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“I've seen things you people wouldn't believe. Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion. I watched C-beams glitter in the dark near the Tannhäuser Gate. All those moments will be lost in time, like tears in rain. Time to die.”  
                 . . . . Roy Batty; “Blade Runner”


The world is filled with the voices of the dead. They speak . . . from the private history of our own experiences. They speak to us in a thousand remembrances, in a thousand incidents, events, associations . . . . Though they are invisible, yet life is filled with their presence. . . . Go where we will, the dead are with us. 
Orville Dewey, Melville's Unitarian minister

“I cannot help feeling that the stories of many different and potentially inarticulate people are more interesting than a contrived narrative that exists only in one articulate man’s imagination.”
—John Cassavetes





Personal identity is a combination of the stories we tell about ourselves and the stories others tell about us, and like dreams, they have no existence until they are written down or otherwise put into words and communicated.
 
Telling personal and family stories comes easily for some people, especially if they have been exposed since childhood to other story tellers telling those stories. Of course, it also helps if you have engaged with life in sufficient depth to know the good and bad of it, and have learned strategies and techniques of storytelling improvisational theatre.

If you have not had many opportunities to see and hear storytelling modeled, and have not had a lot of training and experience as a writer, you may find it difficult to put your personal and family stories into writing. Here are some suggestions about writing personal and family history that may be helpful, since they specifically address the two main problems in writing: getting started and getting stopped. The suggestions also look upon writing as a continuous process cycle of drafting and revising, learning, growing, and changing, rather than as a frustrating one-step linear movement in which the first draft is also the final draft. 



When you understanding writing as a process, with manageable tasks at each point along the way, writing becomes infinitely easier than trying to face all of the problems and obstacles at once in the one draft/final draft method. Process writing is also an aid to discovering your stories and history. Here are some details about each phase. Note that the order is flexible, rather than rigid, and that things can be sifted around, adapted, or dropped entirely.

1. Start by thinking about the “communication situation” you face in writing personal and family history. Why do you want to write a history?  Who or what is your intended audience? What do you want to tell (and not tell) those readers? What information do you have available, and what form is it in right now? What form or genre do you want the final document to take. There are many varieties of writing available.

2. Gather available information and digitize it. Assess whether or not you need more information or if what you have is sufficient to achieve your purposes.

3. Start writing what you know with the purpose of getting ideas out of your head and down on paper where you can work with them. This is called “directed or focused freewriting, and you must practice “satisficing” at this stage and be completely satisfied with words, clauses, phrases, sentences, and paragraphs that may include sentence fragments and spelling errors and all other problems in style and mechanics in favor of just putting ideas on paper.  As you look over the words and bits and snatches of experiences and ideas, they will serve as a memory prompt for further writing. If you are suddenly inspired to tell a whole story, do it while in the moment of inspiration, but never allow your thoughts to be interrupted by correcting anything or spelling words correctly, or punctuating, or anything else. Get the ideas down on paper.

4. At any time in the free writing process, as you feel inspired, you can expand and develop a single word idea to two words or a sentence, and make a sentence into two sentences, and expand four sentences into a paragraph and a paragraph into two paragraphs. If you are suddenly inspired to tell a whole story, do so while you are thinking about it. When you run out of steam you can go back to freewriting and expanding. 

5. With all of this written matter unorganized, you are ready to organize and develop what you have into a coherent draft, and you can also start checking for stylistic and mechanical problems, but not being obsessed about it—yet. This is also a good time to have a trusted reader look at your draft and make suggestions for events to include or missed details. If the reader starts gushing praise and doesn’t have any suggestions, or only identifies problems in style and mechanics, it is time to find a more trusted reader. No matter what that reader says, don’t complain, explain, or justify anything, or you will have trouble finding a good / helpful critic of your work. Say “Thank you” and either fix the problems or ignore them.

With a totally inadequate but completely satisfactory draft in hand you can complete the cycle and start over on it by reconsidering how well what you have written conforms to your desires to product a certain kind of family history, and how well you have anticipated audience needs and expectations, and how well you have conveyed the information available to you. The gaps will tell you what needs to be done as you move through the cycle again, free writing, developing, organizing, and working on style and mechanics. Write down what comes to mind and do not get bogged down by trying to write a perfect draft the first time through; rather, turn off the editor and just get thoughts and ideas down onto paper. There is a time and a place for editing, but it is not when you are struggling to find something to say. Keep circling back to what you have already written to expand and clarify and clean up the language.

Here are a few more ideas beyond drafting that might help.

A. Do some research and reading about strategies and techniques for writing personal and family history.

B. Type, transcribe, scan, and preserve everything to an “electric format,” a robust word processing platform such as MSWord or WordPerfect for text, and a talented platform for working with your photos and scannable documents. Avoid weak, minimalist, or non-standard programs and platforms. 

C. Be aware of the many forms and variations that life writing takes. See list.

D. After you have a clean and complete manuscript, it is time to make decisions about formatting and the way you want the finished book to look, inside and out. Robust word processing programs allow you to format pages with page numbers and footnotes and select font type and size. You can also specify size, like the large 8 1/2x11 size or a smaller format in which you can get two pages on a standard sheet of 8 ½ x11 paper—actually four pages if you count front and back. If you have not done so already, you can insert photographs and other documents into the text. There are other peripheral parts you can include, depending on how “professional” you want your book to look. These things include a title page, introduction, table of contents, and perhaps even an index. You will also need to design a cover with the title and some descriptive information on the back.

E. Find a good editor and proof reader. When you have said what you want to in your manuscript, get a few other people to read it, such as family members who can provide additional details, alternative interpretations of events, and corrections or clarifications. You can also ask some educated people and expert readers and writers you know you and know something about language and writing conventions to check for problems in grammar, syntax, usage, spelling, and punctuation. This, of course, is after you ran your spelling and grammar checker yourself.

F. If you have a fairly decent laser jet printer (not the little cartridges) and sufficient knowledge and skill with your computer, and don’t need too many copies, it is entirely possible and cost effective to print the copies you want by yourself, instead of sending the job to Kinkos. Compare prices. “Print on demand” is another option. You give them a disk with your manuscript on it, usually as a PDF file, they set up their machines, and pretty soon the machine is spitting out copies of your book, all printed and bound, and ready to wrap for Christmas. Otherwise, if you printed you copies at home by yourself, you will have to make arrangements with a local printing or publishing house to do either a hard or soft cover binding. A less costly but frequently used alternative to standard binding is spiral or ring binding, which can be done at local printing shops like Kinkos.
G. How many copies? Whatever number you want and can afford. However, it is useful to think of your book as a work in progress that you can revisit to address factual errors or omissions in the stories or technical errors in your language and writing to produce a second, third, and fourth edition down the road. 


Consider audience, your purposes, and the information you want to communicate.


Gather and organize relevant information


start writing what you know to get ideas down on paper withot regard for style or mechanics


Expand and develop ideas into sentences and organize into paragraphs


Make a clean draft, work on style and mechanics, and then revise by starting cycle again


