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Invitation






Open your mind to ideas.
Choose what you need.
Use what you take.
Share what you learn.

How to Research and
Write Personal
Histories that Family
Want to Read

01

During this Presentation



Phase I: Setup and Organization



Phase II: Gathering, Interviewing, and Research



Phase III: Writing, Editing, and Publishing
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Introduction
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Writing Family Histories: 5 Questions We All Ask
1. What is a personal history?
Social history

Folklore

Genealogical

Skills /
Occupations

Topical

Autobiographical
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Writing Family Histories: 5 Questions We All Ask
2. Why should I write a personal
history?
 To provide a gift to your posterity
to
• Ensure that you or the one
you write about is not
forgotten
•
•

•

Tell of your triumphs over
adversity

•

Your recovery after a fall
and rejoicing when you
finally achieved

•

Provide inspiration to others
facing a challenge

Share personal stories
Share incidents in one’s life
that teach a lesson
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Writing Family Histories: 5 Questions We All Ask
2. Why should I write a personal
history?


To discover who you are, to
search your own identity and
understand the forces that have
shaped you



To have a story to go with those
dozens of old photos
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Writing Family Histories: 5 Questions We All Ask
3. What can I write about?
Life Stage
Childhood (0-11)

Adolescence (12-18)

Early Adult (19-25)

Prime Adult (26-45)

Middle Adult (46-65)

Senior Adult (66+)
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Writing Family Histories: 5 Questions We All Ask
4. How and where do I
begin?







How-to Books
and Articles

Phase I: Setup and
Organization



Fill-in-the-blank
Books

Phase II: Gathering,
Interviewing, and
Research



Fill-in-the-blank
Binders



Professional
Personal
Historian



Oral and/or
Video Personal
History Online
Systems

Phase III: Writing
and Publishing
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Writing Family Histories: 5 Questions We All Ask
5. How long will it take?
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Phase I:
Setup and
Organization
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Define the Life Stages

Mary Jones Personal History
Life Stage

Years

Childhood (0-11)

1933-1944

Adolescence (12-18)

0000-0000

Early Adult (19-25)

0000-0000

Prime Adult (26-45)

0000-0000

Middle Adult (46-65)

0000-0000

Senior Adult (66+)

0000
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Organizing Folders and Files
"Mary's Box"--Initial Set-up
Life Stage
Category

Index and
Miscellaneous

Color Code

File

Timing

File Folder Label

1A

Set-up

Jones, Mary
Index

1C

Added

Jones, Mary
Miscellaneous: work

White

Childhood (0-11)

Red

2A

Set-up

Jones, Mary (0000-0000)
Childhood: Infancy, Grade School

Adolescence (12-18)

Blue

3A

Set-up

Jones, Mary (0000-0000)
Adolescence: Jr. High, High School

Early Adult (19-25)

Yellow

4A

Set-up

Jones, Mary (0000-0000)
Early Adult: Marriage

Prime Adult (26-45)

Green

5A

Set-up

Jones, Mary (0000-0000)
Prime Adult: Marriage

Middle Adult (46-65)

pink

6A

Set-up

Jones, Mary (0000-0000)
Middle Adult: Marriage

Orange

7A

Set-up

Jones, Mary (0000)
Later Adult: Funeral

Senior Adult (66+)

012

Phase II:
Gathering,
Interviewing, and
Research
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Gathering Information and Materials


Diaries



Letters [and e-mails]



Documents and artifacts



Photographs



Tape [and video] recordings



Recollections of others



Life sketches and
autobiographies



Your memories
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Gathering and Cataloging Example:
Sack of Odds and Ends


Begin building a mental
picture of activities and
experiences by time period



Identify persons who might
have insights and artifacts
related to the person’s life



Identify topics and questions
to discuss with different
individuals



Identify gaps for which you do
not have information



Identify areas where you could
conduct background research
to help tell the story
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Develop a Spreadsheet to Catalog Artifacts and Interviews
Mary Jones Artifacts List
Describe what you
have.

What clues or
questions do you
have? (Inscriptions,
persons in picture,
etc.)

