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“Rachel Seidman’s Our Story is an invaluable guide for anyone interested in uncovering their family’s history. Chock-full of practical advice and step-by-step instructions provided by one of America’s leading oral historians, Our Story is also a beautifully written and deeply inspiring argument for the importance of the past—and of finding our place within it.”

—Jill Lepore, author of These Truths: A History of the United States

“This book is a tremendous gift to anyone with even a passing interest in family history. Drawing on her deep knowledge as a historian as well as her experience as a member of a loving family, Rachel Seidman explains how to ask the right questions, engage in meaningful conversations, and share what you learn. I challenge you to read this guide and walk away from the chance to record the stories that are the warp and woof of family life and, at the same time, invaluable to historians who are determined to write a story of America that includes us all.”

—Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, founding director of the Southern Oral History Program at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and recipient of the National Humanities Medal

“ ‘When an elder dies, a library burns to the ground.’ We’ve all heard this adage, but what if we could guard against this kind of blaze? Rachel Seidman’s memory-capturing wisdom, shared with generous helpings of both know-how and inspiration, is the guidance we’ve all been waiting for. Please excuse me while I dash o? to use what I’ve learned to interview my ninety-year-old cousin!”

—Megan Smolenyak, genealogist and author of Who Do You Think You Are?: The Essential Guide to Tracing Your Family History

“If you’re curious about how to go about recording the personal history of your family, look no further. Based on her decades of training and experience as an oral historian, Rachel Seidman has compiled a treasure trove of great project ideas, interview questions, and practical suggestions for anyone trying to learn more about their loved ones’ lives, while they are still here to tell their own stories. Don’t wait to get started—you won’t regret it.”

—Michelle T. King, professor of history at UNC–Chapel Hill and author of Chop Fry Watch Learn: Fu Pei-mei and the Making of Modern Chinese Food
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To my family across all the generations,

especially our beloved newest member,

Ida Camellia Williams
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Introduction

If you had been at my wedding, you would remember the songs my Aunt Helen wrote for my husband and me. Months before the big day, she called up many of our friends and family members and asked them all kinds of questions about us. How did we meet? What were we like as a couple? What were some funny details about our life together? Then she wrote new lyrics to show tunes and pop songs, and secretly recruited my first cousins and some of our best friends. After the rehearsal dinner, under the tent outside an old inn with a pretty garden, they sang with gusto and goodwill, to the delight of all. There was one song about our dog, Guthrie, who would never drop a ball after she fetched it. The one about us, two history nerds who met in graduate school where we were both getting PhDs, was sung to the tune of Sam Cooke’s song “Wonderful World” with its famous first line, “Don’t know much about history.” This was long before the time of cell phones with video cameras, so we don’t have a record of that joyful, goofy tribute, but it lives on in our memories. I have a copy of the lyrics with Aunt Helen’s handwritten notes tucked away in a wedding folder along with all the invitation lists and flower choices and caterer’s menus. These lyrics, in their way, became a type of historical document; the songs captured details about our early lives together, and rereading them now helps us remember those as well as the hilarity of the performance itself.

The next day, at the wedding reception, you would have noticed the big, shiny metal trunk sitting on a table near the dance floor. In fact, you would have walked right up to it and deposited whatever little knickknack you’d brought with you for that very purpose. Why? Because we had asked all our wedding guests to contribute to a time capsule; we suggested you bring something you felt captured the essence of that year, 1992. At the reception, people gathered around the table, examining what other guests had donated. We loved seeing people who didn’t know one another talking about why they had chosen their particular object and what future generations might think about it. The time capsule was a hit, and we were thrilled.

We raised a toast and promised to invite everyone back on our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary to open the trunk together. As young people, that seemed like eons in the future. We knew our grandparents and other elderly relatives would likely not be with us, but we would have been shocked to know some of the other friends and family who would be missing—including my beautiful, talented, creative Aunt Helen, who died tragically a few years later.

