From Research to Novel: Using Genealogical Research to

Write Creative Nonfiction and Historical Fiction

Aryn S. Youngless, G

aryn.genealogy@gmail.com | www.GenealogybyAryn.com

© 2025, copyright Aryn S. Youngless. All Rights Reserved.

Genealogical research is more than uncovering names and dates—it's about discovering the
stories hidden in the past. In this webinar, you'll learn the basics of how to transform your family
history research into creative nonfiction or historical fiction novels. Blending factual details with
imaginative storytelling, you can breathe life into your ancestors' experiences and craft
narratives that resonate with modern readers.

Overview

Structuring Genealogical Research into Story Arcs by using the Three Act Structure
Identifying Key Moments in your Family History that are engaging and would make a
good story

The importance of building a narrative timeline to properly prepare before writing
Breathing live into ancestors and historical setting by using genealogical data and
records and social history

Using sensory descriptors to add depth to the world your ancestor lived in

The importance of sticking to the facts and citing your sources — especially with
nonfiction writing

When should you use “informed speculation” - aka Educated Guess

And, how to start developing your voice as a writer

Structuring Genealogical Research into Story Arcs

Genealogical research can be transformed into engaging narratives by using the Three Act
Structure, a time-tested framework for storytelling. This handout will guide you through the
process of crafting captivating stories from your family history.

The Three Act Structure:

Act One: Setup
Introduce your ancestors and setting.
Identify key moments that are intriguing and would make a compelling story.

Act Two: Confrontation
Build a narrative timeline to properly prepare before writing.
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Develop the story by breathing life into ancestors and historical settings using
genealogical data, records, and social history.

Act Three: Resolution
Conclude the story by reflecting on the impact of your ancestors' lives and the lessons
learned.

Building Your Story

Identifying Key Moments
Look for pivotal events in your family history that can form the backbone of your
narrative. These moments should be engaging and highlight the unique aspects of your
ancestors' lives.

Narrative Timeline
Create a chronological timeline to organize events and ensure a coherent flow. This
timeline will serve as the foundation for your story, allowing you to seamlessly weave
historical facts with personal anecdotes.

Breathing Life into Ancestors
Use genealogical data, records, and social history to vividly reconstruct the world your
ancestors lived in. This adds authenticity and depth to your narrative.

Sensory Descriptors
Incorporate sensory details to enhance the immersive experience. Describe sights,
sounds, smells, tastes, and textures to make the past come alive for your readers.

Sticking to the Facts
Ensure the accuracy of your narrative by sticking to verified facts and citing your
sources. This is especially important in nonfiction writing to maintain credibility.

Informed Speculation
Use "informed speculation" or educated guesses when there are gaps in the historical
record. Clearly distinguish these sections to maintain transparency with your readers.

Developing Your Voice as a Writer
Start by writing regularly and experimenting with different styles. Find a tone and style
that resonate with you and your audience. Your unique voice will make your genealogical
stories more engaging and memorable.
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RESOURCES
GENEALOGY:
e FamilySearch.org
e Library of Congress (LOC.gov)
e Internet Archive (Archive.org)
e WikiTree.com
e Digital Public Library of America (dp.la)
e Chronicling America (chroniclingamerica.loc.gov)
e Free Historic U.S. Newspapers (guides.lib.purdue.edu/digitalUSnewspapers)
e Ellis Island Foundation (heritage.statueofliberty.org)
e Internet History Sourcebooks Project (sourcebooks.fordham.edu)
e Smithsonian’s History Explorer
(support.si.edu/site/SPageNavigator/Your_Smithsonian_Anywhere.html)
WRITING:
e Helping Writers Become Authors by K.M. Weiland - Helpingwritersbecomeauthors.com
e Jane Friedman - Janefriedman.com
BOOKS:

Bringing your Family History to Life through Social History by Katherine Scott Sturdvant
Storycraft: The Complete Guide to Writing Narrative Nonfiction by Jack Hart

The Emotional Thesaurus: A Writer's Guide... by Angela Ackerman and Becca Puglisi
(Series)

BLOGS:

From Research to Novel Substack - https://fromresearchtonovel.substack.com/
Chronicle Makers Substack - https://denyseallen.substack.com/
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