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| Life Story Books | DIY #2 |

A Family Heritage Habit 
to Develop Now!

· A wonderful habit to start now that will boost your family heritage work (and may strengthen relationships with family)!

· Why we often know less about our family heritage than we wish we did (and why you shouldn’t feel bad about it).

· Is a “tree” the best metaphor for conceiving of family across generations?

· Fun and useful family heritage exercises that will help energize your DIY book.
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DIY | Create Your Family Heritage Book 



The Purpose: The focus of this series is to help you feel more comfortable creating your own Family Heritage Book. These are hard-won perspectives and exercises that will help you solve the most common barriers that most people encounter. 



First, let’s be amazed and impressed. The truth is that family, over enough time and generations, is a nearly inconceivable thing. Through our biological definition of family, we are 1 person. And we all have:

· 2 biological parents: 		I I.

· 4 biological grandparents: 	I I I I.

· 8 great-grandparents: 		I I I I I I I I.

· 16 great-great grandparents: 	I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I.

This all seems reasonable, right? Well, it is at this point that the math accelerates, and things quickly get out of hand! 

· By our x3-great-grandparents we all have 32 of those: 

I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I | 32

· And by our x4-great-grandparents we have a whopping 64!

I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I | 64
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One of the healthiest places to start is by being amazed. The fact that everyone has “two [biological] parents means that the number of ancestors for each individual doubles every generation". 

In a certain frame of mind, we wonder why we aren’t more informed and aware of our family heritage. But, let’s start by appreciating one key reason why it is so difficult. The math is exponential (up to a point). 

Put simply, every family has thousands of points of origin. When we are playing with scale and perspective related to family, everyone’s family “tree” becomes something else entirely!



You | 	. 		

G2 | 	. . (2)

G3 |	. . . . (4)

G4 |	. . . . . . . . (8)

G5 |	. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (16)

G6 |	. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .	. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (32)

G7 |	. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .	. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (64)

By your x4 great-grandparents, you’d be meeting 126 of your most direct relatives, beyond you and your parents, each one a grandparent of yours.
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-Computational biologist Peter Ralph
“At first it does look like a tree” and then, it begins to resemble more of a web-like tapestry.”

	
As Peter Ralph puts it: 
“At first it [family at a generational scale] does look like a tree, with the branches doubling every generation, but then pretty soon the branches start running into one another and it begins to resemble more of a web-like tapestry as distant cousins marry and share a set of distant grandparents … many people are unwittingly marrying their 30th cousin."[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Bell, Susan (August, 2013). Researcher uses DNA to demonstrate just how closely everyone on Earth is related to everyone else -see: https://phys.org/news/2013-08-dna-earth.html.] 

***
With math, “we can calculate that ten generations ago each individual had a thousand ancestors, and 20 generations ago they had a million and so on.”
By 40 generations ago, we arrive at a trillion ancestors, “and that is a problem because we now have more ancestors than there were people. Thus, one can deduce that a lot of those ancestors must be the same person."





We love metaphors for conceptualizing family because our main interest is in story-telling, in knowing our characters, having them organized into clear “roles” and “relationships” so we can see meaningful themes, patterns, and cause-and-effect. So, what does it mean when a more accurate metaphor for conceptualizing generations of our family shifts from a “tree” with branches, to the “web-like tapestry” of something like a spiderweb, or maybe even many patterns and constellations, like the networks of stars in the night sky? Is that thrilling, or overwhelming, or perhaps both?
So, what does this mean?

· One key take-away … to start is that we should let go of our sense of guilt and responsibility, in as much as we feel like we do not know as much as we should about our family. Family is a significant thing that quickly becomes overwhelming, when scale and perspective are considered from a generational standpoint.



· 

· Another key take-away … is that we should consider revising, or at least be willing to play with our conceptual metaphors for organizing family through generations. A “tree” with branches is a starting point for organizing generations. But, other organizational patterns might be more accurate, particularly once you get past your closest relatives. Consider, for example, how difficult it is to try to account for more than just your great-grandparents, such as your great-grandparents’ siblings and their own families. From one generation to the next, the “web-like structure” becomes bigger and stickier to navigate!