We lugged that heavy metal box around for a quarter century, from Connecticut to Wisconsin to Minnesota to North Carolina. We never looked inside. And then, as promised, we invited everyone who was still alive and whom we could still find to join us for a weekend in June of 2017 to open the time capsule. The contents turned out to be amusing: Lots and lots of stuff about Ross Perot (remember him?); a video cassette with the first episode of Jay Leno hosting The Tonight Show; a dog’s squeaky toy in the shape of Lisa Simpson. With our dear ones around us, we pulled each piece out, one by one, and laughed or sighed about what we found. More compelling than the individual items—the pieces of historical evidence—in the metal box was the collective experience with our friends and family across time. After assembling the time capsule a generation ago, we got to experience its revelations together, remembering and reflecting, so many years later.

But that twenty-fifth-anniversary party almost didn’t happen. We were torn about whether to proceed with it because our family was suffering. My beloved brother-in-law, Dan, was extremely ill with leukemia. In the end, we decided that our sadness made it all the more important to take a moment to celebrate life and love and marriage while we could—because we knew how precious they were. At the event, we paused during the toasts to raise our glasses to forty-nine-year-old Dan, who couldn’t be with us. He died not long after.

During the eighteen months of Dan’s illness, I felt helpless, unable to stop the slow-motion tragedy unfolding in my family. I tried to offer support around the edges; distracting my niece and nephew, cooking meals, running errands, spending long hours at the hospital, going to meetings with doctors, corralling resources, and interrogating specialists. But at a certain point, when it was clear Dan would not recover, there was only one more thing I could offer. I was a historian, after all. Devastated by the recognition that we would soon lose this generous, hilarious, brilliant, and beloved man, and determined that his wife and children would someday have the chance to hear his voice again, I asked Dan if he wanted to record an interview with me—an oral history.

By that point in my career, I’d been studying and teaching American history for decades. I’d taught at colleges and universities, written books and articles, and run programs. I had come to love the method of oral history—the practice in which historians learn about the past by interviewing people who lived through it. Listening to the life stories of people who had grown up in earlier times, hearing about their grandparents and parents, their experiences as children, their education and their careers had deeply enriched my understanding of the past and of the world around me. I was running one of the oldest oral history programs in the country, at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, close to where Dan lived. To me, then, the idea of interviewing Dan felt comforting; for someone with my training, it seemed like something helpful that I could offer. I knew that, as much as I adored Dan, I had just enough emotional distance to contemplate taking on the endeavor—something his grieving wife, teenaged children, brother, and devastated parents certainly did not. But even so, I was nervous. Would the prospect feel too depressing to Dan? Would we both be overcome with emotion? Would the process do Dan and his family any good, or would it potentially cause any pain or damage?

Dan didn’t hesitate, though; he readily accepted my invitation. In October of that year, a few months before he died, we sat on the couch in his living room, and for three and a half hours, he mustered the strength, both physical and emotional, to recount his life story. I remember how restless his painfully thin limbs were from the drugs he was taking; as one of his legs moved back and forth on the couch, I knew the sound of it rubbing across the upholstery would be forever captured alongside his voice. The falling leaves and darkening sky outside the window took on a kind of metaphorical significance as we talked.

I’d prepared a list of questions and guided Dan through conversations. I tried to think about both what he might want to share and what his family might want to know and remember. I wanted to give him a chance to tell people the impact they’d had on him, and what they’d meant to him, if he desired. We talked about his childhood and how his parents and his brother had influenced him, his admiration and love for them. He shared about his experiences in school, his passionate love of sports, his friendships, and his work. His memories took us to places both expected and unexpected, sometimes funny, other times serious. He grew emotional, talking about his hopes and fears for his children. I learned more about his youth and his job and his family of origin than I’d ever known. He got to spend time remembering some of the happiest and most meaningful moments in his life and to recall and recognize the people who had shaped him. When we were done, we had a digital audio file rich with his memories and the messages he wanted to be sure to pass along to his family.

