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Families often lose their histories through the generations, which may explain why genealogy — the process of trying to trace and recapture that history — is hugely popular. Learn how to preserve your precious family memories for future generations, whether you simply want to print a few copies on your computer or publish a hardcover book to sell to the general public
WHY YOU SHOULD CREATE A FAMILY HISTORY
Usually people have one of two reactions to the idea of writing a family history: "Can I publish my family history and make a lot of money?" or, "My family has no history worth writing." Both of these are unrealistic. The following sections explain why.
Can I Publish My Family History and Make Money?
People ask me — a freelance editor — to help them write their individual memoirs or family histories. Sometimes they expect to submit their manuscripts to publishers because they think their stories are so interesting and unusual that everyone will want to read them. However, unless you or members of your family have achieved some celebrity or notoriety, the general public usually won’t be interested in your story. Publishers don’t often publish memoirs of ordinary people unless they have been in the midst of extraordinary circumstances.
In addition, most people are more interested in their own family background than in yours, and most families have stories of overcoming great hardships somewhere in their history. Nearly all families have memories of love and sacrifice as well as of great tragedy. And, in general, families would rather read their own stories than yours.
Who Would Want to Read about My Family or Me?
At the other end of the spectrum, there are people who think their lives are too ordinary to write about. They haven’t traveled to exotic places, made great discoveries, or earned huge fortunes. The public doesn’t recognize their faces on the covers of the tabloids or hear of their accomplishments on the nightly news. They wonder why they should write anything at all.
Maybe you’re in this category, and you wonder who would be interested in your family history if you put it down on paper. But even if the world isn’t interested, and even if your family history won’t make the New York Times Bestseller List, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t create it for your own family.
What’s the Value of a Family History?
Do your children know how you and your spouse met? Has your family forgotten (or perhaps never known) the challenges your grandparents or great-grandparents overcame as immigrants? Do you wonder about the origins of cherished family traditions? Would you like to ensure that your grandchildren and great-grandchildren understand your beliefs and values?
We think we’ll always remember the important events of our lives. But in the day-to-day activities of living, we tend to lose sight of the bigger picture. We forget the reasons for our holiday traditions, or we forget to tell our children and grandchildren about some of the events of our childhood.
Sometimes, we remember to share the happy experiences, but since we often want to forget about the hard times, we neglect to mention them. Yet it's those times that may cover some of the most important events of our family’s history. The rough spots in life may be what made us into the people we are today.
After my father died, my mother became very depressed and withdrawn. I convinced her to attend a writing conference with me by telling her I didn’t want to stay in the hotel alone. She attended one conference session — a seminar on writing essays. She wanted to try her hand at an essay but couldn’t decide on a topic, so I suggested she write about our trip. After that successful attempt, my siblings and I encouraged her to write about her own life.
She wrote what she called her “stories” in longhand on notebook paper. I transcribed them, making only minor corrections in her spelling, punctuation, and grammar. I scanned family photos and added them in appropriate places. We printed the stories on my computer printer and inserted the pages in loose-leaf binders so she could give a book to each of her adult children for Christmas; each year after that, she wrote more stories to add to the book.
These stories quickly became cherished family treasures. Teenaged grandchildren put aside video games to read their parents’ copies of their grandmother’s memoirs. Siblings pointed to stories and asked each other, “Did you know that?” Family members shared laughter and tears when the stories were given as gifts, and now, years after my mother died, those loose-leaf binders filled with family stories have become treasured legacies, possibly even more valued than money or property.
The same can be true for you. Your personal memoirs or your family history can be the greatest treasure you can leave your family because you're sharing your life and yourself.
With a little planning and effort, you can create a memory book just like my mother did, one that your family will treasure for generations to come.
You can create your memory book as a personal memoir of your own life. Of course, your memories will include a large number of other people, too, including your parents, family, friends, school and work associates, and many more. But in this case you'll probably want to limit the focus to the events and people of your lifetime.
