps the best way to become acquainted
with uses of the dash is simply to look at
several dozen uses by different writers. The

By the time I was sixteen, our family
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dash is easy to spot on the printed page, so
pick up any piece of good writing (a
magazine, a novel, some short essays,
autobiography) and look closely at how
writers use it. You'll find it performs usually
two functions, and sometimes a third:

Ellipsis points
In writing personal history, you will
probably use the ellipsis points in three
ways:
1.

1.

The dash signals an interruption of
words: an afterthought, a definition,
a qualification. When this
interruption occurs in the middle of a
sentence, two dashes set it off; when
it ends a sentence, one dash, of
course, suffices.

My mother always said my father
would come for her when she died.
And indeed, her last words were
"Charles, Charles. . . ." (or "Charles,
Charles—').
2.

My favorite uncle—he married my
favorite aunt—moved next to us
when I was fifteen.
We went weekly to Coney
Island—the most crowded beach in
the world.
2.

To signal a lapse of time:
I knew I'd seen something move. . . .
Then, finally I saw what it was—the
most beautiful six-point buck I'd ever
laid eyes on.
(Notice that in the latter example,
four periods are used. The first is the
period that ends the sentence; the
following three are the ellipsis
points.)

The dash shows emphasis (which is
related to interruption). It is
especially useful to sum up or
heighten ideas expressed:
Everything in the room was
mildewed—even the walls.

3.

To mark a conversation that trails off
(the dash marks an interruption):

3.

The dash can act as an informal
colon (meaning "the following")
when the items following it are brief
or the writing is highly informal.

Ellipsis points are no longer used at
the beginning or end of quoted
material; rather, they are used only
when a word or words are omitted
within quoted material.

Grammatical Conventions
There is not space here to describe, in detail,
the common grammatical errors. An
up-to-date handbook (such as the Harbrace
Handbook) will describe the errors and
perhaps provide some practice exercises to
help you learn the standard conventions.

Two foods were my passion when I
was ten years old—raisins and peanut butter.
Exclamation Mark
Use the exclamation mark
sparingly—usually only in dialogue in
which the speaker clearly expresses strong
emotions. Overuse cancels the effect of the
mark. It is said that poets are allowed to
use only one exclamation point in their lives.

Listed below are the main, serious
grammatical errors you should watch for and
avoid:
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A public report by my assistants . . .
made clear the effects of police
incompetence.

Pronoun problems:
Unclear reference or lack of agreement
between the pronoun and the word it stands
for:

Problems with pronoun choice:
If Mother had left it up to Joyce and
I (should be me). . .

My mother was president of the
Ladies Auxiliary; her assistant was
Louisa Adams. She was often gone
from the home in the month of
September, preparing for the annual
bazaar. (Was Mother or Louisa
Adams often gone?)

On May Days, Anna, our neighbor,
always gave the May basket to
whomever answered the door first.
(Should be whoever, the subject of
the verb answered.)

If an individual farmer didn't take his
water turn on time, they (should be
he) lost their (his) water.

Nonparallel structure:
Structures joined by coordinating
conjunctions (and, or) should be in the same
grammatical form.

Lack of subject-verb agreement:
Each of the fourth graders were
(should be was) to bring a leather
shoelace from which to make a
slingshot.
There was (should be were) an
orange and a toy in each stocking,
more than we'd ever gotten for
Christmas before.
Loose and dangling modifiers:
Peeking through a hole in our blind,
the ducks came so close we could
have reached out and hit them
without guns. (Who was peeking?
We or the ducks?)
As we peeked through . . .
The findings of my assistants in the
city offices made clear the effects of
police incompetence in the public
report. (Were the police
incompetent in filing the report, or
were the findings published there?)
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Nonparallel:

We got a treat on Sunday
afternoons and if we were
good during the week.

Parallel:

. . . and when we had been
good during the week.

Nonparallel:

Stickball on the street was a
passion with all of us kids
and painful to the adults.

Parallel:

. . . a passion with all of us
kids, and a pain to the adults.

