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earning to swim, becoming engaged, 

sharing presents at Christmas—

these are the types of family 

memories that we love to share 

and remember. Often we want our 

children and grandchildren to know 

about the lessons and memories 

of our lives, but we have not taken 

steps to capture these memories 

and make them available to future 

generations. How can we capture 

these memories and document 

them for our families to remember? 

This guide is intended to share 

some ideas and learning activities 

related to documenting family 

memories.

L

W  ays to Document 
Family Memories

Many people don’t compose their personal 
histories because they think the only acceptable 
kind of history is a long, written story. And they 
do not know how to write such a story well, or for 
other reasons they simply do not feel inclined to 
put words on paper.

Even people who are able and willing to write 
often are unable to produce a lengthy (or even 
concise) life summary.

The fact is that written personal history is 
but one of many different kinds of valuable personal 
history that a person might compile. A written 
history is highly desirable; would that we all could 
write one. Yet even a written history can take 
many different forms, any of which an individual 
might well be able to compose with confidence. 

Nonwritten History
Photographs

People often photograph those events and 
people in their lives which they count most impor-
tant. That is why photographs, properly mounted 
and labeled, are priceless personal history.

Scrapbook Materials
Scrapbook materials are a vital part of one’s 

history because, as with photographs, people tend 
to save mementos related to the most significant 
happenings of their lives. Nevertheless, they pose 
a problem because they come in such a variety of 
shapes and sizes that they are hard to sort, mount 
and preserve.

Drawings, lists, charts, diagrams, collections, 
arts, crafts and other evidence of hobby and 
pastime activities

Graphic evidence of what people do in their 
ordinary or spare time reveals much about those 
people. Much of the essence of who we are is 
expressed in such regular activities.
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Oral History
People reluctant to write their life histories 

(including perhaps yourself) may be willing to 
“talk” them. Through the convenient cassette 
(or even video-cassette) recorder, the best parts 
of your life, if not your entire life story, can be 
preserved for many years.

Collection of documents and other offi cial records
Records and documents represent official or 

important events in your life. When systematically 
collected and organized, they can tell much about 
you that is significant. 

Easily Written Records
Chronologies

A chronology is simply a list of important 
events in a time sequence. Chronologies are 
valuable because they provide a quick historical 
overview.

Transcribed Oral History
Transcription of the spoken word from 

recording tape into writing, though a tedious and 
time-consuming task, is nevertheless worth the 
effort. However, many changes must be made 
in the conversational style to turn it into coher-
ent written history. The transcriber should retain 
as much as possible the essential and authentic 
wording of the informant while making appropri-
ate modifications that assure readability.

A Diary (day-book type)
A diary is a highly concise record of daily 

activities. It usually mentions major appointments 
and activities without commenting on them. 
Entries are usually very factual. A diary takes 
but a few minutes daily to compose.

Letters
Letters are among the historian’s most prized 

resources. Letters are typically personal, candid, 
and detailed, simply because people write letters 
when they have something important or personal 
to communicate.

Longer Written Records
The Journal

The journal is the most valuable personal 
record you can keep. Even if you do not write a 
separate personal history, others will be able to 
write one for you, based on your journal entries.

The personal essay
An essay is a brief piece of writing (100-1000 

words or so) that focuses on a single thought or 
feeling, idea or event. More and more people, 
awed by the task of producing a lengthy, continu-
ous personal history, are finding the essay the 
answer to their yearning to produce some record. 
They nearly always describe the same procedure: 
“Last Sunday I wrote about how I met my hus-
band. This Sunday I plan to write about my feel-
ings the day President John F. Kennedy was shot. 
I try to write on a separate single topic about 
once a week.”

A concise history
A concise summary of the main events in 

your life, and your thoughts and feelings about 
those events, might be written in 25-50 pages, if 
done according to a simple and clear plan. Several 
organization options would work:

• Chronological
• Topical
• Chronological-topical
• Thematic

A complete history
A complete life story might run from 100 

to several hundreds of pages, depending on your 
seriousness as a writer and your desire to leave a 
complete record of your life.