But let’s also be honest with ourselves too. How many of our 8 closest great-grandparents do we know, or can we name from memory? How many do we feel like we should know “by heart”?

You are here        | Your biological parents are here: 
Your grandparents are here:          |          (4)
Your great-grandparents are here: …….. (8)	
Your great-great grandparents are here: ……..…….. (16)

How many can you name by heart?








Well, according to Ancestry.com surveys, most of us (over 50% of us) cannot name too many based on our memories alone. Again, let’s be both forgiving and judgemental with ourselves at the same time. 

First, there are many good reasons why people do not know their (biological) grandparent’s names, such as adoption, little to no generational overlap (grandparent and grandchild), family estrangement, geographic distances, personalities and complex relationships, etc.

But, on a more fundamental level, let’s also keep in mind that the generational-math makes this difficult, while also recognizing that most of us -culturally- are not given the tools to keep track of those relatives, for example, who we never met. Still, some of these numbers from the Ancestry.com surveys are fascinating to consider:

In general, “Ancestry.com surveys show that 2/3rds of those surveyed said they want to know more about the details, and origins of their family.” 

More specifically:

· “More than 50% of Americans do not know their grandparents' full names (this means knowing the first and last names of all your grandparents), according to an Ancestry.com poll.”

Do you know your 4 grandparent’s full names (first and last names)? Does it amaze your that over 50% of us do not? Take a moment to write out your own grandparent’s names.

Paternal grandparents (first and last names)? 	

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________




What about your maternal grandparents (first and last names)? 

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

Naming and surname traditions vary, but if you’ve been given your father’s surname since birth, you have a higher chance of knowing your paternal grandfather’s full name. But, what about your father’s mom, what is her maiden name?

Your father’s mom, what is her maiden name?: _________________________________________.


The least likely family member that we, in general, will know by heart is probably:


Your mother’s mom, what is her maiden name?: _________________________________________.


Take heart! If you do not know, you are not alone! 

Again, according to polling, more than 50% of us (in the United States) do not know these answers. Is that surprising? Is that embarrassing? Is that expected? How should we feel about this? Should we feel guilty? Or, alternatively, if we do know answers to these fundamental family questions, should we feel proud? There is, of course, no right answer here. We can feel whatever we want to about this!

No matter your answers, in general, most of us feel like we want to know more. That same polling shows that more than 2/3rds of us want to know more about our family and our family’s heritage. What is interesting is what do we mean by “know more”? Do we mean that we want to be able to recall more basic facts? Or, do we want to know more family stories?

How far should we push it? What about your grandparent’s middle names? That’s probably a step too far for most of us. Any guesses? Should we know these things by heart? What about their birth dates? Or where they were born? How many of these things do you know already, without looking it up?

Based on your current memory, do you know your paternal grandparent’s:
· Middle names? 
· How about their birth dates? 
· Or how about where they were born?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________





Based on your current memory, do you know your maternal grandparent’s:
· Middle names? 
· How about their birth dates? 
· Or how about where they were born?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________.
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How important is it for us to find a good way to teach and make sure our children know the answers to these questions? 


· Very important?

· Somewhat important? 

· Not that important?



Or, consider this interesting information. When we say we want to know more about our family, what do we generally mean? What do people want to know? Well, according to Ancestry.com surveys, here are the Top 5 things Americans want to know about their own grandparents in order of importance. How many of these things are you currently able to share with your children? How could you do more to be sure that you are able to know, or find out such things for yourself and be able to share them with your children, or other friends and family? 

