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Begin with the known, work to the unknown 
 
Step 1 
Start with interviews or information from relatives and those who knew your ancestors 
 
Step 2 
Gather information from all available sources 
 Census records 
 Wills 
 Deeds 
 Photos 
 Vital Records 
 Newspapers 
 City Directories 
 Regional Histories 
 Military and Pension Files 
 Maps 
 Websites 
 Family Ephemera and Artifacts 
 Letters, Diaries, Journals 
 Immigration and Naturalization Records 
 Cemetery Records and Tombstones 
 etc. 

 
Step 3 
Create a timeline using the information above and develop a storyboard (“chapters” of 
the ancestors’ lives)  
 
Step 4 
Identify historical information to put ancestors into a context for the geographic location 
 Wars 
 Epidemics 
 Elections and Political Events 
 Changes of Geographic Boundaries 
 Territories Becoming States 
 Religious Events 
 Medical Advances 



 Economic Conditions 
 Weather Events 

o Blizzards 
o Hurricanes 
o Floods 
o Tornadoes 
o Draughts 
o Meteor Showers 

 Disasters 
o Fires 
o Earthquakes 

 Regional Events 
o Fairs, Expeditions, etc. 
o Openings of Businesses 
o Mass Migrations 
o Discoveries  

 Gold 
o Creation of Landmarks, etc. 

 Railroads 
 Canals 
 Harbors 

 Etc. 
 
Step 5 
Combine the historical information with the ancestor’s timeline to get a picture of the possible 
inter-relationship. 
 
Step 6 
Write out the combination of history and family data to show how your ancestor may have 
been affected by the various events. 
 
Step 7 
Combine/save the information: 

• Put into keepsake books for family members 
• Create narrative programs for family and community 
• Add to the “notes” section in your genealogy program 

• Remember to clarify what is proven and what is speculation 
• Use them to interest young folks in their (your) family history 

 
Summary: 

• Identify the record(s) of a particular ancestor and time period 
• Research the geographic area 
• Put these in context with the family 
• Put it all in context with history 
• Link it all to the rest of the person’s life 

 



References for Effective Storytelling and Validating Stories 

Akert, R. U. & Klein, D. Family Tales, Family Wisdom: How to Gather the Stories of a Lifetime and Share Them with Your Family.  New 
York: Henry Holt & Co, 1991. 

Alessi, J. Once Upon a Memory. White Hall, VA: Betterway Pub., 1987. 

Botkin, B. A. The Treasury of American Folklore.  New York: Crown Pub., 1944. 

Campbell, J. The Power of Myth, with Bill Moyers. New York: Anchor Books, 1991. 

Drake, P. What did they Mean by That? A Dictionary of Historical and Genealogical Terms Old and New.  Bowie MD: Heritage Books, 
Inc., 2003. 

Fisher, W. R.  Human Communication as Narration: Toward a Philosophy of Reason, Value, and Action.  Columbia, S.C.: Univ. of South 
Carolina Press, 1987. 

Fletcher, William. Recording your Family History. New York: Dodd, Mead, & Co., 1986. 

Goldrup, L. P. Writing the Family Narrative. Salt Lake City: Ancestry Pub., 1987. 

Hatcher, P. L. Producing a Quality Family History.  Salt Lake City: Ancestry Pub., 1996. 

Imber-Black, E. The Secret Life of Families: Truth-Telling, Privacy, and Reconciliation in a Tell-All Society.  New York: Bantam Books, 
1998. 

Isay, Dave. Listening is an Act of Love: A Celebration of American Life from the Storycorps Project. New York: Penguin Press, 2007. 

Mead, G. H.  Mind, Self, & Society: From the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist.  Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1934. 

Miller, I. C.  Publishing your Family History with a Computer: A Five-Step Guide.  Garden Grove, CA: Shumway Family History 
Services, 1998. 

Mills, Elizabeth Shown.  Evidence! Citation & Analysis for the Family Historian. Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Co., 1997. 

Portelli, Alessandro. The Battle of Valle Giulia. Madison, WI: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1997. 

Pfeiffer, L. S. Hidden Sources: Family History in Unlikely Places. Salt Lake City: Ancestry, 2000. 

Rose, Christine. Genealogical Proof Standard: Building a Solid Case, 3rd Ed. San Jose, CA: Christine Rose, 2009. 

Rawlins, Maggie & Lyle. Set the Record Straight! A Guide on Preserving and Sharing Personal & Family Histories. Corona, CA: 1993. 

Stone, Elizabeth. Black Sheep & Kissing Cousins. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Press, 2004. 

Sturdevant, Katherine S. Bringing your Family History to Life through Social History.  Cincinnati: Betterway Books, 2000. 

Underhill, Tom.  Dead Men Tell No Tales: How to Record your Family's Oral History.  Placentia, CA: Creative Continuum, 2002. 

Underhill, Tom. Family History Publishing: Basics.  Placentia, CA: Creative Continuum, 2001. 

Weitzman, D. Underfoot: An Everyday Guide to Exploring the American Past. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1976. 

Zeitlin, Steven J., Kotkin, Amy J., &  Baker, Holly C. A Celebration of American Family Folklore. Cambridge, MA: 1982. 

Zumwalt, R. L.  American Folklore Scholarship.  Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1988. 

© 2011 – J. W. Hibben, Riverside County, CA 


