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Meet today’s presenter

Kyle Hurst
Senior Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press
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Voice of
Kyle Hurst
Senior Genealogist
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Components
• Family = genealogical sketches

• History = context

• Story = combine genealogical, biographical, 
contextual facts

Justice Bayless/Bailey 
was born probably in New 
York, about 1760, and 
died after 1850. He 
married by 1788, Sarah 
_____, born in New York, 
about 1766.

Orange County, New York 
was just over the river 
from Upper Smithfield 
Township. Originally, the 
township was in Wayne 
County, then in Pike 
County when that 
divided, and finally in 
Monroe County.

Justice Bailey, like many 
who lived through the 
formation of the United 
States of America, was 
quite mobile. As new 
lands and new 
transportation options 
opened up, Justice 
continually moved 
westward across his new 
country.
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Get organized…
again
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Review
1. Organize ideas then data
2. Table of contents
3. Structure
4. Consider deadlines
5. Consider audience
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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.

Class 3: Writing and Publishing Your Family History

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 7



Narrative chapters and within sketches
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Narrative then genealogy
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Narrative in boxed inserts
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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.
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Narrative with genealogy in back
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Thematic narrative
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Ancestry written as narrative
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Tip
Use the genealogical 
numbering systems!
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Writing narrative
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Plot

Conflict

Transition between scenes

Characters

Dialogue

GenealogyNovel

Storytelling

Themes
(migration, overcoming, etc.)

Tensions 
(romance, mystery, etc.)

Move time/location

Ancestors

Quotes
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Story Structure

Table of contents

Genealogy

Within narrative

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END
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Eventful Events
Climax

Originating
Event

Resolution

Arrival

Boards ship Purchases house
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Getting started

Just start typing.

Later, reread and look for patterns. 

Include only what is of interest; omit info 
that the reader can easily find elsewhere.
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Rough draft/Notes
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Notes to manuscript
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Tip
Cite as you write!
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How to add the narrative

Chronologically

Thematically

One topic per paragraph

Class 3: Writing and Publishing Your Family History

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 24



Thematically then chronologically

Kyle Hurst et al, Selected Ancestors of Nelson McMahon and 
Louise Rathbun (Newbury Street Press, c2020). 
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An engaging writing style
 It’s hard to bottle!
Use the active voice when possible.
 Show don’t tell.
Use plain language.
Avoid wordiness.
Avoid repetition.
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Active and concise

Maine’s population growth was slow in 
part due to the real threat of war with 
the Indians. There were skirmishes or all 
out war with native tribes from 1675 
until 1747. Individuals were discouraged 
by these aggressive actions from moving 
to the region, despite abundant 
resources. In addition to challenges from 
tense interactions with the native 
population, settlers experienced 
difficulties with the weather. 

Maine’s population growth was slow in 
part due to the real threat of war with 
the Indians. There were skirmishes or all 
out war with native tribes from 1675 
until 1747. Individuals were discouraged 
by these aggressive actions from moving 
to the region, despite abundant 
resources. In addition to challenges from 
tense interactions with the native 
population, settlers experienced 
difficulties with the weather. 

Maine’s population grew slowly, 
partly because of the threat of 
war with the Indians. The years 
between 1675 and 1747 saw 
skirmishes or all-out war with 
native tribes, discouraging 
settlers from moving to the 
region, despite its abundant 
resources. Weather posed 
another challenge. 

Maine’s population grew slowly, 
partly because of the threat of 
war with the Indians. The years 
between 1675 and 1747 saw 
skirmishes or all-out war with 
native tribes, discouraging 
settlers from moving to the 
region, despite its abundant 
resources. Weather posed 
another challenge. 
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An engaging writing style
Avoid beginning sentences with “there is,” “there 

are,” “it is,” and the like.
Try to keep your sentences short.
Don’t try to explain too many family relationships 

in your text.
Use quotations wisely.
Decide what to omit.
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Deciding what to omit

According to the 1860 census, on 17 July 1860 the Pratt household at Norwich, 
Connecticut, consisted of George Pratt, white male aged 27, [occupation illegible], 
$800 in personal estate, born in Massachusetts; and Sarah Pratt, white female aged 
28, house keeper, born in Connecticut. The young couple was also enumerated in 
her father’s household: on 18 July 1860, the Whittlesey household at Salem, 
Connecticut, included Oramel Whittlesey, white male aged 58, music teacher, 
$10,000 in real estate, $16,000 in personal estate, born in Connecticut; C. M. 
Whittlesey, white female aged 54, born in Connecticut; J. T. Maginnis, white male 
aged 34, music teacher, $1000 in personal estate, born in Ireland; E. T. Maginnis, 
white female aged 34, born in Connecticut; O. M. Maginnis, white female aged 10, 
born in Connecticut; E. J. Maginnis, white female aged 1, born in Connecticut; G. F. 
Pratt, white male aged 28, lawyer, born in Connecticut; and S. V. Pratt, white female 
aged 24 [sic], born in Connecticut.

