
Writing Family 
History 
NarrativesBiographies

Autobiographies
Memoirs

Stories/Novels (Fictionalized History)



What to Choose 
from or Include

Choose your episodes carefully. Not 
everything belongs in a single family 

history narrative. You can always write 
more than one with different focuses.



Life 
Experiences

Background information and 

experiences from the lives of the 

person you are featuring (or 

yourself). Important sources could 

include:

Childhood 

experiences that 

influenced the 

person

Education People who 

influenced him / her

Family members and 

relationships
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Work and 
Social 

History
Experiences that include the 

significant events he/she 

participated in during a lifetime.

First job

Promotions

Career highlights and 

accomplishments

1

Military

2

Significant historical 

events that impacted 

his/her life

3



Experiences that show the 

influence and/or impact he/she 

had on family, friends, or others in 

the social milieu.

How did he/she affect their lives?

Influence
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Some 
General 

Principles

• There are lots of good how-to books and websites out 

there about writing, including family history writing. 

Find one that is helpful to you.

• Find a friend or professional who is willing to give 

up some time to help you.

• Write consistently until you finish the work. Choose a 

specific time to write and stick to it.

• If you get writer's block, so-called, try writing a 

paragraph or two about something unrelated or try 

envisioning what you have already written as a movie, 

or just go back and revise what you have written.

• Make it fun. It's not necessarily easy, but it should not 

be miserable to write an interesting story. No one will 

judge you but you (unless you go professional).



Story Arc
A general story arc pattern shows the following three steps:

1. Life as the main character first lives and perceives it (innocence).

2. An initiating event that causes some kind of question to arise, sparks a crisis, 

causes him to travel or brings about a life change (chaos).

3. Ways the character deals with the subsequent "adventures" that the initiating 

event brings about, hopefully leading to some kind of closure or understanding or 

change (restoring order/enlightenment).

These steps do not necessarily have to be presented in this order, but a beginning 

writer might want to follow a narrative chronologically as a safe method of 

narration.



Characterization

Use descriptive language in relation to the following attributes. 

Keep in mind:

• Appearance

• Mannerisms and Habits

• Movement

• Way of speaking, vocal timbre

• Clothing

• Odors, perfumes, scents

• What sets this person apart as unique



Setting

Use descriptive language to describe the physical, social and cultural settings.

Keep in mind:

• Landscapes and buildings. Be true to the history and geography.

• Artifacts from your family

• Dialects

• Clothing

• Odors, scents

• Sounds



Autobiography is a self-written 
account of one's own life, 
sometimes called a life story.

Biography is the life story of one 
person written by another 
to highlight an event or a person in 
a historical context

Types of autobiography:

• Memoir—encompasses specific events

• Personal Essay—focuses mostly on an idea using intimacy 

with the reader, informal tone, and specific style

• Confession—written out of a desire to help others avoid 

pain by someone who has done something wrong

• Spiritual—written from a religious or spiritual point of 

view

• Full Autobiography—contains the complete life story 

using about important life events and memories

Biography

• True biography must be historically accurate and factual.

• Fictionalized biographies are called historical fiction.

• Requires sources and citations

Biography 
and 

Autobiography



First Things 
First
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Process
1. Research your ancestor thoroughly.
• Find all events in your "characters'" lives and put 

them into spreadsheets or documents.
2. Create a timeline.
• Let FamilyTree or Ancestry make a timeline for you!
• Create a spreadsheet timeline.
• Create a timeline in Word using SmartArt. (Click on 

“Process”, then choose the basic timeline, and then 
click “OK.”)

• Check out Historylines.com or Twile in 
ongenealogy.com for more help with this.

3. Write a PURPOSE (thesis) statement. What do you 
want your audience to learn or understand?
4. Create a story arc with a storyboard 
(fictionalized narratives) or write an outline with 
beginning, middle, and end. Decide which part of the 
story you will actually start with. Will you use straight 
narrative, flashbacks or other stylistic devices?



Second 
Things 
Second
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Product (General Advice)
1. Choose a title that reflects the story and the purpose.
2. Write a sentence or paragraph about each event in 
the timeline that you are going to include in your 
narrative. Choose events that are as relevant as 
possible to your purpose statement.
3. Write a descriptive paragraph or two about each 
person you will include in the narrative.
4. Start writing the narrative! Use your previously 
written sentences/paragraphs as a skeleton. Expand and 
enrich the narrative by adding details that bring the 
events and people to life. 
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A subdivision of autobiography 
using incidents from one's life to 
communicate insights while 
connecting emotionally with the 
reader.