4

• Birth date and place.
• Birth dates of younger brothers and sisters 

and of your own children.
• Major religious events.
• Major illnesses, accidents, surgery, etc.
• Different places you have lived, including 

reasons for moves.
• Names of congregations, etc., you 

have attended.
• Close friends: dates met, important 

contacts, etc.
• Schools attended.
• Deaths of friends and close relatives.
• Church service.
• Spiritual experiences.
• Memorable family activities.
• Extended trips or vacations.
• Frightening, dangerous, or otherwise 

traumatic experiences.
• Memorable “firsts.”
• Major world or national events.
• Memorable people met.
• Personal crises, disappointments, 

achievements.

• Embarrassing situations.
• Hobbies, pastimes, sports and other 

activities–important dates, associated 
with these.

• Diplomas, certificates, recognitions.
• Participation in special programs and 

other events.
• Fads and special interests.
• Meeting your spouse.
• Jobs and vocational activities.
• Pets owned.
• Public offices and activities.
• Transportation vehicles owned.
• Books read, talks heard or given, etc.
• Any other events that significantly 

affected the course of your life.

Family Memories to Document
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Activities 
 to Document Family Memories

Chronology
What is a chronology?

A chronology is a list of historical events 
arranged in the time sequence in which they 
occurred. A chronology is a very useful tool in 
preparing the history of an individual or a family 
and a valuable part of such a history itself.

Why should you compose a chronology?
Making a chronology is perhaps the best 

way to begin a personal history. It is a good place 
to begin a seemingly large task. It is a simple 
and straightforward process. It has a clear-cut 
beginning—birth—and an obvious end—the 
present. Most people who are serious about 
writing their life histories should probably begin 
by first compiling a chronology.

• Compiling a chronology causes you to 
review the main events in your life.

• Associations are renewed and 
strengthened as others cooperate to 
help you compose your life story.

• A chronology will help you come to 
view your life in a clearer perspective.

• A chronology will help you become 
more historically precise.

• A chronology will help you be more 
precise and purposeful as you pose 
questions in an oral interview.

• Most important, you become excited 
about composing a respectable history 
for your posterity.

What materials will you need? 
You will need about 100 cards or small 

slips of paper. A convenient size is 3x5 inches. 
Cards are easier to work with than paper, but 
paper will do.

How do you record the information?
• The event. Write on each card one single 

event in your life—any happening that 
affected your life in a memorable or signifi-
cant way.

• The date. Write the date of that one event 
in the upper left-hand corner of the card.

What should your completed chronology look like?
Now that you have identified all the events 

you wish to include in your chronology, recorded 
them on cards, and arranged them in chronologi-
cal order, you should post them in an attractive, 
readable format. 

Videotape
Videotape As Personal History

The technology of videotape, like other 
remarkable modern technologies (the camera, the 
tape recorder, the computer word processor), is 
a boon to personal historians. With relative ease 
and a little expense, a historian can record (on 
a camcorder) for posterity relatively permanent 
“movies” of themselves and relatives.

But producing videotaped history of good 
quality is not easy. Potential mistakes abound—
in both technique and content. To produce good 
history with a camcorder, you will need to learn 
(1) how to use your camera skillfully and (2) how 
to select those projects that best lend themselves 
to videotaping. In addition, you will want to use 
only the highest quality of camcorder available, 
and the best high grade videotapes.

Some Suggested Projects

1. Videotape a relative (or yourself) telling 
favorite stories. Vary angles, distance, and 
settings, so as to keep the visual images as 
interesting as the narrative.



6

2. Videotape a relative (or yourself) describ-
ing personal possessions, or the home that 
person lives in, or daily activities. Ask 
questions that draw out interesting details.

3. Produce a videotape of “Settings”–places 
lived; traditional vacation spots; ancestral 
homes, towns, or farms; churches, schools, 
places to work; gardens and yards—the 
list could go on.

4. Record highlights of special events—
weddings, religious celebrations, holidays, 
birthdays and other anniversaries, 
reunions, moves, etc. Be selective!

5. Make a visual record of your own life—
photographs, mementos, family, toys, 
possessions, friends, recollections from 
selective people (parents, friends, brothers 
and sisters, teachers), a typical day, favor-
ite activities.

Many projects are feasible. But in all instanc-
es, try to produce something of quality and lasting 
historical value. And share your successes with 
other family members who may be interested.