Or you can decide to broaden your scope to a family history, including more information about one or more branches of your family tree. You might want to interview your grandparents, parents, or other relatives who are still alive. Although this can overlap into genealogical research, the focus of the family history is more personal — sharing thoughts and feelings, as well as events and stories that would never show up in genealogical research.
For example, my grandfather was a cowboy. When I was a child, he enthralled the entire family with his cowboy tales. He died when I was 12 years old, and although I vaguely recall listening to his stories, I don’t remember a single tale. In her memory book, my mother wrote the only remaining tale she remembered of the dozens he used to repeat regularly. No one ever wrote them down; Grandpa telling his tales was such a common occurrence, no one ever imagined the day would come when Grandpa would be gone — and the stories with him. None of his great-grandchildren or future generations will ever hear those tales.
Second, Determine Your Audience
Determine who you want to share your history with. Your immediate family is the obvious starting point because the people closest to you are the ones most likely to be interested in your history.
But remember you're not writing just for today. You're preserving your history for future generations. My grandfather’s cowboy stories should have been written down, not for his children and their spouses — they were probably tired of hearing them — but for his grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and future generations.
Especially if you’re writing a family history rather than a memoir, you may want to expand your audience to include your extended family — aunts, uncles, cousins, and any other relatives who would be interested in knowing the history of the people in your family.
And you don’t have to limit it to family. Most people have friends who are as close as family and would be interested in reading about people they care about.
Although most family histories and memoirs are not viable for commercial publication, some are. If your story is compelling and unique, it might be a candidate for submission to publishers. This e-book does not address submitting your manuscript to publishers; if that is your goal, you should first learn more about writing and the submission process, starting with some of the resources listed at the end of this article.
After you’ve decided on your scope and determined your audience, you’re ready to plan the details of your project. We’ll call this project a “book,” although it can take many forms.
There are several ways that you can go about writing your book. You can:
Type into a word processor.
Write in longhand and have a family member, friend, or professional type what you’ve written.
Talk into a tape recorder and have a family member, friend, or professional transcribe the tape.
Interview family members and transcribe the interviews or arrange for someone else to interview you.
Hire a professional writer to ghost-write your book.
Even if you don’t consider yourself a writer, you’re usually the best person to tell your own story. Your loved ones will cherish your “voice” — the distinctive way you put words together — and your memoir or family history will read similar to the way you talk. It’s a good way to “preserve” yourself for the future.
You should know that your words are your intellectual property, protected by copyright. If you hire someone else to write your memoir or family history, make sure you understand and agree who will hold the copyright on the completed book. If you write your own story, you are the legal copyright owner. To protect your rights, include “Copyright (Your Name) 2010” on your manuscript in progress and in your book. For more information on US copyright law, see the resources section; in other countries, check with the appropriate agency in your country.
PREPARE TO WRITE
People who haven’t written since school are often intimidated by the blank computer screen or sheet of paper. You can find a great deal of information about writing on the Internet, and useful resources are listed at the end of this article.
However, when you're writing your memoirs or family history, you don’t have to follow all the formal rules like you do when writing something for a school assignment. You're sharing yourself with your loved ones, and this personal, creative writing can be done the way you want to do it.
Of course, no matter what your approach, scope, or audience, you still want to avoid major spelling, grammar, and punctuation errors because these kinds of errors make your story hard to read and understand. Resources to help you improve these areas are also listed at the end of this e-book.
Whether you choose to create an outline is completely up to you. No one else will ever see your outline if you decide to write one, but some people find it helpful to organize their thoughts before they actually start putting words on the page.
Your “outline” can take on a conventional outline format, or it may consist of a series of note cards with a specific topic you want to cover in each chapter on a separate card, a white board on the wall with a list of things you don’t want to forget ... whatever helps you organize your ideas so they’ll make sense to the reader.
