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There are two main styles of family history books – a genealogical book and a family memoir.  
A genealogical book has only descendant lists, family group sheets, and documentation while a 
family memoir has only stories and memories about the ancestors.  You and I know stories about 
our parents and grandparents that even our children don’t know and I encourage you to start 
writing down those memories even if you do not plan to create a book.  Many family history 
books are a combination of styles with both documentation and memories.  Even a photo album 
might be prepared with both some documentation and some memories along with the pictures. 
 
I prefer to say that I have compiled a book because my primary purpose for the three books I 
have done was to gather the basic documentation plus other information that has been found so 
far into one place.  I decided that the known information needed to be written down so other 
family members would have a starting point if they become interested in genealogy.  My books 
are a combination of the two styles but lean heavily toward the genealogical style.  The books I 
have compiled are not meant to be a formal genealogical report and I know they do not meet the 
genealogical proof standard.  That was not my purpose. 
 
There are as many ways to write a book as there are books to be written – each book is unique.  I 
did the first book before Family Tree Maker had its book publishing option and I don’t have 
publishing software so I created my own format and I have continued to do so.  I primarily used 
Microsoft Word with some forms created in Microsoft Excel, some photos edited with Adobe 
Photoshop Elements, and some graphics created with a Print Master program.  My computer 
skills are pretty basic so I used the old-fashioned cut-and-paste method to assemble some of the 
pages and then scanned them because Word can have layout issues in keeping inserted images 
where you put them.  Many of the things I’m going to tell you today would apply whether you 
were going to create your own format, use a publishing program, or use a book publishing option 
of genealogy software – you have to get the documents together in order to begin. 
 
Branigan Library does have several books about writing a family history: 

 How To Write Your Personal or Family History by Katie Funk Wiebe 
 For All Time:  A Complete Guide to Writing Your Family History by Charley 

Kempthorne 
 Publish Your Family History:  A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing the Stories of Your 

Ancestors by Dina C. Carson.   
 You Can Write Your Family History by Sharon DeBartolo Carmack 

 
The first three books primarily focus on writing a memoir-style book with interview tips and 
suggested questionnaires.  The book by Dina Carson does give some information about 
formatting, suggested fonts, layout, spacing, etc. that will give a book a more professional 
appearance.  The last book discusses how to make a narrative more interesting rather than just 
paragraphs giving the basic facts. 
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There are several things to decide first when planning to compile a book:  
 Who is the audience?  Will it be strictly for family members or might it be of interest to 

others, for example local genealogical or historical societies or libraries?   
 Is it to be a genealogical book with only names, dates, and documentation listed, or a 

family memoir with only biographical stories and anecdotes?  Or will it be a combination 
of styles?   

 Which lines of the family will be covered and how many generations?   
 Is it to be in a pedigree format that starts with an individual and works back to their 

ancestors?  Or is it to be in a descendant format that starts with an ancestor and works 
forward to the descendants?  Whichever format is used, keep it manageable 

 Is historical background to be included?   
 

I have always included an introduction that tells the reader why I wrote the book, explains what 
it covers, acknowledges sources and individuals who have contributed information, and suggests 
areas for future research. 
 
The order of information might vary with different books.  It is important to be consistent with 
the order if you have sections on different generations.   
 
There are many different items that can document a person’s life and I am only using a few to 
illustrate how they might be included in a book.  I write a narrative that explains the 
documentation.  This tells in more-or-less chronological order the story of the family – when and 
where each individual was born, where they lived, who they married, etc.  The Smart Stories 
option in Family Tree Maker creates a story using the basic facts entered, but it is rather stilted 
and based on just one individual but you can edit it.  As with all genealogical research, be careful 
not to make assumptions about an ancestor’s motivation for doing something unless you have 
documentation, such as a letter or a diary giving their reasons. 
 
I created my own timeline form for the family using Microsoft Excel with a column for the date, 
the event, and a brief source for the information.  Family Tree Maker does have a timeline tab 
that could be used but again it is only based on one individual whereas the ones I created are 
based on the couple and their children.  The timeline in Family Tree Maker can also be set to 
include major historical events if you like. 
 
Even though my books are not primarily photo albums, if I have them, I like to include pictures 
of the ancestors at the front of their section and perhaps a few others throughout the book, such 
as pictures of the children when young or homes where the family lived.  Also, if I have them, I 
like to include pictures of the children as adults.  Obviously, it is important to give the names and 
to include dates of the photos if known.   
 
We often start our research with census reports and vital records.  In Figure 1 on the next page, I 
drew a small arrow in the left margin near the bottom to highlight the name as sometimes the 
forms can be difficult to read.  It is not really an issue with census images because none of us 
have original copies of those, but if you do have an original copy of something, such as a 
newspaper article or a marriage certificate, do not make any marks on that original.  Make a copy 
of the original and then draw the arrow or underline the words on the copy.  While we are 
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looking at this page, 
let me say a little 
about orientation.  
Many of the pages of 
the book are printed in 
portrait orientation, 
but there are plenty of 
pages that are 
landscape orientation, 
such as this census 
report and the 
accompanying 
transcription.  Be 
consistent in the way 
the landscape pages 
are turned to be bound 
– either left or right – 
so the reader only has 
to turn the book one 
way when reading.  
 
