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The Basics

Writing & Publishing 
Your Family History

Ten Steps
1 – Shift mental gears

2 – Consider your audience and time frame

3 – Choose a genealogical format

4 – Define your scope and make a TOC

5 – Write and cite!

6 – Review, revise, repeat

7 – Add images

8 – Index

9 – Design

10 – Print or publish
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What makes an engaging 
family history?

Details about 
people, places, 

events

Historic and 
geographic 

context

Photos, charts, 
and other 

images

Clear, focused 
writing

PLANNING YOUR 
FAMILY HISTORY

Shift mental gears

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END
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Analyze your goals

Audience

Time frame

Materials

Select a format
• Descendancy format (Register style)

• Ahnentafel (ancestor table)

• Biographical dictionaries

• Less formal family histories

• Transcribed and annotated diaries or letters

• Magazine or journal articles

• Family history blog, website, or other online publication

Tip
Look at other 
publications 

as models
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Standard genealogical formats

•Register style 
(descendancy format)
•Ahnentafel

(ancestor table)

Register (descendancy) style

PRESENT

PAST
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Register example

Children 

• full names
• vital statistics
• abbreviated format 
• identification 

numbers for any 
child who will be 
treated in full 

Main person 
and spouse(s)

• full names
• vital statistics, with 

dates and places

Ahnentafel (ancestor table)

PRESENT

PAST

Ahnentafel example

Couple

• full names
• vital statistics, with 

dates and places
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The format is your friend.

The format will guide you as you enter information. 

Write: 
• generation by generation 
• family group by family group

Make an Outline
table of contents  title

Tip
Start small! 
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Example 1

The Descendants of Judge John Lowell of 
Newburyport, Massachusetts

Four Generations of the Lowle Family in 
England

The First Generation in America
Second Generation
Third Generation 

Fourth Generation 
Fifth Generation 

Sixth Generation . . .
. . . Fourteenth Generation

Index

Example 2

• About the Format of This Book

• Acknowledgments 

• Dedication

• Foreword 

• Introduction

• Prologue

• Preface

• Key to Abbreviations 

• Appendices

• Bibliography

• Glossary

• Epilogue

• Documents

• Credits

• About the Authors

• Key to Short References in Notes

End matterFront matter

Book parts
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Tip
Decide what to omit

Gather Materials 

Photos/Images
– Photo albums
– Scans of records
– Downloaded images

Genealogical Data
– Family group sheets
– Descendancy (pedigree) 

charts
– Data in online trees or 

genealogical software
– Copies of records

Stories & Other Materials
– Earlier family histories
– Letters, diaries
– Newspaper articles
– Interviews, questionnaires
– Etc.

Materials
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Organize
• Align file structure – match physical and 

electronic to table of contents
– By surname
– By generation
– Chronological
– Thematical
– By record type etc.

THE WRITING PROCESS

Software considerations
• Shareability

• Support of footnotes and endnotes

• Automatic-numbering capabilities

• Permits tracking of changes

• Availability of templates / Layout capabilities / 
compatibility with other layout programs

• Index-tagging capabilities

25

26

27

Basics of Writing Your Family History

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



1/7/2022

10

Microsoft Word

Adding genealogical content

Enter data following the chosen format.

Add the key events in the subjects’ lives.

Consistency leads to clarity!

Vital data

FRANCESCO ROSARIO “FRANK” TAORMINA was born 
in Partanna, Trapani, Sicily, Italy, 9 September 1891. 
He died in Pompano Beach, Broward County, 
Florida, 18 November 1982, and was buried at 
Brookside Cemetery in Englewood, Bergen County, 
New Jersey. He married at St. Mary’s Church in St. 
Bernard Parish, Louisiana, 27 October 1926, 
JOSEPHINE ACCARDO.
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Adding narrative

Just start typing.

Later, reread and look for patterns. 

Include only what is of interest; omit 
information that the reader can easily find 
elsewhere.

How to add the narrative

Chronologically

Thematically

One topic per paragraph

Biographical : 
What kind of information?

• Education

• Military service

• Occupations

• Places of residence

• Religious affiliations

• Personal details
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• Census data

• Ship’s registers/immigration records

• Wills and probate

• Deeds/land records

• Obituaries/gravestone inscriptions

• Newspaper articles

• Books/family histories

• Diaries

• Letters

• Family stories 

• Questionnaires

• Interviews

Unpublished sourcesPublished sources

Biographical: Where to look

More of the story

FRANCESCO ROSARIO “FRANK” TAORMINA was born at home at Corso Maggiore in Partanna, Trapani, 
Sicily, Italy, 9 September 1891 (at 3:30 a.m.). He died of “old age” at Pompano Beach, Broward County, 
Florida, 18 November 1982, and was buried at Brookside Cemetery in Englewood, Bergen County, New 
Jersey. He married at St. Mary’s Church in St. Bernard, Louisiana, 27 October 1926, JOSEPHINE ACCARDO. 

After the First World War ended, Frank again travelled to 
America around the time of his birthday – this time about a 
month after his 29th. As a healthy laborer from Partanna, 
Francesco carried $60 aboard the Logan bound from Naples to 
New York City. With him was his cousin, Giuseppe, and his 
final destination was the New Orleans home of his cousin, 
Rosario Taormina. The Taormina family in New Orleans 
would soon start a food import business that would come to 
be known as Progresso.