However, if you prefer to start writing without any preparation, that’s okay, too. My mother wrote individual “stories” as she thought of them. One year for Christmas, she gave us stories about her own high school years, as well as stories about events that happened when my siblings and I were in elementary school — seemingly chosen totally at random. She attached a sticky note to each story identifying the section in the binder where it belonged.
My mother-in-law, in contrast, organized her thoughts and notes in advance. Then she started talking into a tape recorder and described her life experiences in chronological order, beginning with her birth.
Even if you choose to write in random order without an outline, I recommend you keep a notebook to jot down ideas as you think of events and people you want to write about. It’s easy to forget that great idea if you don’t write it down when it comes to you, and you can concentrate on what you’re writing much better if you’re not trying to remember a half dozen other ideas you’re going to work on later.
If you just sit down in front of the computer or with a yellow legal pad, your mind may instantly go blank. You may decide that nothing worth writing about has ever happened to you or anyone in your family. If this happens to you, you'll benefit from reviewing some memory triggers:
If you’ve ever kept journals or diaries, dig them out and skim through them. When you come to important periods in your life, read more thoroughly. Bookmark specific pages you want to refer to when you’re writing.
Read old letters and look through photo albums and scrapbooks. If possible, share this activity with your spouse, siblings, parents, children, or other relatives. Talk about the events and the people in the pictures.
If you’re writing a family history, interview older relatives and family friends and record the interviews.
Visit places from your past — former residences, schools you've attended, places where you worked ...
Bring out physical items that belonged to your parents or ancestors, or ones that you treasured at other stages of your life. See what experiences and emotions they evoke.
Read old newspapers and magazines, both for historical events that affected your life and your family’s history and for social and business news (especially in small communities).
No one writes a perfect paragraph the first — and perhaps not even the tenth — time they try. Yet many would-be family historians spend so much time polishing and perfecting the first chapter or the first story that they never get anything else done. They think what they write has to be perfect before they move on.
But some of the best writing advice I ever received came from a novel-writing course I took several years ago. The instructor, Lary Crews, said it was fine for the first draft to be “pure green dreck.” His advice was to just get some words and ideas on paper (or computer screen) because you can always go back and make them better later. Keep writing, even if you’re not happy with what you’ve written. Focus on editing and revising only after you’ve got your basic ideas written.
Another form of perfection paralysis comes when you try to write in a formal style that ends up being stilted. People sometimes fear that the way they talk is too casual to use when they write. But I’d much rather read a personal story written in a chatty, natural style than something that sounds like an academic tome. Your family deserves to hear not only the events that happened in your life but also the sound of your distinctive voice.
When the family was gathered after my mother-in-law’s funeral, someone pulled out her memoir. Soon family members were reading sentences aloud and saying, “That sounds just like Mother!” We laughed; we cried; we shared beautiful memories of the special lady who honored us by sharing herself in her own words. It was as if she were still with us.
The format you choose will depend in part on your audience. The larger and more diverse your audience, the more elaborate the format you will need to select.
How you plan to distribute your family history will also play a part. If you plan to give your books away to family members, you may choose a less expensive option than if individuals will cover the cost of the books they receive.
In addition, the way you write will have a bearing on the way you present your material. Since my mother wrote a few stories a year spread over a period of several years, she chose a loose-leaf binder so family members could insert the new stories each year. However, if you complete the book at one time, then you have a broader range of options.
The simplest and least expensive print choice is simply to type the manuscript in a word processor, print it on your computer printer, punch holes, and insert the pages into a loose-leaf binder. This option works best if you're printing only a few copies, and, as I mentioned above, it’s a good choice if you want to add to the book over time.
Binders are available in a wide range of colors and styles, including clear plastic covers that allow paper to be inserted under the plastic. That way you can create an interesting “book cover” and use good quality paper inside the binder for an attractive presentation.
If you’re producing only a few copies, you can print pages with photographs on a color printer. Color printing would be too expensive in most other formats.
