
Bringing your family story to life
A 5 step guide to turning historical facts into captivating stories

What is this guide all about?

This guide aims to give you some simple steps to follow as you research your family history, collect 
memories from family members and translate it into a captivating story.

It will give you some tips and techniques for how to create a narrative that flows, a story that will fasci-
nate people for generations to come.

Why is it important to capture the past in stories? 

Since time began human beings have sat around the fire, sharing food and telling stories about their 
day.

Storytelling is fundamental to human experience both personally and collectively. It’s how we have tra-
ditionally passed on knowledge and understanding, shared our values and beliefs, and is how we build 
and pass on our cultural heritage. The stories we tell help us to make sense of our experience.

Everyone has a story to tell, we only have to ask and then listen.

Whether you are new to researching your family history or have years of experience you probably want 
to create a record of what you have found out. This is why you want to tell your ancestors’ stories.

By telling your family stories you can create something unique to share with other family members, 
preserve a record of your family history, make connections, and find and fill in gaps in your knowledge.



Step 1: Researching the past

Begin with what you know. Write notes or create a mind map or diagram. Look for connections and 
gaps in your knowledge. Ask older relatives what they know. From this starting point you can begin to 
map out your family tree. What evidence do you have? What evidence do you need? Where will you 
look for this information?

While researching your family tree always keep a pen and notebook at hand so that you can keep 
notes of the research process. These notes will be invaluable to you as you create a narrative, not just 
from the facts but of the questions you wanted answered, the connections you made and the conclu-
sions that you reached.

Always cross-reference or triangulate the facts. For example, there are many people with the same 
name, so how do you know this is the correct John Smith for your family tree? Well, you can check a 
range of facts to make sure they’re the same person. Things like the date and place of birth, names and 
ages of siblings, parents’ names etc. Always cross reference!



Step 2: Character and setting

To make an interesting narrative you need to develop character and setting. If you’re lucky you may 
have letters and journals to help you with this. More often than not, though, you may only have a limit-
ed range of factual information, like birth, marriage and death certificates, or census entries.

Developing character may involve some interpretation and you may have to ‘read between the lines’. 
Given the time, place, family circumstances and occupation, what conclusions can you draw about the 
person you’re researching. Use your notebook to keep notes of your thoughts!

Consider the time and place in which your ancestors lived. How might an understanding of the histor-
ical, economic and political context help provide an insight to the lives they led? What might this tell 
you about their way of life and the challenges they faced? Does this give you an insight to the kind of 
person or people that they were?



Step 3: Narrative structure  
and plot points

Having decided who you’re going to write about you need to consider two things. You need to de-
scribe the facts that you have uncovered and you need to decide how to structure your narrative.

What kind of story do you want to tell? Objective and factual? Something that follows a linear chrono-
logical order? Or something that paints a picture of time and place, that makes connections, includes 
your thoughts and feelings, as well as your reflections on what life may have been like?

Learn how to bring the past alive. Personalise your narrative as you reflect on your own responses to 
the facts that you discover. What are your reactions and what actions might you take in response to 
them?



Step 4: How to bring the  
past alive in 10 minutes a day

Maybe you don’t know where to begin writing. Or maybe writing your family story seems overwhelm-
ing and you just can’t get started. The best way to deal with this is to develop the discipline of writing 
about your family for 10 minutes a day. Keep it manageable. 

Whenever you have done some research write a paragraph or two about what you have just found out. 
Don’t worry about how good your writing is. The key to writing your family’s story is to get something 
written that you can work with. Once you have something written down you can spend time editing 
and polishing it!



Step 5: Editing and polishing

No one writes a good first draft! The key to good writing is editing and polishing.

Good writers will tell you that they spend 50% or more of the writing process editing and polishing. So 
don’t worry if your first draft isn’t as good as you’d like. That’s normal!

Keep reading through and cutting, polishing and re-wording. Put it away for a few days and then go 
through it again.

Ask someone else to read it through. Ask them to tell you whether the writing flows and makes sense 
to them. Another person will often notice things that you don’t see.

NEXT STEPS
For each of the five steps identify one thing you can do to get started on writing your family story.

Step 1: I’ll start by finding out about

Step 2: One person I want to write about is  

They lived in

Step 3: I’m going to structure my family story around … (for example: places I’ve lived; my grandad; three 
people that interest me or are important to me; a branch of my family tree; family professions etc.)

Step 4: The best time of day for me to commit to 10 minutes writing time is

Step 5: One person I trust to read my first draft and give me feedback is
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