
HOW TO WRITE YOUR FAMILY’S SOCIAL HISTORY 
 

• Start writing your ancestor’s story: that’s sure to begin raising questions in your mind. 
What do you already know about their lives? What don’t you know but wish you did? 

• Look at your genealogical records first: wills, probate files, land records, court 
records, church records, immigration records, and official military records. Look for estate 
inventories, land record descriptions so you can locate it on a map, etc. Use these 
genealogical facts as a nucleus around which to build contextual history. 

• Analyze your old photos for clues about an ancestor’s cultural, religious, or political 
affiliations or where they lived or worked. 

• Write to local (county, town) historical societies and buy their little local history 
books. Scour them for general information about the time period your ancestors lived 
there. Look for full-text 19th century local histories online.  Google for state archives. 
Search in LA Public Library and UC libraries for history books. 

• Look for more sources in footnotes and reference lists and use WorldCat to find 
more books on the subject. 

• Get maps of the areas where they lived that are contemporary to the period (e.g. 
Library of Congress Map Collection) and label them to show exactly where your 
ancestors lived. Use Google Maps and Street View to take a virtual walk through your 
ancestors’ neighborhood today. LAPL has the Sanborne Maps also. 

• Look for first-hand accounts from letters and diaries written by contemporaries of 
your ancestors who lived in the same area that describe their life and the place they lived. 

• Look for information about your ancestor's occupation (eg. Cooper, lawyer, 
shepherd, etc.) and find out how it differs from similar occupations today. 

• Look for articles from early newspapers and magazines to see what they have to say 
about the people, events and locales where/when your ancestors lived. 

• Research historical events that might have influenced the actions of your 
ancestors (eg. temperance movement, cholera epidemic, etc.). Was there a drought that 
forced them to move to new farm land? If they did migrate, what were the most probable 
routes they might have taken? Do you think they traveled overland or by boat? 

• Look on Google for clip art to illustrate your story. Look for period photos and 
illustrations of the area where they lived. Look for modern photographs of the areas (and 
ask permission to use them). Find photos of their gravestones, historical artifacts, etc.  

 
SOME INTERNET RESOURCES 
 
Making of America, http://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/moagrp/ 
American Memory Collection, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html 
Internet Archive, https://archive.org 
Library of Congress Maps, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/gmdhtml/gmdhome.html 
 
http://genealogy.about.com/od/history_research/tp/Social-History-Sources-For-Genealogists.htm 
http://philibertfamily.blogspot.com/2012/08/100-social-history-websites.html#.Uz38zVy1575 

BOOKS 

• Bringing Your Family History to Life Through Social History, Katherine Scott Sturdevant, 
2000 

• Only a Few Bones, John Phillip Colletta, 2000 
• Family Photo Detective: Learn How to Find Genealogy Clues in Old Photos and Solve 

Family Photo Mysteries, Maureen A. Taylor, 2013 
• You Can Write Your Family History, Sharon Carmack, Warren, Carmack & Assocs., 2003 

The Secret to Writing a Compelling Family History, Sharon Carmack, http://www.genealogy.com/74_sharon.html 



EXAMPLES 

 
 

 