The 1870 census, taken on 16 July 1870, reported that the Pratt household at 
Norwich, Connecticut consisted of Geo. Pratt, white male aged 37, lawyer, $12,000 
in real estate, $6,000 in personal estate, born in Massachusetts, a male U.S. citizen 
eligible to vote; Sarah Pratt, white female aged 38, keeping house, born in 
Connecticut; Alice Pratt, white female aged 10, has attended school within the year, 
born in Connecticut; Oramel Pratt, white male aged 8, at school, has attended 
school within the year, born in Connecticut; Gertrude Pratt, white female aged 6, at 
school, has attended school within the year, born in Connecticut; Bela Pratt, white 
male aged 3, at home, born in Connecticut.; Susan Pratt, white female aged 7 
months, born in Nov. [1869], born in Connecticut; Margaret Harrinton, white female 
aged 34, domestic servant, born in Ireland, parents of foreign birth; Margaret 
O’Reagan, white female aged 22, domestic servant, born in Ireland, parents of 
foreign birth; and Anna Keiley, white female aged 13, domestic servant, born in 
Connecticut, parents of foreign birth. . . .

According to the 1860 census, on 17 July 1860 the Pratt household at Norwich, 
Connecticut, consisted of George Pratt, white male aged 27, [occupation illegible], 
$800 in personal estate, born in Massachusetts; and Sarah Pratt, white female aged 
28, house keeper, born in Connecticut. The young couple was also enumerated in 
her father’s household: on 18 July 1860, the Whittlesey household at Salem, 
Connecticut, included Oramel Whittlesey, white male aged 58, music teacher, 
$10,000 in real estate, $16,000 in personal estate, born in Connecticut; C. M. 
Whittlesey, white female aged 54, born in Connecticut; J. T. Maginnis, white male 
aged 34, music teacher, $1000 in personal estate, born in Ireland; E. T. Maginnis, 
white female aged 34, born in Connecticut; O. M. Maginnis, white female aged 10, 
born in Connecticut; E. J. Maginnis, white female aged 1, born in Connecticut; G. F. 
Pratt, white male aged 28, lawyer, born in Connecticut; and S. V. Pratt, white female 
aged 24 [sic], born in Connecticut.

The 1870 census, taken on 16 July 1870, reported that the Pratt household at 
Norwich, Connecticut consisted of Geo. Pratt, white male aged 37, lawyer, $12,000 
in real estate, $6,000 in personal estate, born in Massachusetts, a male U.S. citizen 
eligible to vote; Sarah Pratt, white female aged 38, keeping house, born in 
Connecticut; Alice Pratt, white female aged 10, has attended school within the year, 
born in Connecticut; Oramel Pratt, white male aged 8, at school, has attended 
school within the year, born in Connecticut; Gertrude Pratt, white female aged 6, at 
school, has attended school within the year, born in Connecticut; Bela Pratt, white 
male aged 3, at home, born in Connecticut.; Susan Pratt, white female aged 7 
months, born in Nov. [1869], born in Connecticut; Margaret Harrinton, white female 
aged 34, domestic servant, born in Ireland, parents of foreign birth; Margaret 
O’Reagan, white female aged 22, domestic servant, born in Ireland, parents of 
foreign birth; and Anna Keiley, white female aged 13, domestic servant, born in 
Connecticut, parents of foreign birth. . . .

At the time of the 1860 census, George, 27, was living with 
Sarah, 28, in Norwich with $800 in personal estate. His 
occupation is lawyer; she is listed as a housekeeper. They are 
also enumerated in the household of her father, Oramel
Whittlesey in Salem. By 1870, George was listed as a lawyer 
with $12,000 in real estate and $6,000 in personal estate. Sarah 
was keeping house. Also living with them were their children 
Alice, 10; Oramel, 8; Gertrude, 8; Bela, 3; and infant Susan, 7 
months. 

By 1880, Sarah was a widow. A music teacher, she was living at 
11 Union Street in Norwich, with her daughter “Allce” [Alice] M., 
19, also a music teacher; son Oramel W., 17, daughter 
Gertrude, 15, and son Minot T., 8, all in school; and niece 
Charlotte Maginnis, 16, a musical student. . . .

At the time of the 1860 census, George, 27, was living with 
Sarah, 28, in Norwich with $800 in personal estate. His 
occupation is lawyer; she is listed as a housekeeper. They are 
also enumerated in the household of her father, Oramel
Whittlesey in Salem. By 1870, George was listed as a lawyer 
with $12,000 in real estate and $6,000 in personal estate. Sarah 
was keeping house. Also living with them were their children 
Alice, 10; Oramel, 8; Gertrude, 8; Bela, 3; and infant Susan, 7 
months. 

By 1880, Sarah was a widow. A music teacher, she was living at 
11 Union Street in Norwich, with her daughter “Allce” [Alice] M., 
19, also a music teacher; son Oramel W., 17, daughter 
Gertrude, 15, and son Minot T., 8, all in school; and niece 
Charlotte Maginnis, 16, a musical student. . . .As a lawyer, George increased his wealth during the 1860s, 

which was fortunate as he had to support five young children. 
After George died during the following decade, his widow 
Sarah and their eldest daughter both worked as music 
teachers to maintain the family.

