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      You are certain to agree that genealogical 

research involving immigrant ancestors is 

particularly fascinating.  Your story of their 

origin, immigration, and their resettlement 

experience, if carefully written, may be useful to 

other researchers and most important, may pique 

the interest of family members and others having 

little interest in "those old dead people in 

Europe". 

 

 Writing for a spectrum of readers will 

require extra forethought, but this may be offset 

by forming helpful habits during your research.  

Below are some preparatory tasks which may 

enable you, once started, to fully concentrate on 

the actual writing. 

 

Aunt Friedrika's Old Letters From Madison 
 
 If you have postponed a critical 

examination of old letters and papers left by your 

ancestors, some of which are in "unreadable" 

German script, now is the time to get it done.  

The clues therein may lay waste to some of the 

traditional family tales you have heard or read.  

Examine the letters yourself.  Place names and 

surnames were often written in perfectly 

readable Latin script.   If you are unable to read 

the letters, get photocopies of the items and ask 

for help. 

 

Mug Shots and other Scenes 
 
 Explore family picture albums, wall 

displays, and your archive of snapshots from 

genealogical research trips. Get the images 

scanned (including back-side clues) for inclusion 

in your writing archive.  A file of image titles, 

with family name or event, date, and place 

imbedded in the wording, can be cut, edited and 

copied into the text with the image, saving much 

time during writing. 

 

"Who said [wrote, or gave me] that?" 

 ___ is the most frequent question to flit 

through a compiler or author's mind.  Start today, 

by assigning, and marking each previously-

discovered source with a permanent, unique, 

serial number.  Enter each number as a line item 

in a log, possibly also noting a family surname or 

the general subject of the source. 

 Do not try to sort in any order.  Eventually 

the log can be "flushed out" with source 

information making a handy file from which 

items can be cut-and-pasted into bibliographical 

or reference lists. 

 Leave the unique numbers as part of the 

notation, even if, for some reason, additional 

numbers are assigned. 

 

Maps and Charts 
 
 "One figure is worth a thousand words".  A 

family history involving immigrant families 

should be based on maps in their native 

language, for the era spanning their lives.  Best 

maps, for a local start, are in the  1:100,000 

Army Map Service Series at DPL or CU Norlin, 

Boulder.  Other fine historic maps are available 

via the internet. 

 

 Include in your map collection, especially 

for foreign locations, simple locator maps, as a 

guide to those with more detail. To support your 

writing, additional call-outs can be added by 

paste-up or computer graphics, and the result re-

scanned, if necessary. 

 

 Family charts, prepared in advance, are 

helpful in maintaining consistency throughout 

the text.  Ancestral numbering systems used on 

the charts may need modification during writing 

of the text. 

 



Start The Appendix for Your Volume - Now! 
 
 Sort the loose snippets and hand-drawn 

charts in your shoe boxes into notebooks, 

grouped by family-branch surname, or subject, 

and assign source numbers.  Also review your 

notes made during visits to the ancestral 

homeland.  This process should reveal the real 

extent of your data, and placing it in order will 

save much time during the actual writing. It also 

provides an opportunity to get your material in a 

format compatible with your word processor. 

While writing material can be easily moved from 

the appendix into the main body of the text. 

 

Develop a Vision of Your Written Story 
 
 Try to envision the appearance of your 

family story when written and confirm your likes 

and dislikes of samples reviewed:  Visit the 

genealogical division of your local library and 

page through some written family histories. 

 

 Does the amount of white space on the text 

pages give you a comfortable feeling?  Are the 

page margins so large it appears there was little 

to be said?  Is the spacing around figures, 

between text lines, and paragraphs excessive or 

so narrow the pages seem crowded?  Is the text 

font readable, without strain, or so large you 

hasten to turn the page?  Have too many colors 

and boxes been used, leaving you dizzy? 

 

 Are there page headers, and section and 

sign-post titles which confirm the subject, time 

era, and the family branch being presented? 

 

 Are the maps and charts configured to be of 

help to the reader, and invite the interest of the 

casual browser, or are the graphics overly busy 

with colors and subjects, making comprehension 

a chore? 

 

 What are the reasons you were tempted to 

read more, or caused you instead, to close the 

volume and select another? 

 

 Talk with your friends and genealogical 

associates.  Examine the stories they have 

written, and make a mental note of the features 

which drew your attention, or turned you off. 

 

Organizing Your Volume 
 
 While pursuing these organizational tasks, 

you may want to consider organizing your story 

somewhat differently from the traditional "begat" 

format, that which starts with earliest progenitor 

and narrates toward the present time.  The 

example described below may offer a "hook" to 

casual readers. 

 

 The variation involves choosing a "focus" 

family, individual or event, about which your 

story evolves.  The "focus" should be an item 

about which you have appreciable knowledge, or 

for which considerable detail can be reliably 

assembled, and one with which your readers may 

identify. 

 

 Some examples of "focus" items, involving 

your ancestors, are:   leaving for, or returning 

from war, leaving the European homeland or 

arriving in the New World, relocating in the 

West, loosing a respected family leader, arriving 

at the homestead, an unbelievable or postponed 

wedding, a public or locally talked-about event, 

making a new and lasting acquaintance, etc. 

 Individuals chosen as a "focus" can be any 

generation, and need not be direct ancestors. 

 After giving a brief background, to set the 

stage, start your story with a description of the 

"focal" article/person, unfolding details of the 

surroundings and circumstances. 

 Follow description of the "focal" event with 

sections about the descendants of the families 

involved, their relatives, or close associates. 

 Lastly, construct your genealogical 

narrative of the earlier ancestral lines of those 

introduced in the earlier parts, writing in the 

familiar "begat" format.  End each description 

where the line of descent daughters out", or 

where it reaches personages involved in the 



"focus" event. 

 You will certainly have similar ideas for 

tailoring your narrative.  Explore and develop 

them. 

 

Distribution 
 
 Your ambitions about reproduction and 

distribution of your end-product may affect your 

plans for writing.  Unless the volume is small, 

hard-copy versions, printed in color, may be 

prohibitively expensive.  If prepared in digital 

format such as PDF, the distribution cost is 

drastically reduced, but readership may be 

narrower. 

 

 On-screen proof-reading is extremely 

tedious for some.  Black and white photocopies 

are convenient for proof reading or review, when 

done as a courtesy by others. 

 

 Some genealogical libraries accept digital 

copies; others accept hard copy only. 

  Some require hard-back bindings.  Some prefer 

unbound copies.  These alternatives can be 

handled as special cases. 

 

Pandora's Software Box 
 
 Acquisition of a new computers or 

software, may not materially ease the task of 

writing a readable ancestral story.  Explore 

and evaluate the word-processing or "publishing" 

soft-ware you now have.  It may have capability 

to format, make templates, import data and 

graphics, and index, which you have not yet 

used.  The flexibility may be greater than that 

afforded by the baked-in features of some 

genealogical software. 

  You may conclude that the more difficult 

task, regardless of the sophistication of your 

equipment and software, is that of organizing 

and presenting an interesting and readable story. 

 Only you can accomplish that task, and it should 

receive top priority. 