You can lay out the book as either a standard letter size page (8 1/2” x 11”) or half-size (5 1/2” x 8 1/2”). Prepare the manuscript so it’s “camera ready” — ready to copy.
A complete manuscript can be printed either from a disk generated from your word processing program or from a copy you've printed. You can have the cover printed on heavier stock, so it will be more durable as well as look more attractive. After it’s printed, the book can be spiral- or comb-bound.
This is a good choice if you need a few dozen or a few hundred copies and your story is complete.
Electronic Book
The least expensive way to create and distribute your memory book is electronically. Although you can use the file created in your word processing program, PDF (portable document format, also known as Adobe Acrobat) is better because it can be read on all computers and it doesn’t carry viruses. The resource section lists a Web site to have your document converted to PDF online.
You can send the e-book to family members as an attachment to e-mail, or you can create a family Web site and allow family members to download the family history from the site.
Maybe you have a large extended family or many friends interested in your family story and expect to distribute several hundred, perhaps thousands, of copies. Or maybe you aren’t printing that many books, but you want a “real” book.
In that case, you'll want to print trade paperback or hardcover books. Trade paperbacks are slightly larger than mass-market paperbacks, the ones that are printed and sold in huge quantities by the major publishers. Trade paperbacks are also printed on heavier paper and are higher quality and more durable than standard paperbacks.
Keep in mind, though, that not all printers have the capability to print books, and not all book printers offer the same quality. Make sure you do a bit of research before entrusting a company with your family’s precious memories, so you’re sure you’re getting what you want.
If you want to sell your book in major bookstores, you will need an ISBN (International Standard Book Number). You must form a publishing company, which you can do under your own name if you choose, and purchase a group of ten numbers. Although you are writing only one book, you may use more than one number — each format requires a unique ISBN, so if you publish paperback and electronic editions of your book, you will need an ISBN for each. The source for ISBNs is listed in the Resource section at the end of this report.
How you distribute your history will in large part be determined by the audience and format you've chosen.
If your audience is your immediate family, and if you've chosen a loose-leaf binder format, you'll probably simply give the books as gifts to your family members.
You may also choose to give away any of the other formats we discussed, but only if you feel you can afford to do so.
If you decide to publish a paperback or hardcover book or if you print spiral-bound books for a large audience, you may not be able to afford to give everyone a copy of the book free of charge.
To determine a selling price, you'll need to figure all your expenses (see below): fees for transcription and editing, printing (or subsidy publishing) costs, photo lab fees, and any other costs you anticipate. Then divide the total cost by the number of sales you expect. If you want to make a profit on the book — uncommon but possible — add in the amount of profit you want to make.
Remember, though, that not all of your relatives will buy a copy!
If you want to print only the number of copies that will be sold, send a letter with an order form to everyone in your audience and specify a deadline date for the return of orders with payment. Since procrastination is common in all families, you’re likely to get better response if you offer a discount for early, prepaid orders.
However, if you limit the print run only to the number sold, you won’t retain any copies for future generations. You may want to order an additional quantity to keep on hand for late orders, as well as for your future audience – your descendants.
Even though your book may not sell well to the general public, you may find niche markets in addition to your original audience. Museum gift shops, for example, often will sell family histories if the family’s story is set in the area the museum serves. Local historical societies may be interested in books related to the history of the area. If you or one of your ancestors belonged to a specific group — through a career or hobby, for example — organizations related to that group, such as a teachers’ association or a crafters’ cooperative, may offer opportunities to sell your family history to its members or through its organization to other groups or individuals.
You don’t have to make an exclusive choice. If you want to give copies of your book to close family members and sell to others, that’s your prerogative. You can also give discounts to family members if you can’t afford to give your books away.
If your goal is to share your memories and your family history, you may want to give away as many copies as you can afford. However, if you decide to produce a hardcover book through a subsidy publisher, you'll incur a great deal of expense. Since most people can’t afford to bear that total expense, you’ll need to think about establishing a selling price.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/10797 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!