Are any further actions
needed?

Photo

Mom and Dad’s wedding
photo.

On back of picture, list of
persons in epicure (Name
1, Name 2, Name 3, Name
4, Name 5, Name 6, Name
7); date of event

Find name and address of
persons in photos. Set up time to
interview.

Photo

Wanda and Mom
standing next to life
preserver with name of
ship.

Mom is on cruise.

Ask Wanda about photo and trip.

Photo

Unknown boy with dog
in early 1900's.

Who is this? Family?

Show and ask Mom's sisters if
they know about the photo.

Birthday Card

Birthday card given to
mom by (name).

None

None

Obituary of Mom’s Dad
(Name)

Lists surviving family,
residence of children and
brothers and sisters.

Find name and address of
Grandpa's brothers/sisters or
surviving spouses. Set time to
interview.

Where mom traveled and
dates.

Look for brochures, tickets,
photos of trip. Ask friends who
went with Mom if they have
photos.

What do you have?

News article

US Passport

Moms passport from
0000-0000
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Identify Individuals and Areas for Further Background Research
Mary Jones Family, Friends, and Acquaintance List

Who is the
person?
Name

Name

Name

Name

What is their
relationship?

Address and
telephone

Notes for follow-up

Friend

Address
phone

Ask Wanda about photo
and trip.

Sister

Address
phone

Show old photos and see if
they can help identify. Ask
about other family artifacts.

Sister

Address
phone

Show old photos and see if
they can help identify. Ask
about other family artifacts.

Sister

Address
phone

Show old photos and see if
they can help identify. Ask
about other family artifacts.
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What are Oral Interviews?
Oral history is the collection and
recording of personal memoirs as
historical documentation. It
emphasizes the significance of
human experience.
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What are Oral Interviews?
Oral history interviews are NOT
the best method
 For obtaining factual data,
such as specific dates, places
or times, because people
rarely remember such detail
accurately.
 You will need to use more
traditional historical research
methods — courthouse
records, club minutes,
newspaper accounts, etc. to
help fill in the gaps.

June 2001

May 2004
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What are Oral Interviews?
Oral history interviews ARE the
best method
To get an idea of what happened,
what past times meant to people
and how it felt to be a part of those
times.
Capture eyewitness accounts and
reminiscences about events and
experiences.
Gather narratives passed down
verbally from generation to
generation beyond the lifetime of
any one individual. It includes
stories, songs, sayings,
memorized speeches and
traditional accounts of past
events.
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Oral History Legal Issues
 Copyright issues may become
a factor, even if you’re just
conducting an informal
interview with immediate
family.
 Legally, both the interviewer
and interviewee share the
copyright to an oral history
interview (an exception occurs
when an interviewer is
conducting the interview as a
work for hire).
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Do Background Research
 It is natural to want to rush out
and start the interview
process.
 No project should begin
without some basic
investigation of available
resources.
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Involve Family and Friends
 Introduce the project, and
explain the desired time frame
for completion.
 Ask the recipients to collect
photos, stories, and
memorabilia.
 Include an offer to pay for any
copies and other costs they
incur in assisting you.
 Ask family members to
contribute their favorite stories
concerning the subject.
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Who to Interview: Family, Friends, and Acquaintances List
Group 1: Family and friends they
often spoke with, in the last 5
years of their life.
Group 2: Family, friends, and
acquaintances that appeared (in
artifacts) at key moments in their
life. (e.g., brides maids at wedding)
Group 3: Family, friends, and
acquaintances that were in every
day activities with the person such
as a friend’s birthday, or group
picture in the cafeteria.
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Do I Conduct a Telephone or a Personal Oral Interview?
 When you have an option,
choose the person's own
home.


It is by far the best as the
interviewee will be much more
relaxed.