When Dan passed away, the existence of this interview did little to dull his loved ones’ pain. But in the very act of its creation, I think, Dan gained comfort in the knowledge that his feelings would be preserved for his family even when he was gone. The chance to reflect on his all-too-short time on earth gave him some agency to shape his story at a time when he had been robbed of other forms of power. It gifted me hours of meaningful time with a favorite relative, moments that I will treasure forever. And in time, it will offer those who loved him a way to sit with his voice again, to hear what he wanted to tell us, to get a better understanding of who he was and who he wanted to be. In the future, maybe that interview will be a way for a young person who never met Dan to learn from their grandfather or great-grandfather or second cousin once removed, and to situate themselves along the continuum of family. Together, we ensured his story lives on; and Dan’s story, including his untimely death, is an incredibly important part of our story as a family.

If you are reading this book, you likely share the sense that preserving family memories is important. There might be a few reasons: Perhaps you, too, want to create a record of one life here on earth; to capture the stories and experiences of a person who is here and who has meant something to you and to others. To make sure that your family member does not go silently “into that dark night,” to sort of quote Dylan Thomas, and that younger generations will get a chance to hear their voice and to know them. I hope for your sake that you are not facing the kind of untimely loss that Dan’s family suffered. You might have a relative who is healthy, but elderly—you might want to interview them on the occasion of a significant birthday. Perhaps your family is moving, and you want to capture stories about your home and neighborhood before you leave. Maybe you are just curious about the past or you have a school assignment to do. (I want to note here that while I use the terms family and relatives repeatedly in this book, I mean them expansively, to include our chosen families as well as those into which we were born. Whether or not you are related by blood or law to the people who matter most to you is of no consequence here.) No matter what, we all know that our chances to enjoy the company of our dear ones are limited.

Beyond just wanting to preserve your loved ones’ voices, perhaps you recognize that their stories and experiences are profoundly important to you. We each sense intuitively that how our parents and grandparents grew up—the stories they heard from their elders, the joys and sorrows they were dealt—in turn shapes how they raised us. Many of us instinctively understand that hearing their stories—their experiences, their perspectives—might help us make sense, not just of their lives but our own.

Or you may want to go beyond one person, and piece together the story of your family more broadly. Maybe you have been drawn to genealogy, mapping out a family tree and even undertaking genetic tracing through platforms like Ancestry or 23andMe. Whether you are just getting started or have managed to find traces of your roots going back generations, you may still have more questions than answers. Birth dates, birthplaces, census and military records, marriage and death certificates—they can offer up tantalizing clues, but often, that is as far as we can get. It’s easy to lose the thread in census records, for example, when a woman’s name changes upon marriage. Or you might know, for instance, when somebody got married, but what was the relationship like? What made them laugh? Why did they decide to move from the rural area where they grew up to the city? When families have not been able to record their stories and pass them down through the generations, the historical record can be full of holes and absences. Recording your family’s oral history today might help fill in some of the gaps about the past—and it can also help preserve a fuller picture of today so that future generations will benefit from this precious knowledge. Your effort today could help prevent the kinds of dead ends and looming questions that frustrate so many of us looking back. After all, as Amanda reminds us in Tennessee Williams’s play The Glass Menagerie, “The future becomes the present, the present the past, and the past turns into everlasting regret if you don’t plan for it!”

You might not think that capturing your relatives’ memories is important to anyone outside your household. But as a historian, I can tell you that your work to record your own family history could potentially help those of us who are professionals in years to come. As we seek to tell a full, rich, complex history of the nation, we need to understand how individuals and families experienced change over time. How did 9/11 reshape the way we thought about our country, our safety, our place in the world? How did the rise of cell phones and social media change the experiences of childhood and parenting? What was the impact of the COVID pandemic on families and communities? Since fewer and fewer people are writing letters and keeping diaries—some of the key ways we historians used to learn about the experiences of everyday people in the past—we need to be sure to create new kinds of records. Historians in the future will need creative ways to understand those of us living today. Reviewing social media feeds might be one way they do it. But how revealing will those be of our deepest thoughts and observations? If you capture your families’ stories, experiences, and reflections on the world today and preserve them, you could help future historians understand one piece of this complex puzzle we call America.

