
Who are Sandra and Tracey? 



Family history writing 



What will you get out of this 
presentation? 

• Why you should tell a story 

• The importance of making it personal and showing why you care 

• Research and sources 

• Photos 

• Collecting information like a writer 

• Citing sources 

• Writing the story (story, structure, style, sound) 



Why you should tell a story 

• Your ancestors become real people 

 

• You can point out their achievements and understand their 
tragedies 

 

• You can preserve stories that might otherwise be lost 

 

• You eliminate confusion and errors that can be repeated 

 



Thomas McHugh 



The importance of making it personal 
and showing why you care 



 Who are you writing for?  



Sources of Inspiration

Formal 

•  Genealogy Records 

•  Censuses 

•  Travel records 

•  Birth, Marriage, Death  

•  Military Records 

Informal 

• Letters 

• Diaries 

• Scrapbooks  

• Newspaper clippings 

• Heirlooms/Photos 

• Mysteries/Myths/Memories 



Genealogy Records 



Censuses 



Travel Records 



Military Records 



Letters 



Diaries 



Newspaper Clippings 



Heirlooms 





Mysteries, Myths, and Memories 

The 3 Ms – every family has them! 



Collecting information like a writer 
(good stories are better with quotes) 

Unless you have an ancestor who participated in a 
court case or worked as an actor, singer or writer, it 
can be difficult to obtain quotes from his or her life. 

 



Tips for interviews 



Historical Context 

1803-1815  - The Napoleonic Wars prevent people 

from crossing the Atlantic 

The 1820s – Immigrants from Great Britain settle in 

Upper Canada 

The 1870s – The Canadian prairies see farming 

settlements 

1885 – The last spike in the building of the Canadian 

Pacific Railroad 



Timelines 

• The events in a timeline establish relationships  

• These events situate your ancestor in his or her 
social context 

• It is easy to see where there is missing information 

• Research to find missing information will give you a 
more complete portrait of your ancestor 



Other Sources 

• Other genealogists 

• Genealogy societies 

• Historical societies 

• Genealogy and history blogs 

• Online databases 

• Maps 

• Books, dictionairies, encylopedias 



Citing Sources 



We will all be ancestors tomorrow 
• Label photos 

• Attach the providence to artifacts 

• Organise and label documents such as 
birth and marriage records, curriculum 
vitae, etc. 

• Keep letters and other writings such as 
annual Christmas letters, emails, etc.  

• Write short little stories 



Writing 



Which of these two 28-
word statements seems more 

memorable? 

My grandmother, Evelyn 
Doris Johnston Forrest, 
married her husband 
Richard Charles Himphen 
on January 28, 1942 in 
the Baptist Church at the 
corner of Weston Road 
and Rowntree. 

The twenty-year-old bride 
and her twenty-one-year-
old soldier groom would 
see each other only once 
more after their 
Baptist wedding 
on January 28, 1942. 



Four Steps to Profile Your Ancestors 
Story 

Style 

Structure 

Sound 



What’s your story? 



Five story types 

A day in the life 
Anne-Joseph’s Journey-filled life 



Five story types 

A day in the life 
What is your process? 

My own journey 



Five story types 

A day in the life 

My own journey 

Biography 

Jean Ariaille 



Five story types 

A day in the life 

My own journey 

Biography 

News event 

Paul Emile Hurtubise  



Five story types 

A day in the life 
Did Louis Riel hide in our family hotel? 

My own journey 

Biography 

News event 

Detective story 



Four Steps to Profile Your Ancestors 

Structure 



•Narrative 

•Traditional news style 

•Nutgraph style 

Structure 



 
Jack and Jill climbed up the hill 

To fetch a pail of water 
Jack fell down and broke his crown 

And Jill came tumbling after 
 

 
25 words 

Narrative Structure 



 
Jack fell down and broke his crown  

and Jill came tumbling after. 
They were climbing up the hill  

to fetch a pail of water.  
 

 
24 words 

Traditional News Structure 



Rain, fog and cold permeated the atmosphere the 
day Jack and Jill climbed up the hill, like some sort 
of premonition.  

Sure enough, Jack fell down and broke his crown. 
Jill came tumbling after.  

No word on what happened to the pail of water 
they went to fetch. 

 
48 words 
 

Nutgraph Structure 



Four Steps to Profile Your Ancestors 

Style 



•Spelling 

•Grammar 

•Punctuation 

•Word usage 

•Names and terms 

•Numbers 

•Quotations 

•Dialogue 

•Abbreviations  

•Sources 

Style 



Useful Style Guides 



Use simple words to describe 
complex ideas. 

Style 



Eliminate: 

•  qualifiers  

 rather  

 slightly  

 very 

• redundancy  

 the reason is 

 due to the fact that 

 at this point in time 

• and meaningless adjectives  

 distinctive 

 interesting 

 special 

Style 



Ensure every word conveys 
meaning.  

Style 



Use active, precise, dynamic verbs and avoid static ones 
like  

appear  

become  

seem 

sound 

show  

remain  

would.   

Style 



• Avoid all eight forms of “to be”  

• is 

• are 

• was 

• were 

• been 

• being 

• be 

• am  

Style 



Four Steps to Profile Your Ancestors 

Sound 



Rhythm = beat 

Cadence = speed 

Tone = mood 

Sound 



Rhythm 

 If the court cases are to be believed, while Marie Louise 
took care of their children, Jean specialized in getting inn guests 
drunk so that he could scam them out of land and money. 

 

During the winter of 1749, Coquart inspected farms for the King of 
France. 

 

He and my aunt taught us that aging wasn’t to be feared. 

 



Cadence 

If the court cases are to be believed, while Marie Louise took 
care of their children, Jean specialized in getting inn guests drunk 
so that he could scam them out of land and money. 

 

During the winter of 1749, Coquart inspected farms for the King 
of France. 

 

He and my aunt taught us that aging wasn’t to be feared. 



Tone 

If the court cases are to be believed, while Marie Louise took care of 
their children, Jean specialized in getting inn guests drunk so that he 
could scam them out of land and money. 

 

During the winter of 1749, Coquart inspected farms for the King of 
France. 

 

He and my aunt taught us that aging wasn’t to be feared. 



Four Steps to Profile Your Ancestors 
Story 

Style 

Structure 

Sound 



Questions & 
Comments 



HANDOUTS FOR YOU 

•   2018 Writing Tips for Writers  
   By Tracey Arial and Janice Hamilton 

 

•   How to start a Writers’ Group 
   By Dorothy Nixon 

 

•Research sources 
 



Our collaborative blog inspired us to write a book 
 

www.genealogyensemble.com 