The Top 5 things Americans want to know about their own grandparents:
		1.
	Stories of when your grandparents were young.
	72%

	2.
	Their childhood memories.
	62%

	3.
	Where your family came from.
	62%

	4.
	Their heritage.
	62%

	5.
	Life advice.
	51%







The truth is that most of us have quite a limited background in our own family histories. And, to a large extent, I think it is because we assume that this information gets passed down naturally. Sometimes it does. But, if we don’t work at it, we lose so much. And, the truth is that knowledge gained over lifetemes and generations, is some of our hardest won knowledge. And such circumstances, events and experiences define the context more recent generations whether we are aware of it or not.
[image: woman carrying toddler point at hot air balloon]
As a broad, American-culture, consider:

·  Why don’t we put more time into capturing and sharing such stories and information? Do you have any guesses, or theories?
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________?

There are many! Here are two among those many potential answers:

The too familiar to us theory: When we are kids, we often don’t think of our parents as people, with their own lives and identities. For many of us, we settle on a status quo. I mean hey, we already know our parents, so we assume a lot and there’s a comfort in that. The world is big and complicated and, in as much as they can be, parents should be taken for granted, to an extent. 

We often don’t have time to ask open-ended questions. Indeed, it often doesn’t even occur to us that we can, or that we should ask basic questions about our closest family members.

The result: 	It often doesn’t occur to us that we can, or that we should ask basic questions about 
our closest family members.

The too distant theory: In general, many of us do not necessarily live as close to extended family members as we did, say, 100 years ago. Or, even if we do live close by, maybe we do not have close relationships. 

The result: 	We may not be close, but even if we are close, that doesn’t necessarily mean we talk 
about our personal lives in detail, or about the past together. 

If you feel like you do not know enough about a certain, close family member, why do you think that is? Who would you like to know more about? What would you like to know? Is this family member still alive? How best could you gain access to this information? From what sources? What are the barriers to finding out such things?

Name a family member of interest and start write out some notes along these lines. Or, considered from a different perspective, what would you like to find out more about and be able to share with your children, or your grandchildren? What would you like them to know and about whom?


Use a digital notebook, or an actual journal and start to write down thoughts and answers to some of these questions.

· Who would you like to know more about?

· What would you like to know? Does what you want to know match the Top 5 list?

· What is the best way to start learning about what you want to know?

· What are the primary barriers that complicate finding out what you want to know?

· How can you resolve some of those barriers? 

· What barriers are more difficult to resolve and why?

Be as formal, or relaxed as you want to be. Maybe answering these questions leads you to other ideas and you can freewrite as you go. Or, maybe you want to be more clinical and direct and you can answer these questions by creating action-items and lists. There’s not right answer to these questions. And any step you take now, here, should be considered as part of a process that can be revisited over time. Nothing has to be perfect.
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________?

For example, you may have a grandparent who is still alive, but whose memories come and go, or are fading. Or you may have a parent who lives far away and who you do not talk to often. It is difficult to list all of the variables involved, or that can count as “barriers” to finding out what you want to know. Some are easily remedied. Others require inventive solutions. And some will be impossible to overcome.

But, one bit of advice that all family history researchers and genealogists appreciate (among other things) are two common tools to use: 

· Sometimes looking for information, or answers is best approached indirectly. 
· Context cues, where possible, are key.

Let me explain both, briefly: If a grandparent’s memories are fading, possible solutions are:

· Have one of their grown children in the room, so they can provide their own versions of stories and answers to the questions that you ask their parent (your grandparent). Or, have one of their siblings in the room. Conduct a “group” interview, where the source of memories, or cues can start from someone who does have such memories.
· Use artifacts to job emotions and memories, such as asking these questions while you have some photographs from the past, or even a familiar and favorite thing like a favorite meal, or a favorite location like a hometown, or a favorite park. What is familiar to that grandparent that might help jog not just their memory, but their senses from smells, to sounds, to tastes.

And, where possible, try to turn time, so it is on your side. Time is a barrier. As more time passes, more memories and things get lost. But, time is also a great aid! If you make it clear to people that you want to know about something, you can tap into a bigger network. This fits with another key bit of advice that a family history researcher, or genealogist would share:

· If you make your goals known to a large community of family members, or even friends and then you are patient and persistent, you can sometimes “manifest” pathways to answers that you never thought you might learn.