I hope that in Our Story, you find the encouragement you need and the guidance you want to take a joyful and creative approach to family history, with interviewing at the core. There are plenty of guides available to help you search the archives for genealogical clues to your family’s long-ago past and document your family tree. I encourage you to make use of those resources—you can find some in the additional reading section of this book. My approach here, however, is focused on seeking a deeper understanding of the more recent past from those who are still living, by asking them about their experiences and memories. In this approach, while you might start with ancestry platforms or in historical societies and library archives, the goal is to get together and talk. Here, just as important as collecting facts and dates is having meaningful conversations, often across generations. The conversations can be as in-depth or as lighthearted as you wish. I suggest prompts in this book, but once you get the idea, you’ll probably come up with more on your own that fit the particular circumstances of your unique family.

Professional historians use oral history techniques to learn about all kinds of things—what it was like to live and work in a particular factory town, for example, or to experience the women’s movement in the 1970s, or to start a new business as a recent immigrant to Atlanta in the 1990s. Their interviews are recorded, usually transcribed, and preserved for future generations. Because they have saved those interviews for many decades in archives around the country, we can hear voices from very long ago—women talking about what it was like to fight for the right to vote, or men remembering what it felt like to fight in World War II, or how life changed when electricity arrived in their town. The experiences of everyday, regular people constitute history; even if we have not been “leaders” in our communities or been the catalyst for major changes in society, all of us have both contributed to and experienced change over time.

I hope that notion gives you the confidence you need to start your own project. Because people often think that history happened long ago and far away to people not like them. But it is the decisions and actions of people just like you and those in your family and your neighborhood that constitute so much of our nation’s history. Presidents and politicians and military leaders and business leaders make many important decisions that impact the rest of us—and in very traditional views of history, their actions were all that mattered. But not anymore. How we respond is also the stuff of history. How did your family make it through the Depression, and how did that shape their beliefs about work, poverty, or the government? Did anyone in your family serve in a war, and how did that change the trajectory of their lives? How did your family experience the Jim Crow era and the legal challenges to it? How did your grandmother and mother feel about the expectations of women in their time, and what messages did they pass along about those ideas? All of us have stories worth hearing, sharing, and saving.

Your work will be important. Whether your family came to America within the last generation or hundreds of years ago; whether they came willingly or under duress; whether they have flourished on American soil or struggled; whether they lived through the civil rights movement, fought in Vietnam, or watched the towers fall on September 11. By documenting and preserving your family’s experiences, not only can you better understand how and why you and your family have developed the way you have but you are helping to build the historical record that allows us to better understand how our country has developed the way it has.

You may plan to share your family history with just your own circle, or you may hope to share it more widely; in either case, Our Story will give you plenty of step-by-step guidance on how to carry out your project from start to finish. It is packed with practical suggestions and creative approaches, and I hope it will be one you can rely on and return to again and again as you undertake this thrilling project.

I commend you for committing to this effort. Whether you plan to have a conversation with one beloved family member or are contemplating how to gather the recollections of many loved ones, oral history interviews can be a powerful and important experience, both for the interviewer and for the person being interviewed. How often do we get the chance in our daily lives to listen, deeply and attentively, to the life experiences of another person? To follow our curiosity and learn about the details of their childhood pastimes or their teenage romances or first jobs? How often do they have the chance to share at length about what they’ve learned from life, to pass on memories that have stuck with them for decades, confess to dreams deferred or mistakes made or wishes unfulfilled, or to express pride in what they accomplished? To listen deeply and at length to another person’s story can be a profoundly moving experience. To be listened to, with respect and curiosity and patience, is for many people an unfortunately rare occurrence—and one that often means the world.

The first part of this book offers suggestions for things to consider before you start gathering your family together to share their stories or sitting down with your grandmother to interview her. While you can certainly just dive in to talking with your relatives, your project will probably benefit from some preparatory efforts. We will explore how your motivation for undertaking the project and what you hope the result will be should shape your approach. I’ll review how making certain choices ahead of time can prevent frustration down the road when you are putting together your final product. And I’ll give a brief overview of the kinds of background research you might consider undertaking before you start your first interview.