I placed a small label 
in the upper corner of 
the page briefly citing the 
source for the document.  
In the introduction I said that most of the documents were found online at  ancestry.com  or 
familysearch.org  with some of those Family Search images only accessed through the local 
Family History Center.  I also noted that the originals of items listed as from the personal papers 
of my father are now in the possession of my sister. 
 
Because the census images can be hard to read, I included a transcription.  You might use the 
blank forms available at  ancestry.com  for example and fill in the information by hand as seen 
in Figure 2 below.  I prefer to use a program   censustools.com   with which I can type the 

Figure 1 - US Federal Census for 1900 

Figure 2 - Selected information from Figure 1 transcribed onto a blank 1900 US Federal Census form 

https://www.ancestry.com/
https://familysearch.org/
https://ancestry.com/
https://censustools.com/
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information into a fillable template and then print the form.  When I did the first book the 
program could be downloaded for free, then later a donation was requested, and now it costs 
$11.95.  That program has templates for all the United States Federal census reports, some of the 
special census reports (such as agricultural, slave, and mortality schedules), some state census 
reports, plus spreadsheets for Canada, England, Ireland, and Scotland.  At the time I was working 
on this book I did not realize that the English census report forms were available through the 
program so I developed a similar form using an Excel spreadsheet.  When the 1940 census 
became available, I was able to download it for free and I assume it will be the same with the 
1950 census report.  There may be other software programs available that will do the same thing.   
 
Vital records can sometimes be difficult to find.  I have sometimes found birth and death records 
listed in an index but the actual digital image is not available at the present time.  In that case I 
have included a copy of the search results.  Figure 3 shows the search results for the death 
records of Joseph Marsh. 

 
Figure 3 - Search results for death records of Joseph Marsh 
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In September, 2019, at the Genealogy Fair, I took Larry Taylor’s class on researching British 
ancestors and learned that I might be able to order the death record for my great great 
grandfather from Her Majesty’s General Register Office.  I ordered it as a PDF file by e-mail for 
£7 ($8.62 plus a $.25 international transaction fee – a hardcopy would cost more).  English death 
records do not list the parents’ names.  Using this date of death and the date the 1861 census was 
taken I can narrow down a more approximate range for his date of birth.  Figure 4 below shows 
the actual death record for Joseph Marsh who died on October 24, 1862. 

 
As you know, genealogy is never finished, and now I have a revision to make for the book.  If I 
was going to print more copies of the book, I would change the dates for my great great 
grandfather on the charts and in the narrative.  However, at the moment I don’t plan to print any 
more books, so I printed copies of the death record and wrote a short paragraph to be inserted 
into the printed books and sent them to the people who got the books and also added that 
information to the online version. 
 
Older civil and church records are often hand written and can be difficult to read.  I enhanced 
several pages using Photoshop Elements in order to darken the writing.  In the image seen in 
Figure 5 on the next page, the header at the top shows the location of the record but the list of 
names is a little difficult to read.  I zoomed in and took another screen shot and placed that at the 
bottom of the page so the names can be read more easily.   
 
Newspapers can sometimes be a good source of information about an individual to help you 
write their story.  Chronicling America on the Library of Congress website has many newspapers 
and many of them have been indexed and are searchable by name.  I found many articles about 
my family which helped me learn about them as persons.  As I found an article, I used the 
snipping tool, which is an accessory in Windows, to “cut” out the article and then pasted it in 
folders I created in My Pictures.  I had to decide which ones to actually use in the book to show 
the variety of activities in which the family participated.  Many of the images on Chronicling 
America are not very clear and again I had to enhance those using Photoshop Elements.  I 
underlined the names in the articles to highlight them.  Because of the formatting issues with 
Word this is where my cut-and-paste skills came in handy as I printed the chosen articles, then 
cut them out, pasted them on paper, added labels, and scanned the page in order to get the 
articles placed where I wanted them.   

Figure 4 - Actual death record for Joseph March 
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Many city directories are now online and I was able to find many listings in them for my family.  
I copied all the pages into my file and included all the city directory listings in the timeline at the 
front of the section.  However, I only used selected images in the book, primarily to show the 
family’s moves around the city or changes in occupation or family situation.   
 
I like to track down family properties.  Soon after we started genealogy my sister made 
connections with a cousin in New Jersey who had found some deeds for my great great 
grandfather in Luzerne County, Pennsylvania.  The deed books for Luzerne County can be 
accessed online at Family Search, but those deed books are not indexed so I had to search the 
images for them using the deed book and page numbers from our cousin.   
 