For example:

· We always hear stories of family members who have a particularly clear-headed day and memories are at the forefront of their minds, where previously it was only a blank spot.

· Or, maybe you have a great-aunt who has been working on family history information and, over time, they find out what you are working on and have the answers you are looking for. 

And in terms of this work, consider this advice as an imperfect recipe for increasing your chances of success: 

· Talking about what you want to know with as many friends and family who are interested.
· Patience and persistence.
· Extended thinking, reflection and open note-taking on the subject, from personal notes, to updates from ongoing research through interpersonal sources, or digital documents, or resources.
· A willingness to let an open mind and curiousity be your guides.
· And finally -give it time- so an extended process can lead to new information and discoveries.

But, all of this depends upon your level of engagement. Perhaps you only want the basics and the most direct answers! That is fine too!! What do you want to find out about that does not take much work to learn?

[image: Your Family: Past, Present, and Future — Wait But Why]Consider, for a moment, this visual tool pulled from “waitbutwhy.com”. 


If you were to draw these “boundaries” for each of your closest family generations, what kind of a category would you put your own parents in, your grandparents, your great-grandparents?

I know a lot about …
I know something about …
I know almost nothing about …
I know nothing about …




Since we started this workshop by talking about scale and perspective related to how we conceive of ourselves, particularly in relation to our family -over generations- then let’s end there too. 

My advice is to learn to “play” more with scale and perspective in relation to family on generational scales. There’s rarely (never really) one defining perspective that can be relied upon; rather, who we are in relation to generations of our own family really comes down to two things:

1. Our motivations. What do we want to know and why? That has a strong influence on what we can find out and how we feel about and interpret our findings, our facts, and our growing knowledge about our family on generational scales.

For example, if our goal is to honor a close family member, we will likely want to focus on those details that correspond to what we appreciate most about that person. But, it is perhaps a different endeavor if our goal is based more on learning about the past from a historical perspective, where we are after facts and details. What we find out and what we make of it will be less person-centered and more history-centered.

2. Our perspectives. Who we are, or how we conceive of ourselves also plays a big influence on what we find out, how we see it, how we interpret something and ultimately, what we think it means. 

For example, if we research a family member as a mother, that will change what we focus on and how we interpret facts, or details in relation to that person as opposed to if, say, we are researching that person as a sibling. Or the same will be true to compared to if we are researching a person as a child, versus if we are researching them after they have grown up, perhaps married, and started their own family.

But, let’s not over complicate things too. This kind of work can be difficult and painful. But, it should also be fun! And, where possible, fun, curious, amazed, or even inspired should be central to this work! That’s the thing about family on a generational scale that sometimes gets lost in the details of this work if it gets too serious. 

If you want it to be very serious there are many reasons why this work can, should, or has to be that way. History and family origins as complex and serious topics. Tragedy is everywhere in everyone’s family heritage. And we have to learn to attend to those details in ways that respect such things, that allow us to grow and learn from such details. For now, that’s another workshop.

For now, fun, inspiration, open-minded searching. And the best way is to approach these tasks by starting with those who are closest to you -namely:

· You, as your own point of origin and reflection of your family’s heritage. You have a story to tell, or rather many stories to tell!

· And your parents. What have you not asked them that you should? What have you taken for granted too long? Or, even, what are those things that you already know, but should ask about anyway?




Let’s say you feel like you already know what your mother’s childhood was like. But, the truth is it is important to assume that you should ask about such things. And it is important to ask more than once. 

Each time you ask about your mom’s childhood, depending on the mood, the season, the time of day, etc. it also gives you the possibility that a new memory, feeling, or story might occur to her. It is sometimes even more powerful to ask basic questions about a parent’s life while you are both:
[image: photo of mother and child beside body of water]

· Looking at a family photograph together.

· Back visiting their childhood hometown.

· Celebrating a birthday.

· Sharing a drink, or a favorite meal.