The second part of the book will help set you up for success during the interviews themselves. From thinking through when and where to do your interviews, to what kinds of recording devices (if any) to use, to types of topics you might explore, to suggestions for questions you could ask, this part will help you feel confident. You’ll get some ideas for creative ways you might approach the interviewing experience, and helpful suggestions for what to do when challenging moments arise, like trying to interview a forgetful grandparent or a taciturn uncle.

In the third part of the book, we’ll cover what to do once the interviews are over. How will you compile your research and share it with others? We’ll consider whether to transcribe your interviews and what options there are for how to do that. If you are thinking about writing up your research into a family history book or article, you’ll find suggestions for ways to organize the information and present the richness of the stories you’ve discovered. And we’ll go over different options for how to share the results of your project, whether in written form or other potential formats.

In the additional reading section, you’ll find suggestions for further reading and other resources to help you along the way. You’ll see throughout a series of questions for you to consider and space to jot down your answers. Go ahead—write in the book! My hope is that by thinking through these questions as you go, by the time you reach the end you’ll feel ready!

No matter why you are reading this book, I hope you will find in it what you need to help you begin to explore your family’s history. As a historian who has been studying the past for over three decades now, I am passionate about helping people recognize how the past shapes the way we see the present. One excellent step in that direction is by understanding how our own family’s story shapes our experiences and our outlook today. For instance, your grandfather’s attitude toward immigrants may be shaped by how he reflects on his own parents’ immigration story. Asking him about that past and how he reflects on it may help you understand him.

Moreover, history can also strengthen our empathy, not just for our own families but also for others, no matter how similar or different they may seem. Maybe your white great-uncle went to college or bought his first house with help from the GI Bill after World War II, for instance. How infuriating might it have been for your brother-in-law’s grandfather if, as a Black soldier returning from the same war, he was not able to enjoy those same benefits? Learning our families’ stories and understanding how they have been shaped by the broader social, legal, and political contexts helps us see connections to the history of our country and to all its inhabitants. By starting with the inner concentric circle of our own family’s history, I also hope that we can begin to recognize how our family’s story fits into that of our neighborhood, our hometown, our nation.

Whatever the result of your undertaking, I hope you and your loved ones will celebrate and enjoy the process of learning together. By seeking to preserve these family stories now, I hope you will grow closer to your loved ones while they are still alive. In gathering to listen deeply to our relatives’ stories and their interpretations of the past, we gain a fuller understanding of them, our families, ourselves, and those around us. No matter which route you take, the journey of gathering stories will provide you rich, meaningful time with your relatives. The history you are preserving is for the generations to follow. The collaborative making of the history is for you and your loved ones, now.
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My father’s mother was born in Ukraine in 1896. When she came to the United States with my grandfather in 1922, she spoke only Yiddish. My father translated for her throughout his childhood. He went away for college and started to work as a high school English teacher near Boston, but he came back home to Cleveland to care for her when she was bedridden with congestive heart failure. She died at age sixty-six, and my father realized he’d never really asked her about her early life.

My grandfather lived much longer, and my father did try to ask him about life in the old country. But Grandpa Phil didn’t want to talk about it. “We were poor,” he would always say. “We had nothing. America is the best country. Why do you want to know?” For decades, my father was frustrated but accepted that he simply would never learn much about his parents’ life in eastern Europe.

But there was one story my grandfather would share, and it became the central piece of our family’s lore. I heard it repeatedly as a child from my father and his siblings. It was the story of my grandfather leaving his homeland and meeting my grandmother along the way.

The story, as I heard it with a child’s ears, was like a fairy tale. I remember hearing that my grandfather decided to leave Proskurov, Ukraine, on foot. It was 1919, not long after World War I had ended, and he was supposedly running from the Russian army, because conscription for a young Jewish soldier would likely have meant years of suffering and indignities at the hands of antisemitic military officers. When he stopped to rest in a nearby village, he heard a young woman crying. In some versions of the story, at least in my memory, he actually came upon her on the banks of a frozen river, where her evil stepmother forced her to wash the family’s clothes. “If you have compassion in your heart, take me with you,” the young woman said when he went over to talk to her. A week later, they were married and left the village; eventually, they made it to the United States and then to Cleveland, where her sister already lived. When I was a child, it was a romantic tale; as I got older, I heard the desperation in my grandmother’s request.