Old deeds are often written in “boilerplate” style, a standardized form with text that can be 
copied into legal documents with little change from one deed to another – like a fill-in-the-blank 

Figure 5 - George Smith and Maria Marsh Marriage Record 
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printed form.  The first section is boilerplate with the details of the transaction inserted into the 
standard text and then followed by the legal description and concluding with more boilerplate 
text.  Old deeds that were hand written can be very hard to read so I included a copy of the actual 
deed plus a partial transcription.  It is important to transcribe all the pertinent details of the 
contract such as the names of the sellers and the buyers, the price, the legal description of the 
property, the date the contract was signed, the witnesses, etc.   
 
I have not found a satisfactory way to print a page directly from  Find-a-Grave  without all the 
unnecessary information and advertisements that you see on the website, so I adapted the page 
with the pertinent information.  As you can see in Figure 6 below, I have listed the website with 
the memorial identification number, the name of the woman who created the page, and the name 
of the photographer.  For a couple I put both names on the same page. 
   

Figure 6 - Find A Grave information for Abner Jackson 

https://findagrave.com/
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Once I had prepared a draft copy of all the documents I wanted to include in the book, I needed 
to proofread carefully to catch spelling and typographical errors, as well as check sentence 
structure, grammar, punctuation, consistency in formatting, etc.  Especially important was to 
double check dates.  I asked my sister to also proofread the book to check for errors and see if 
everything made sense to her.  
 
Because these books have a limited audience, the vast majority of family history books will be 
self-published rather than published by a commercial publisher.  If you use a book publishing 
option of genealogy software like Family Tree Maker there will be instructions about publishing 
the book.  The book You Can Write Your Family History by Sharon DeBartolo Carmack has a 
good chapter on publishing and marketing a family history book.  There are several options for 
self-publishing – by an offset printer, by a print-on-demand printer, or by a copy shop.  Offset 
printing is the traditional form of printing with ink applied to plates of type and then pressed onto 
the paper whereas print-on-demand is printed digitally.  Generally, print-on-demand is less 
expensive for a family history book.   
 
I have, for the most part, had my books printed and bound at the local copy shop, which is 
probably more expensive.  I have a printed master copy for each book that the copy shop used to 
print the appropriate number of copies of the first two books as needed. 
 
The most recent book I did a little differently.  As an experiment I started printing two copies of 
one section on our home printer.  As I worked on it, printing only on one side of the paper I 
realized that if I continued in that way, the book would be very thick and hard to handle.  I had 
been so focused on each section and I hadn’t considered the whole book.  So, I went back and 
printed on the back side of each page which meant I ended up with four final copies.  I really 
would not recommend printing books at home and I probably should have stopped when I 
decided I needed to print on both sides.  From this experiment I did learn that the books would 
need to be printed on both sides of the page. 
 
As I was working on the book, in addition to the printed draft version I saved each page into a 
Word file, inserting charts and scanned documents where they fit.  I was then able to put that 
completed file on a flash drive and take the flash drive to the copy shop for them to use to print 
more copies. 
 
My uncle’s granddaughters have expressed a little interest in family genealogy but I didn’t want 
to print any more books.  Using the Word file, I created a Google drive account and sent the link 
to them by e-mail.  That way, they can access the book and download it to their computers and 
print it themselves if they like.  They can also send the link to others in their immediate family or 
I can send it to others who might be interested.  There are several other websites that could be 
used beside Google. 
 
I have not done the books as a money-making venture, only to pass along family information.  I 
have only asked for reimbursement of the cost of printing, binding, and postage; however, 
several people have been very generous with their reimbursements.  I have no way of 
determining the cost of the four copies of the book that I printed on our computer.  I gave those 
copies to my sister, my cousin, and our son as gifts and the other is my personal copy.   
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Now that you have been researching your family history for a while and made lots of interesting 
and wonderful discoveries you might like to share them with others in your family.  Should you 
decide to write a family history book, of course it will be different from the ones I have 
compiled, with a different purpose and focus, a different audience, a different style and format, 
and of course different content.  I hope this afternoon I have given you some ideas on how to 
write a family history, items to include, and tips on preparation of the work in case you find that 
you are the “someone” who will write your family history. 
 

 

Helpful Tools 

 Web sites 

  Ancestry https://ancestry.com 

  Family Search https://familysearch.org 

  Census Tools https://censustools.com 

  Chronicling America https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov 

  Find A Grave https://findagrave.com 

  Google Drive https://google.com/drive 

 Programs included with Windows 10 

  Snip & Sketch 

 Programs which must be purchased 

  Family Tree Maker®  https://mackiev.com 

  Microsoft® Word® https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/word 

  Microsoft® Excel® https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/excel 

  Adobe® Photoshop Elements® https://www.adobe.com/products/photoshop-elements.html 

https://ancestry.com/
https://familysearch.org/
https://censustools.com/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/
https://findagrave.com/
https://google.com/drive
https://mackiev.com/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/word
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/excel
https://www.adobe.com/products/photoshop-elements.html

