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Personal Historian®  
For the Family History Writer 

by Sharon Gayle (sfgayle@teachmegenealogy.com) 

Writing one’s family history can be a daunting project. Even the most experienced genealogists 

ask the questions: Where do I begin? How can I organize all the facts? How can I make it 

interesting for others to read? The last question is far more complex, but the first two questions 

can be handled by using a guide or software such the Personal Historian™ marketed by 

RootsMagic™.  It sells for $29.95 and is available at www.personalhistorian.com.  

Some database software allow the genealogist/historian to record snippets of details among the 

various factoids of a person’s life. Some also allow for inserting historical events, such as wars 

and epidemics, into the ancestor’s story or “timeline.” What makes Personal Historian worth 

using is the ability to see at a glance the combination of personal, local, national and 

international events that are actually relevant to the ancestor’s life. So, for example, if you want 

to write a biography—from a short article to a book, Personal Historian® can help you organize 

your project. Thus, it answers the question: Where do I start? 

Personal Historian® is a Windows® based software. The user can import data for an individual or 

family group from a variety of genealogy database programs. If your software does not 

specifically interface Personal Historian®, you can import the data as a GEDCOM file. I had to do 

this and the process was straightforward and simple. 

Once my data was imported, the software asked me if I wanted to add other historical 

categories, such as epidemics, major inventions, even U. S. history. These categories were called 

“Life Capsules.” Importing the standard Life Capsules resulted in far more events than I would 

actually use. However, once imported I could delete individual events not relevant to telling my 

ancestor’s story.  

One drawback to the product was the lack of a feature where the user can create his/her own 

“Life Capsules” (simply stated a customized list of events relevant to a particular group or 

region). In my case, I do a lot of research in the South. I want to include events, such as when a 

drought occurred in a particular region or when a county was formed or boundary lines 

changed.  Being able to create my own custom Life Capsules could save me time and assure that 

I have not overlooked important local events. 

I contacted the vendor about this. They provided me with a URL whereby I could download a 

very simple utility, called the Life Capsule Editor.  There is no support for this utility, but it is 
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fairly intuitive. It would be a major improvement to the product if this feature could be 

incorporated into the main software.i 

One of the true beauties of this software is the ability to track status of my writing for each life 

event. If I had started some part of the story (it could have been just research notes made in the 

genealogy software, the software will give it a status of “started.” Whenever I am satisfied with 

“the telling” of that event, I mark the event as “completed.” Thus, bit by bit, vignette by 

vignette, I can write the story of this ancestor’s life. I can even give the event a status “waiting 

for information.” This feature is wonderful because it helps me avoid feeling overwhelmed by 

the total project. 

Personal Historian ® will not make you a more interesting writer, but it can help get and keep 

your writing organized. 

 

                                                             
i  Because the utility is not considered supported software, I deliberately do not disclose the URL given to 

me. So, if you are interested in this utility, I recommend that you contact the vendor directly. This way, 

you are assured of acquiring the latest version of any software that RootsMagic® offers. 