Oral History
What are the advantages of oral history? Why should 
you learn to record and transcribe oral history?

Some of the best personal history our genera-
tion may leave to posterity will be that recorded 
on the convenient cassette tape recorder. Such 
history may be stored on the tapes themselves, or 
it may be transcribed into writing. Both the tape 
and the written transcription may be preserved.

Through cassette tapes, much history may 
be recorded that otherwise might never be written 
down. Most people probably will never write down 
the details of the most personal and inspirational 
parts of their lives, but they often will “talk” their 
histories–enthusiastically, and in marvelous detail.

Whose oral histories should you record?
You should undertake to record the personal 

histories of anyone whose life history (or parts of 
that history) has special value to you or your pos-
terity. Certainly you should think first of parents, 
grandparents, aunts, uncles and other relatives 
who are advancing in age for once such people are 
gone, their histories are lost. Then look to those 
who likely will never write their histories.

Your own children can provide much 
valuable history—for your own enjoyment and 
edification, as well as for their own posterity. 
Husbands and wives have a natural interest 
in each other’s histories. Spouses who have 
interviewed each other nearly always remark on 
how close such a project draws them together. 
Such histories are also full of surprises.

How long should an oral history be? What kinds 
of topics should it cover? How much detail should 
it include?

A complete oral history of an older adult 
might run from 15 to 30 hours, and transcribe into 
10 to 30 written pages. This naturally depends on 
the willingness of the informant to go into details. 
But an oral history does not have to do the whole 
life of an individual; it might focus on just parts of 
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an individual’s life. For example, you might want 
to record one or two childhood recollections, 
spiritual experiences, outstanding accomplish-
ments, a specific event, or whatever. In other 
words, your history can be as long or as short as 
you and your informant want to make it.

The agenda of topics to touch on should 
result from an agreement between the interviewer 
and the informant–a happy combination of the 
interests of the one and willingness of the other 
to talk on given topics.

In what order should the various topics be taken up?
For a complete life story, a general overall 

plan is certainly desirable. Many organizational 
options are possible: a chronology, followed by a 
treatment of special topics, a separate chronologi-
cal treatment of a number of individual topics.

Here are sample agendas for 1-2 hour inter-
view sessions. Note that each focuses on a specific 
topic or time period:

•Earliest recollections 
•Childhood pastimes and activities 
•Public school–early years 
•Family activities 
•Induction into the military 
•Meeting spouse
•Wedding, reception, adjustments to in-laws
•Middle years
•Memorable experiences
•Advice to posterity

What is the ideal physical arrangement for an 
interview?

The best interviews take place where the 
informant is comfortable and relaxed–usually in 
his own home, office or another familiar setting.

A long comfortable interview normally will 
last from one to two hours. Much depends on the 
interest, personality, and health of the informant, 
and on the physical setting of the interview.

What kind of recording equipment is necessary?
•The battery-operated recorder
•Microphone
•Extension cord

Essay
Many writers of personal history have discov-

ered that the easiest, most enjoyable, and effective 
way to write their personal histories is in the form 
of a number of short, separate pieces of writing–
essays, individual stories, reflections, descriptions, 
even poetry and other types of creative efforts.

The advantages of this “bits and pieces” 
approach to writing a life story are more obvious 
than one might suppose.

What kinds of topics can be dealt with in short 
essays?

Virtually all that we remember of our per-
sonal lives is in the form of separate recollections. 
That is how the mind stores life happenings–in 
single experiences or dominant impressions. Long 
biographies are usually closely linked sequences of 
thoughts and events. This means that everything 
one might want to include in a long story could 
be written in the separate-essay format–200-1000 
or so words.

The easiest way to generate topics for writing 
is to obtain a fairly comprehensive list of poten-
tial topics. Reflection on such topics will bring to 
mind many impressions, ideas, stories and events 
that will lend themselves to treatment in a short 
piece of writing.

Learning Activity
A. Spend 5-10 minutes writing down a 

family memory or story on a specific topic 
(such as “How I Learned to Swim” or 
“My Earliest School Memory”), brainstorm 
a list of family memories or stories you 
would like to record.

B. Complete a list of 25-50 family memories 
or stories and write an essay on one of 
them each day, or once a week, etc.
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