As a lawyer, George increased his wealth during the 1860s, 
which was fortunate as he had to support five young children. 
After George died during the following decade, his widow 
Sarah and their eldest daughter both worked as music 
teachers to maintain the family.
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Using quotations
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Tip
Read your text aloud
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Perspective
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Point of View
Authorial vs. narrative voice
Third person vs. first person
Don’t switch viewpoints midstream
Decide how close is close enough
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Viewpoints

Hugh Hart Lusk was asked by Justice Foster if he would 
defend Louisa Collins in her murder trial, which was 
scheduled to begin the following week. The judge said 
that there wasn’t any money to pay for his services.

At the height of his career, Hugh took on the 
responsibility of representing Louisa Collins pro bono.  
With only a week remaining until the murder trial, 
Justice Foster chose him for the defense.

One week, that’s all he had, one week to prepare a 
defence in a murder trial. The prosecution had had a 
month. . . . What did he have? A request from Justice 
Foster that he, Hugh Hart Lusk, should conduct the case 
pro bono, which meant no fee, no assistance, no money 
for any investigative work . . . 
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Narrative Voice Styles
• Narrative non-fiction

• Journey of discovery

• Intimate voice

• Encyclopedic

• Distant voice

• “Faction”

Justice Bailey, like many who 
lived through the formation of 
the United States of America, 
was quite mobile. 

By tracing him in census, land, 
and tax records, I found that 
Justice Bailey was quite mobile. 

After his 50th birthday, Justice 
decided to leave New York 
bound for Ohio. Would he 
finally be at home there? 

Between 1790 and 1810, Justice 
Bailey appeared in N.Y. records 
for Orange, Tioga, and 
Livingston Counties.

Justice Bailey (1760-aft. 1850) 
lived in New York in 1810 and 
in Ohio by 1835. 

In his melancholy, Justice 
Bailey thought, ‘Maybe 
moving from place to place will 
bring me happiness and 
success.’
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• Be tactful

• Beware bias

• Maintain impartiality

• Withhold “sensitive” data

• Exaggerate

• Judge

Don’tDo

Truth Matters
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 Location

Timeframe

Generation

Characters

Jenifer Kahn Bakkala, An American Family: Four Centuries of 
Labor, Love, and Reward (Newbury Street Press, c2018). 

Anchoring
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Anchoring

 Location

Timeframe

Generation

Characters

Bakkala, An American Family 
(Newbury Street Press, c2018). 
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Answering Questions

WHO? WHAT? WHEN?

WHERE? WHY? HOW?
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Biography
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Adding genealogical content

Enter data following the chosen format.

Add the key events in the subjects’ lives.

Consistency leads to clarity!
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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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Biographical: What kind of 
information?

• Education

• Military service

• Occupations

• Places of residence

• Religious affiliations

• Personal details
Kyle Hurst, Ancestors and Descendants of Charles Le Caron 
and Victoire Sprague (Newbury Street Press, c2020). 
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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
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Biographical details in records
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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
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Tip
Don’t let missing information

stop you from writing!
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Qualifying words

Class 3: Writing and Publishing Your Family History

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 48



Gaps and unsolved problems

Enter what you have and highlight it 
for later attention.

Enter what you have 
and indicate the need 
for further research.

-In your preface

-In the text

-In reference notes

Class 3: Writing and Publishing Your Family History

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 49



Examples

Kyle Hurst et al, Selected Ancestors of Nelson McMahon 
and Louise Rathbun (Newbury Street Press, c2020). 
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Context
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Noting ideas
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Context: What kind of info?

Christopher C. Child et al, Descendants of John Lippitt of 
Providence and Warwick, Rhode Island (Newbury Street Press, c2021). 

• Historical events/eras/background

• Geography

• Cultural & religious 
beliefs/practices

• Descriptions

Class 3: Writing and Publishing Your Family History

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 54



Katherine Sturdevant, Bringing Your Family History to Life Through 
Social History (Cincinnati, Ohio: Betterway Books, c2000), 18-19. 
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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.)

Class 3: Writing and Publishing Your Family History

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 56



• Histories

• Timelines

• Maps/Gazetteers

• Websites/Publications  

by/about subject matter

• News

• Manuscript collections

• Governmental records

• Interviews

• Presentations

Unpublished sourcesPublished sources

Where to obtain background 
info for your narrative
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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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Context to fill gaps

Uncertain migration

Area’s primary 
migration cause

Possible motivation 
for destination
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Tip
Read historical 

nonfiction
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Try it!
1. Family:
 Make a timeline of significant moments in 

an ancestor’s life.
2. History:
 Add contextual info that puts your 

ancestor’s life in perspective.
3. Story:
 Combine the biographical and contextual 

info using your preferred narrative style. 
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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