Simple, basic questions can reveal and lead to so much more: 

· “Hey mom, what was it like for you growing up in ______?”
· “Hey dad, did you always get along well with your parents?”
· “Mom, what was your favorite meal as a kid?”
· “What did you love, or dislike that your parents/grandparents made to eat growing up?”

Record it

And we hesitate to record such things. But, almost all of us have phones now, with recording options. So, don’t be afraid to ask if they mind if you record their answers. Over time, having audio files of your conversations with your closest ones become priceless artifacts to add to your family files. 

Whether you have a strong life-long bond and friendship with your parents, or whether your relationship is strained, there are important discoveries to take up, in ways that can strengthen your relationships, if you realize that you can and should ask basic questions. And it doesn’t matter what those questions are really, only that you start asking them.

What basic, open-minded questions should you ask your closest family members like your parents? Maybe you have the same goals as the Top 5 list from the Ancestry.com survey. Or, consider, what questions do your own kids want to know? Or what questions do your siblings want to know about your parents? Or ….

Start asking basic questions of your closest relatives today! Make that a habit. Even if you don’t do anything like record, or write down what you find out. That habit alone can change and improve already close, or strained family relationships over time. Be curious. Be prepared to be amazed. Ask follow up questions on the details that they do share when they answer your questions.




Final bit of advice to close this workshop: 

1. Make asking basic questions of your closest family members a personal habit. What are those questions? Don’t be afraid to ask the same question multiple times, in different settings, at different times of day. 

2. In general, start to play more with perspective, especially when you try to conceptualize the size and scale of family across generations. It isn’t just the size of our family on an exponential scale (2, 4, 8, 16, 32, etc.), it is also about the “networks” of relationships. Every single family member is a person to learn about. And every single person has many different roles and relationships to consider -for example: mother, sister, grandmother, aunt, niece, these can all apply to one person. And whomever that person is, including us, we can seem, look, and be different depending on how we are being grouped with others. 

3. Make basic questions with your family members a habit. When you are with, or talking to your parents, or grandparents, make a point of asking a basic question about their life whenever the moment feels right.

i. Be aware of topics that may be sensitive, or difficult for them, but otherwise, there is no right, or wrong kind of question.

ii. The internet is full of resources that can help provide you with a wide-range of questions for your parents, or grandparents. 

iii. The best questions are those that occur to you after you start asking. 

iv. And the best ones are the follow up questions that occur to you only as you listen to their answers and stories.

v. These questions don’t always have to be about your parent, or grandparent, but can also be about their opinions about the past -such as, did you like your hometown growing up? What do you think of it now?

Here are a few more to get you started. And, even if you know the answers to some of these questions already, it is still ok to ask them in a general way to start.

	Getting at the basics: 

Who was your best friend growing up? What is your favorite memory of them?
Can you think of a moment when your parents were most proud of you?
Did you have a favorite toy that you played with as a kid?
At what age were you when you moved out of your parent’s house? What was it like?
Did you enjoy school growing up?
Did you play any sports when you were young?
Can you describe, or draw the most important things in your neighborhood?
	

Describe your childhood house, or room to me.
What was your favorite meal as a kid? What did you not like to eat?
How would you describe your parents parenting style?
What was your favorite tv show growing up?
What was your favorite book?
What was your favorite movie as a kid? 
What was the first movie you ever went to?
What was your favorite band when you were a teenager?
What was your first concert? Etc.





Be amazed by scale and perspective when it comes to family over generations

It is important to recognize how big and complex family is, so that you appreciate and recognize how big the task can be. In general, start close and work outward. Don’t assume you know everything about those closest to you. Then, work outward toward those family members that you are interested in knowing, or learning more about. Pick and choose your lines of inquiry based on what strikes you as most interesting on an emotional, then an intellectual perspective. Do you want to know the basics without much work? Or, do you want to think of this work as a long-term process that will evolve and expand over time?

The “eye-chart” of family history work! What can you see and tell me about each line?
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