 A one-to-one interview is best.
Privacy encourages an
atmosphere of trust and
honesty.
 A third person present, even a
close partner, can inhibit and
influence free discussion.
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Preparing for the Telephone Interview
 Micro-cassette player with fresh
batteries.
 Three fresh 60 minute cassette
tapes.
 Radio Shack recording device
that connected my phone to my
recorder.
 Backup micro-cassette player in
case player failed or tape became
entangled while recording.
 List of questions for interview.
 Note pad to record thoughts,
requests, and promises.
 Envelope to enclose tape
immediately following interview.
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Digital Video

027

Digital Recorders

028

Analog Tape Recorders

029

Microphones

030

Cassettes
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Recording an Interview via Telephone
 Preceded by verbal or written
consent of all parties to the
telephone conversation; or
 Preceded by verbal notification
that is recorded at the beginning,
and as part of the call, by the
recording party; or
 Accompanied by an automatic
tone warning device, sometimes
called a “beep tone,” repeated at
regular intervals during the
course of the telephone
conversation when the recording
device is in use.
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Setting up the Interview
 Introduce yourself
 Explain project
 Explain interview topics
 Explain that you would like to
tape the interview
 Make an appointment to conduct
the interview
 Explain your desire to find
artifacts to help tell the story
 Request address/email address
so you can confirm appointment
 Give the interviewee your contact
information
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Preparing Interview Questions
As you develop your questions,
 Use plain words and avoid
suggesting the answers.
• Rather than: "I suppose you
must have had a poor and
unhappy childhood."
• Say: "Please, describe your
childhood."
 There are some points to cover in
every interview:
• Date and place of birth.
• What their parents' and their
own main jobs were.
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Preparing Interview Questions
As you develop your questions,
 You will need some questions that
encourage precise answers:
• "Where did you move to
next?"
 But you also need others which
are open, inviting descriptions,
comments, opinions:
• "How did you feel about that?"
• "What sort of person was she?
• "Can you describe the house
you lived in?"
• "Why did you decide to
change jobs?"
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Before You Leave Home
A simple check list might include:
 Make sure you have all the
equipment you need.
 Make sure everything is in good
working order.
 Know how to operate all your
equipment properly.
 Make sure you have enough
cassettes, fresh batteries and /or
an adaptor.
 Put together a folder that includes.
• Maps
• Extra questions
• Note pad
• Pencils/Pens
• Interview agreements (If you
are using them)
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Before you actually begin the interview…
Explain to the person that
 Not all of the information provided will
be used in the family history.
 That they will have an opportunity to
see and approve what is written before
it is published or distributed to other
family members.
 You will ask questions to prompt for
ideas but they do not have to answer
all the questions.
 If a question seems too personal, have
them let you know and you will go on
to the next question.
 If they tell you something they later
regret , have them tell you and it will
be excluded.
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Conducting the Interview
Choose a quiet place.
Equipment set up. (Really
important to make sure your
equipment is set up right.)
Get close.
Record a taped identification at the
beginning of side one.
Be reassuring.
The interview is not a
conversation.
One to one is best.
Etc., Etc. Etc.
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Getting the Best Answers
 Throughout the interview the
questions that give the best
information are those that start
'How...,' 'Who...,' 'Why...', 'What...',
'Where...', or 'When...'.
 Ask specific questions to get
specific answers, and open-ended
ones to get longer, more detailed
answers.
 Avoid questions where your
interviewee only has to answer
'Yes' or 'No.' Say, for example,
'What were your living conditions
like?' rather than 'Did you have
cramped living conditions?'
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Getting the Best Answers
 Ask open-ended questions if you
want description or comment:
“What can you remember about
the trip to England ?” or “Tell me
more about what swimming in the
Great Salt Lake was like.”
 Don't ask more than one question
at a time.
 Getting behind stereotype and
generalization is one of the most
challenging aspects of
interviewing people. As well as a
mere descriptive retelling of
events, try to explore motives and
feelings with questions like
"Why?" and "How did you feel?"
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Use “Reversals” to Gain More In-depth information
General Comments

Example of reversal:

“I thought it was a great experience.”

Tell me more.

“Mom, made a great stew.”

Which means?

“That was a trying time.”

In what way?