May be serious.

May be funny.

May be both.

Memoir

This Photo by Unknown author is 
licensed under CC BY-SA-NC.

• Write about one particular moment or a series of moments 
that are unified in some way.

• Craft a theme. What do these experiences show about you, 
your life, people in your life?

• Follow a narrative arc. Find the climax of your story 
and decide where it fits—beginning, middle or end?

• Consider GROWTH and CHANGE. How did the 
experience(s) help you grow or change your perspective?

• Include interesting, relevant details about people, places 
and culture.

• Be honest without being vengeful, judgmental or nasty. Be 
sincere. Don't exaggerate or make things up.

• Be open about your emotions, but don't make them the 
focus. Let your readers see the real you.

• Show, don't tell or explain. Use description of 
people's actions, appearance and words to explicate their 
(including your own) character. Embed emotions in the 
settings.

• End well. Even if the ending is tragic, make it satisfying 
somehow.

For more information, see "How to Write a Memoir: 7 Creative 
Ways to Tell a Powerful Story by Brooke Warner.
The Power of Memoir, by Linda Joy Myers

https://sherreymeyer.com/memoir-writers-resources-series-the-power-of-memoir-how-to-write-your-healing-story-by-linda-joy-myers/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://www.chicagowrites.org/blog/entry/how-to-write-a-memoir


If you have to make stuff up to get a 
narrative that works, write historical 
fiction based on a family or personal 
story.

Don't label historical fiction as 
autobiography, biography, or memoir. 
It's not any of those. Indicate it as fiction 
in an introduction or foreword or 
afterword.

• The Title is Vital.

• Theme is the center. Without a theme, it's just an 
anecdote.

• Make your introductory sentence and paragraphs 
compelling. Jump right in.

• Keep in mind time, place, character(s), the why of 
telling the story, the action (arc), and changes in the 
characters' behavior or perceptions.

• Visualize. Show through scenes, not explanation (think 
dramatic action and progression).

• End satisfactorily. Make sure that even if the ending of 
the story is tragic or not ideal, something important 
can be learned from it, not as a "moral" of the story, 
but as a thought-provoking, identifiable, conceptual 
idea.

Writing 
Fictionalized 

Family Stories

For more information see How to Write Compelling Stories 
from Family History, Annette Gendler.



Editing There are two ways to edit:
As you go

When you are finished
They are not mutually exclusive.

Some general principles of editing:

• Find a good style guide.
• Take a step back.
• Less is often more. When in doubt, cut 

it out.
• Don't use passive voice.
• Use active verbs instead of adverbs, 
descriptive nouns instead of adjectives.
• The thesaurus is your friend, unless it isn't.
• Make sure sentence structure is varied 
(unless you are Hemingway).
• Stay consistent with tense and point-of-
view.
• Read through it ONE MORE TIME!
• Ask someone else to help edit it.

PRO TIP: Don't just delete your larger edits. 
You might regret it later. Make a document 
or spreadsheet and drop your edited 
sentences or paragraphs or pages into it in a 
way that you can find them later if you need 
or want to.

For more information see
Editing and Proofreading• 
https://writingcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/editing-and-
proofreading/

https://writingcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/editing-and-proofreading/


Further Reading
1. Article with lots of good examples: "7 Inspirational Examples of Family History Book 

Genres" (familytreemagazine.com/storytelling/writing/writing-family-history-books/)

2. Some Great Memoirs/Autobiographies

•Educated, by Tara Westover (2018).

•When Breath Becomes Air, by Paul Kalanithi (2016).

•I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, by Maya Angelou (

•Tuesdays with Morrie, by Mitch Albom (1997).

•Man's Search for Meaning, by Viktor Frankl (1946).

•The Glass Castle, by Jeannette Walls (2005).

•The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, by Benjamin Franklin (1909)

•Chronicles, Vol 1 by Bob Dylan (2004)

•Agatha Christie: An Autobiography by Agatha Christie

•Find more suggestions at https://www.rd.com/list/best-autobiographies/