Partanna parish 
records

Family stories; 
newspaper articles

Passenger list

Review and 
supplement
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Timeline

1891 1901 1906 1914
1918

1920 1925 1926 1927 1942 1961 1969 1982
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1890-1920
Emigration of over 4 million Italians to USA

Noting ideas

Context :
What kind of information?

• Historical events/eras/background

• Geography

• Cultural and religious beliefs/practices

• Descriptions

• And more . . . 
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Tip
Don’t write about big topics that 

are beyond the scope of your 
family history.

(Please don’t try to explain the American Revolution.)

• Histories

• Timelines

• Maps/Gazetteers

• Websites/Publications  

by/about subject matter

• News

• Manuscript collections

• Government records

• Interviews

• Lectures

Unpublished sourcesPublished sources

Where to obtain background 
info for your narrative

Story in context

After the First World War ended, Frank again travelled to 
America around the time of his birthday – this time about a 
month after his 29th. Italian immigration to American had 
just begun to taper off after the arrival of 4 million of Frank’s 
countrymen. As a healthy laborer from Partanna, Francesco 
carried $60 aboard the Logan bound from Naples to New York 
City. With him was his cousin, Giuseppe, and his final 
destination was the New Orleans home of his cousin, Rosario 
Taormina. So many Sicilians like them had settled there that 
the French Quarter was nicknamed “Little Palermo.” The 
Taormina family in New Orleans would soon start a food 
import business that would come to be known as Progresso.

Journal article about 
Italian immigration

New Orleans website
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Tip
Read historical 

nonfiction

Tip
Just get it all down.
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Document your facts
• Cite as you write! 

• Give sources for everything—footnoting at the 
end of the relevant sentence, or the end of the 
paragraph—or giving a list of references.

• Let your audience determine the formality of your 
citation style.

Review and revise

Editing: why, when, who?
• Automatic spell checker is not enough.
• No one can write perfectly the first time through.
• You’ve written over a period of years.

Why?

When? • You have a draft of some or all chapters.
• You have put the document in a different format. 
• You’ve had a break from writing.

Who? • You, because you know your content better than anyone 
else.

• Someone else, because you are too close to what you 
know better than anyone else.
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Tip
Read your text aloud

PUTTING IT TOGETHER

DIY or get help?
Step You Someone else*

1  ‐ Write ✔

2  ‐ Edit your manuscript ✔ and✔

3  ‐ Select illustrations ✔

4  ‐ Scan, crop, and edit images ✔ ✔

5  ‐ Design and lay out pages ✔ ✔

6  ‐ Proofread pages ✔ ✔

7  ‐ Create front matter ✔ ✔

8  ‐ Design a cover  ✔ ✔

9  ‐ Index ✔

10 ‐ Print ✔ (booklet/binder) ✔ (book)

11 ‐ Distribute your work ✔ ✔

* Friend or family member, freelance editor or designer, or publishing service
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Incorporating narrative into 
genealogy

Insert after birth-death-marriage info, within a genealogical 
sketch.

Include narrative chapters before and/or after the 
genealogical presentation.

Insert narrative or explanatory information in features / 
sidebars / boxed inserts. 

Provide transcriptions of wills, interviews, or letters in one or 
more appendixes.

Narrative chapters and within sketches

Narrative then genealogy
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Incorporating genealogy 
into narrative

Make the main body of your text a narrative and 
include the genealogy — Register style or AT — as 
end matter.

Provide genealogical information in chart form.

Narrative with genealogy in back

Thematic narrative
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Ancestry written as narrative

Adding images
People

Places

Things

Where to find images
• Family papers, diaries, letters

• Family photo albums: yours and other relatives’

• Books and periodicals

• Libraries, historical societies, other repositories

• Online image portals 

• General Internet image searches (e.g., Google; 
Bing)
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Tip
Be aware of copyright 

and ownership. 
Do not download and use images
without appropriate permission.

Photos integrated

Photo insert
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Tip
Include charts.

Charts

Tip
You must have an 

index!
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Design: why, when, who?
• Design helps clarify structure.
• Font must be easily readable.
• Margins must be adequate.

Why?

When? • Your manuscript is edited and complete.
• All images are in hand.

Who? • You, if you are feeling creative
• Designer or publisher

Cover design process

WriteWrite

EditEdit

Finalize textFinalize text
Import text into page 

layout software
Import text into page 

layout software

Add imagesAdd images

Finalize pagesFinalize pages

ProofreadProofread

IF USING 
PAGE 
LAYOUT 
SOFTWARE

Add imagesAdd images

Finalize pagesFinalize pages

ProofreadProofread

Index

Make printer 
PDF

Index

Make printer 
PDF

Manuscript

Pages
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• At home, on an inkjet or laser printer
• At a local copy shop
• At a commercial printer
• Via an online service (Shutterfly, Blurb, 

Snapfish, SmugMug; Lulu, CreateSpace, 
iUniverse, etc.)

• By working with a publisher or publishing 
service

Possible ways to print

Printer
-You do all the work

-Create print-ready 
PDF and send

Self-
publisher

-You do most of work

-Pay-as-you-go

Publisher
-You do some work

-Royalties

Review
1 – Shift mental gears
2 – Consider your audience and time frame

3 – Choose a genealogical format

4 – Define your scope and make a TOC

5 – Write and cite!

6 – Review, revise, repeat 

7 – Add images
8 – Index

9 – Design

10 – Print or publish
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education

AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

Copyright ©2021
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