Comment 1: I admired Mr. Jones.
Reversal 1: Tell me more.
Comment 2: He was a kind man.
Reversal 2: Meaning?
Comment 3: Whenever he went to town, he
would always stop by our house and give my
widowed mother extra food, coal, etc.
Whatever he purchased for his family, he
purchased a little extra for us.
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My First 10 Interviews—What I experienced.
 Cherished experiences they
shared.
 Traits they admired.
 Inner most thoughts shared with
them about her life and family.
 Her dreams that were dashed by
choices in marriage.
 Dark troublesome times of pain
and sorrow that were
triumphantly overcome.
 My heritage and roles of
progenitors in preparing a path
for me.
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My First 10 Interviews—What I experienced.
 Each individual and their lives.
 Family rifts that were 3
generations deep.
 Identification of photos and
other artifacts.
 Individuals and families from my
heritage whom I should learn
more about.
 Skeletons long since buried.
 Precious artifacts (photos,
cards, letters, scrapbooks, and
journals) that were given to me
or allowed to scan.
 Artifacts that existed and where
I could find them.
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Taking Care of the Recorded Interview
 Make a copy of the
Interview
 Digitize interview
 Save cassette tapes
 Transcribe your interviews
 How complete should the
transcript be?
 How much time does it
take to make a transcript?
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Working with Digitized Interviews
 Several very good audio
editing software.
Examples are Sony Sound
Forge $200+ and Audio
Studio $50+
 Use software for
• Digitizing recorded
tapes.
• Editing digitized files.
• Making MP3 files
• And much more.
 Editing is as easy as
working editing text such
as copy, paste, delete.

7 Sec.
Pause

Cut 5
Sec.
Copy/
Delete

2 Sec.
Pause

 Example: Editing out long
pause.
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Converting Interviews to Text
Voice Recognition Transcription
 Using voice recognition
software like Nuance Naturally
Speaking.
•

Listen to taped interview
in one ear

•

Repeat what you hear in
microphone of headset.

•

Text is typed on screen.

•

You can edit text.
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Converting Interviews to Text
Digital and Tape Transcription
 Listen to and type the
interview.
•

Allow 4 hour of
transcription for every 1
hour of interview.

•

Consider using a
transcription machine to
help with this work. Foot
pedal to help control
forward and back of
interview. Transcribers
range from $100 to $250.

•

Transcribers can be
purchased for digital
(uses USB Port of
computer) or tape use.
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Video Editing
 Several very good audio
editing software.
Examples are Vegas Movie
Studio and Ulead
VideoStudio. Costs range
from $50 to $200.
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Sorting Fact from Hearsay
Information

Fact or
Perception

A relative had stolen the family land and
water rights from his father and family
corporation.

Perception

Further
Research

Information

Fact or
Perception

Interviewed family
descendents of the
accused son of (Name)

Grandpa purchased the land outright that
was lost by the family organization
during the depression.

Perception

Family continued to purchase land from
1890's through the early 1920's on the
north and south end of (location).

Fact

During the 1920's, the family
organization was continually delinquent
in paying taxes on land facing foreclosure
annually. Taxes were eventually paid
and cleared from further action.

Fact

In 1928 taxes become delinquent and
were not paid.

Fact

A relative shown purchasing land and
paying taxes.

Fact

Interviews
Four persons
interviewed stated

Followed the purchase
and sell of land by
(Name) and then his
son (Name) in county
records
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Sorting Fact from Hearsay
Further
Research

Information

Fact or
Perception

Searched town
newspaper for Legal
Notices

In 1929, Notice of sheriffs Sale was printed
denoting the sale of all family origination
land. All members of the family including
accused son were listed as members of the
organization.

Fact

Drawing
Conclusions

Information

Fact or
Perception

Conclusion

Family lost land in the depression. Son of
(Name) legally purchased the land.

Barry's opinion

The family organization worked and
pooled their money and efforts to build and
expand property holdings. Depression era
conditions created a situation where the
family lost the land like many other
families around them. A son of (Name)
saw an opportunity to purchase the land for
a few cents on the dollar for himself and
did so. What had taken three generations
to build was now his because of economic
conditions. A rift in the family ensued
lasting 4 generations.