In 2012, long after my grandparents had died, my first cousin and his wife traveled in the opposite direction, from Cleveland back to Proskurov, Ukraine, to see the site of our family’s origin story. They found there the remnants of a mass grave and a memorial to more than a thousand Jews who had been murdered in a single day in 1919 in a horrifying pogrom. Neither Grandpa Phil nor my Grandmother Fanny, who died before I was born, had ever mentioned this event. Suddenly, the context for my grandfather’s decision to leave his hometown was terrifyingly illuminated. Is that the real reason he left? Had he witnessed the atrocities? Did he know people who were killed? Even if it happened after he’d moved, would that explain why he never wanted to talk about his homeland?

My cousins’ trip was a turning point for my father, who kept thinking about his parents’ past in a new way. The discovery of that momentous piece of information, and the desire to learn more about the fuller picture of his parents’ lives, led him to embark on a multiyear research and writing project. He read about the history of Jews in Ukraine, and the impact of World War I. He studied maps and went to genealogy conferences; he talked to librarians and scholars who helped him track down details about where his parents had lived and translated Russian documents for him.

But my father’s favorite part of the undertaking was talking with family members near and far about what they had heard, what stories had been passed down to them. (I should note here that my father wrote his own book on interviewing as a research methodology—I learned from the best!) Though my grandparents had died, there were other relatives with whom he could speak. He talked with those he knew in the United States and also reached out to some as far away as Israel and Canada, by email and telephone. “I wonder if your parents ever told you any stories about my parents?” he asked. They shared what they could, and sometimes the stories were illuminating. My father already knew that his father had started out in Cleveland as a peddler, selling small goods from a cart on the city streets, until over time, he opened a furniture store. But now he learned how Phil had become a salesman as a child back in Ukraine. A girl cousin, a few years older than he was, had taken pity when he showed up without shoes one day. She got him started with a sack of flour and taught him the basics of how to make a profit by selling to people in the neighborhood—passing along to him the skills that would sustain him and his family for decades.

Another cousin told my father a harrowing story that, although not directly about Phil or Fanny, added to his understanding of the violence and lawlessness from which his parents were escaping. Fanny’s half-brother Shike was a teenager in 1919 when Cossacks came into his village. Many decades later, Shike’s son told my father how they had forced all the Jews into the center of the village and surrounded them on horseback. When one soldier pointed to Shike’s shoes, he immediately took them off and handed them over. But his friend, who was standing next to him, hesitated. The soldier leaned down from his saddle and slashed the boy’s neck with his sword, killing him instantly. That night, Shike’s mother gave him money and sent him away from home forever, hidden under hay in a wagon.

My father was grateful to hear new pieces of the story from these family members, and to find new perspectives from which to understand his parents’ relationships to each other and to others in their community. As he told me later, though, the most meaningful part was the simple act of talking with his relatives and relishing a new sense of connection through the collaborative piecing together of their family story. He spent two years on the project, and in 2014, in his mid-seventies, he self-published So You Might Know: A Memoir of My Parents.

My father was motivated by a variety of complicated emotions—yearning to comprehend his parents, guilt over lost opportunities to ask them questions, a sense that others could help him understand his family, and even, therefore, himself. As a teacher, scholar, and expert interviewer, my father hoped that this research would bring him a deeper understanding of and connection to his parents, and a way to pass on to his children and grandchildren a fuller picture of our family’s story. He found himself energized, engaged, and deeply committed to the process of researching and writing. Although he was the driving force behind the project, it became a collective endeavor—my mother, who is an archivist, provided constant support and advice; other people shared photographs, documents, and reminiscences that my father included. As he was wrapping up, he asked each of Phil and Fanny’s grandchildren, including me, to send in our memories of them to be woven into the story. The result is a book that captures as much of that side of our family’s history as is available and that will be passed on to generations from now on. My father’s experience writing it—and the many lessons he has passed on to me over the decades before and since—have shaped my own approach to this book. It was a project that, after all, drew on all types of history-making—including oral history methods.