How to treat in
family history

The family organization had worked 4
generations to build land holdings and
expand cattle business, but like so many,
they lost it all during the depression.

Fact

Perception

Discussion in
family history
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Adding Background Information to Your Personal History
 Take advantage of your public
library and libraries in the areas
where your ancestors lived.
 Join genealogical societies and
historical associations in the
locales you are researching.
 Use online resources: archives of
source documents; places to
search for ancestral information;
etc.
 Be as eager to share information
as you are to obtain it.
 Gather enough information to
work with before you start
writing, but expect to continue to
research throughout the writing
process.
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Adding Background Information to Your Personal History
1936

WWW

1934
Information

Sample questions to answer

Sample of resources

What does Vera Jones' obituary say? Find
photo of Vera.

Found obituary in Spanish Fork Press. Received
photos from Dearing family historian.

Were black widow bites common?

Found news story in Salt Lake Desert News about
black widow danger for the time period. Review of
black widow on WWWeb.

Mother of Mary Jones, Vera Jones died of Black
Widow bite.
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Adding Background Information to Your Personal History
Information

Father of Mary Jones,
worked with CCC during
depression, shipyards during
WW II, after war worked at
Ironton and Geneva Steel
works as pipe fitter till his
retirement.

Sample questions to answer

Sample of resources

What is the CCC? What work did they do
in Utah, Spanish Fork? Find photos.

Found information
online, Spanish Fork
(Daughters of the
Utah Pioneers), Utah
county history, and
Spanish Fork Press.
Found photos at BYU
archives.

What are the shipyards in LA during WW
II? What did they build? Find photos.

Found information,
pictures and history
online.

What is Ironton? Its history? Find Photos.

Found information in
Utah county history,
Springville and Provo
Herald. Found photos
at BYU archives.

What is Geneva? Its history? What is a
pipe fitter at a steel mill?

Spoke with co-worker
of grandfather to
understand the role of
pipe fitter and stories
of grandpa at work.
Found information in
Utah county history,
Utah state history, and
Provo Herald.
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Phase III:
Writing, Editing,
Publishing
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A Story Worth Writing Begins with an Outline
Main Headings
 Childhood (0-12)
 Adolescence (13-18)
 Early Adulthood (19-25)
 Prime Adulthood (26-45)
 Middle Adult Years (46-64)
 Senior Adulthood (65present)

II. Childhood (0-12) (0000-0000)
A. Birth
1. Detail

Subordinate headings/topics
could include:
 Memories of your Children
 Community Service
 Health Record
 Physical Characteristics
 Social Life
 Religion
 Memorable World Events
 Military Service
 Etc.

C. Life with Uncle Irv and Aunt Minn
1. Detail
2. Detail
a. Detail of Detail
b. Detail of Detail

B. Death of Mother
1. Detail
2. Detail
a. Detail of Detail
b. Detail of Detail

D. Remarriage of Ora to Faye
1. Detail
a. Detail of Detail
b. Detail of Detail
2. Detail
a. Detail of Detail
b. Detail of Detail
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Need More Help with the Outline or Story? Try the Mapping
Technique
Write the topic in the middle of the
page.
Draw branches out from that topic
and write keywords or phrases that
you associate with that topic.
Draw more branches out from
each of those keywords (subtopics) to develop each of those
ideas.
Look at which of the sub-topics go
together and if any of the extended
ideas can link to each other.
Draw branches and lines between
the ideas that could work together.
Decide if you would like to
regroup your ideas.
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How to Use the Outline to Write the Story
 Remember, the outline is a
blueprint. Just as plans help a
builder create a structure; your
blueprint can form the foundation
or frame for the first draft.
 Writing experience by experience,
topic by topic.
 Modifying the design.
 Starting again.
 Using the outline to cross-check
the final draft.
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Writing the Personal History—Draft 1
 Gather your resource materials
and find a place to write.
 Write your first draft as fast as
you can without concern for style
and grammar.
 Use your memory triggers.
 Write your first draft in the way
that’s best for you.
 Use descriptive words. Make note
of any and all ideas.
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Write Using Questions
Divorce
How long was (you/he/she) married? When
did the divorce take place? Were they
1
separated for a time before it took
place?
Was there a specific cause for the divorce
or were there many different reasons?
Who initiated the divorce? Was the
2
divorce a joint decision or did one of
them not agree to it?
Did (you/he/she) go through counseling
with (your/his/her) spouse or try to
3
work out their differences?
Did (you/he/she) tell anyone about
(your/his/her) plans for divorce? Why
or why not? If yes, what was their
4
reaction? Were they surprised or had
they expected it?
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Revising/Editing the First Draft
Plan on at least two edits for your
personal history.
 In the first edit, concentrate on
the organization and content.
• Is the story in the right
order? Did you include all the
characters and events you
intended?
• Is it clear to readers who
these people are and why
they did what they did?
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Revising/Editing the First Draft
 In the second edit, flesh out the
characters, descriptions, and
dialogue (if you have included
dialogue), expand background
information.
 In the third edit, work on
grammar, punctuation, sentence
structure, and transitions to
polish the story.
 Edit the story as many times as
necessary to make it the best you
can, but realize it will never be
perfect. You have to stop editing
and finish at some point.
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Revising/Editing the First Draft
 After you’ve edited the
manuscript several times, ask
one or more other people to read
it. A professional editor can make
a big difference; if you plan to
publish for an audience larger
than your family, professional
editing is essential.
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Adding Photos and Scanned Images to Your Personal History

 With your personal archive or the
archive you created as “The Box”
is in front of you, review each
folder in relation to the story you
have written.
 Place a post-it-note “sticky note”
on each item that fits the text of
the history you have written.
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Using Maps, Documents, Letters, and Other Artifacts in Your
Personal History

064

Photo/Image Layout for Personal Histories
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Artifacts, Photos, and Images by Life Style
Personal History Organization &
Memory Prompts
1

Announcement Cards

2

Baby Book

3

Bank Statement

3

Bills/Statements

4

Birth Announcement Cards

5

Birth Certificate

6

Birthday Cards

7

Books You Read

8

Car Registration Documents

9

Certificates

10

Christening Favors

11

Clothes and Toys

12

Clothes You Wore

13

Congratulation Cards

14

Death Certificates

15

Deeds

Birth

Childhood

Teenage
Years

Early
Adulthood

Prime
Adulthood

Middle
Adulthood

Senior
Years
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Other Elements to Include in Your Personal History

 Title Page



List of Contributors

 Copyright Statement



Chronology

 Table of Contents



Main Body

 Dedication



Appendices

 List of Illustrations



Index

 Foreword
 Preface
 Acknowledgments
 List of Abbreviations
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Publishing Your History




Printing and Publishing
Quick Copy vs. Book Publisher
• Talk to Publishers Before You
Start
• Review Other Histories to Gain
Ideas and Compare Costs
• How to Fund Publishing
• Ask for Samples
• Work with the Publisher
• Use Electronic Files
• Paper Makes A Difference
• B&W Photos Are Best
• Layout Considerations and
Options

Blog
Family Newsletter
Family History CD
Family Website
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Sharing Your History

 Publish several extra books for
future generations. Posterity
should have easy access to your
history.

 Sell it.
 Donate copies to libraries or
other institutions.

 Post it on the internet.
 Donate a copy to the Salt Lake
Family History Library.
• Give permission to microfilm
using a Permission to
Duplicate form
• Send a letter of permission
with your manuscript
• Send an unbound copy as
it’s easier to microfilm

 Plan ahead for the publishing and
marketing of your book.
 Be alert for contacts and
opportunities for promotion as
you research and write.
 Keep contact records of anyone
who might be potential book
buyers or who could help you
publish and distribute your family
history book.
 Even if you are publishing only for
family members, include all the
relatives you interview or come in
contact with during your research.
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Questions, Questions, Questions



Questions for the LDS



Story themes and Ideas



150-plus Questions to Ask your
Family



“No Stone Unturned” 950
Questions
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