Creating a Project Road Map

You may be like my father; you, too, may thrill to the idea of a yearslong project with in-depth background research, talking to many different people, and writing a book. But perhaps that sounds like far too much work and not at all what you had in mind—you might be hoping for a much simpler project and just want some guidance on how to ask family members some good questions. Perhaps you are not sure yet—maybe you just want to get started and see where it leads you. These are all perfectly reasonable mindsets!

In this section of the book, I suggest some things you may want to think about before you jump in, because they might help you as your project unfolds. Think of this phase like planning a road trip—by taking time to mull over a few key decisions, you can map out a fun and productive route and still leave plenty of room for serendipitous discovery along the way. For instance, if you were planning a trip, you’d probably want to identify what you’re hoping for. Do you want to get as far as you can as fast as possible? Major highways are for you. But if your hope is to meander along at a leisurely rate, stopping in small towns and getting a sense of how locals live in the areas you’re traversing, then scenic byways and backroads are the way to go.

How far? Does it matter if you get all the way across the country, or will you be satisfied by seeing one beautiful new place? You’d probably also want to consider who is going with you. Are you on your own? Or do you have traveling companions? Will you have a bunch of young kids in the car? That might affect how many hours per day you drive, and what sights you seek out along the way. And what kind of car do you have? If you don’t have all-wheel drive, maybe it’s not such a good idea to drive across Montana in the winter, and you’d be better off going through the South. Finally, are you an old soul, happy just to have the experience for yourself and your companions IRL, or do you feel compelled to share your trip’s sights and highlights with others? If so, you can use your cell phone and social media, or you might want to pack your camera, or maybe an easel with watercolors, or your journal and favorite pen. If you’re going to want to make a movie, don’t forget to take videos along the way.

Likewise, when planning a family history undertaking, thinking through a few key questions up front can help you set yourself up for success in researching and telling your family’s story.

In this section of the book, we’ll go over a checklist of items for you to consider before you start researching your family story.


	Motivation

	Audience

	Scope

	Resources

	Format



Of course, sometimes we just hop in the car and hit the road. None of what follows is prescriptive; there are probably as many ways to undertake a family history as there are families. Take what is useful and ignore what feels like it will get in your way.
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Motivation

If you can identify WHY you want to take on this project, you’re more likely to set up a process that will help you feel satisfied with the results.

For example, if you simply are curious about your own parents’ experiences and want the chance to talk with them at length while they are still with you, you can jump to part 2 of this book, where I give you some suggestions for topics to consider and questions to ask. You don’t even need to record the interviews—for you, maybe the chance to sit together, ask questions, and listen deeply is enough. Especially if you think your opportunities for this kind of connection are limited—maybe you don’t see them often, or they are very elderly, or perhaps they are starting to lose their memories—then taking the extra time to do background research is not necessary and might even prevent you from reaching your main goal. Like a leisurely Sunday drive through beautiful landscapes, the project, in your case, consists of the process. Your satisfaction will come from expressing interest in their experiences, planning some questions ahead of time, and making room in your busy life to sit and listen to their answers. Here, the connection through sharing stories is the main thing, and that is enough.

Maybe you know quite a lot about your parents’ lives, and you are most interested in trying to understand the life of someone else in your family—perhaps the matriarch of the family or a quirky uncle—who has always been a bit of a mystery to you and who is no longer around. Maybe you sense that there is a reason nobody talks about them much, and you feel that the silences are significant. In this case, there is a particular destination in mind, and mapping out a route makes some sense, because if you don’t get those questions answered, you may feel frustrated. You could do background research to find out as much as possible about your relative from the historical record and then interview family members to fill in the details, learn what you can about their personalities, and find out about how they impacted those around them. You could ask directly about why there seems to be some secrecy around their story, or you could try to interpret the answer from what people do and don’t say. The section in this part on background research will help you consider where to start before you jump into interviewing others, and in part 2, I share some tips that may come in handy on how to deal with tricky situations and ethical dilemmas if you’re investigating this kind of family mystery.
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