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WHERE THIS WORKSHOP FITS INTO SERIES

Neighborhood History: What does it entail? 

Gathering Information for Your Neighborhood History: Where to look? 

Analyzing Your Information: What does it mean? 

Using Your Neighborhood History: How do you maximize its potential 
impact? 

Framing the Key Issues: What is important? 

The Writing Process: Where do I start?



PUBLISHING NEIGHBORHOOD HISTORY, OR 
HOW DO WE TELL OUR STORY?



o History is a narrative: it has a 
beginning, middle and an end. It starts 
somewhere, it ends somewhere.

o History is more than just a list of names 
and dates; dramatic tension. 

So, what's the narrative story you want 
to tell?

WHAT MAKES GOOD LOCAL  
HISTORY?



o As we mentioned, history has a 
beginning, middle and end.

o History also involves the five Ws: 
•  who
•  what
•  why 
•  where 
•  when 
•  and how.

BUT there is more to it than that...

WHAT ARE THE PIECES  
OF THE STORY?



It's important to think in terms of 
CAUSATION.

o Why is something the way that it is?

o How did it get this way?

WHAT ARE THE PIECES  
OF THE STORY?



WHAT ARE THE PIECES  
OF THE STORY?

Why was it there in 
the first place?

What happened 
to a former local 
business district? 

Why isn't it 
there now? 



A big part of local history is thus 
developing a narrative, starting with 
questions like these.

WHAT ARE THE PIECES  
OF THE STORY?



Two questions every historian has to 
answer:

o So What?

o Why should someone care?
 

GOOD HISTORY AS NARRATIVE



Two questions every historian has to 
answer:

o So What?

 How can we connect it to a bigger  
 story?

 How does it fit with a bigger   
 narrative?

GOOD HISTORY AS NARRATIVE



Two questions every historian has to 
answer:

o So What? 

o Why should someone care?

 Audience is key. Who are we giving  
 this to? 

 Why are they interested?

 What is the point we want to make?

GOOD HISTORY AS NARRATIVE



GOOD HISTORY AS NARRATIVE 

o Neighborhood history may not be one 
historical narrative, it may be 1, 2, 3, 4.

o If you focus on the people and their 
lives, a number of narratives could end 
up being put together.



o As historians, do we write the truth?

 Yes. But we are not in the capital "T"  
 truth business. 

o How do you decide which of two 
perspectives is correct? 

 You don't. It's not about one    
 being right and another  wrong.   
 It's about understanding those   
 perspectives, and what they tell us  
 about something much bigger.

GOOD HISTORY AS "OBJECTIVE"



o Good history is not just about 
establishing objective facts, but rather 
going beyond that to address:

 So what? 

 Who cares? 

 What do we make of it?

GOOD HISTORY AS "OBJECTIVE"



o What is good history for one group is 
not good history for another group. 

 History for 5th grader versus   
 history for a grad student.

o Our audience/who we're writing the 
history for shapes many aspects:

 Tone/Reader Level/Format

 Language

 Even the kind of story we're telling

FOCUS ON AUDIENCE



Here "writing" includes the many formats 
that could be used to share your history:

 Story Maps

 Websites

 StoryCorps

 Publication

 Blogs

 Podcasts 

FOCUS ON AUDIENCE



Identifying your audience will determine 
what you say, how you say it and how 
you go about it:

 Is is someone in your community or  
 someone beyond?

 Prospective residents or current   
 residents? New arrivals or long-term  
 residents?

 Residents or businesses?

FOCUS ON AUDIENCE



o Writing history is not about showing 
off how much you know.

o We find our own history very 
interesting, but it may not have the same 
fascination for others. 

o Keep this in mind that local history has 
a "recommended serving size." Don't 
overload the reader with too many 
details.

IT'S NOT ABOUT YOU



SHARING YOUR HISTORY

o Before writing, you need to think about 
audience and format.

 How will you get this history out?

 How do you make it available?

 What is the best way to reach your  
 audience?



WAYS TO SHARE YOUR HISTORY 

Interpretive Signage Tours Social Media Oral Histories Books



INTERPRETIVE 
SIGNAGE



COMMUNITY INTERPRETIVE SIGNS

o Interpretive signs can be a 
relatively affordable option to share 
neighborhood history. 

o They can help tell the story of 
buildings, historical events or places that 
are there now, or show what's no longer 
there.



BENEFITS

o Illuminate the power of place.  

o Present the site's historic significance. 

o More than just dates and facts. 

o Strengthening awareness of cultural 
and natural resources. 

o Demonstrate community pride in local  
heritage. 

o Self-sufficient: A high-quality 
interpretive experience without staff or 
facilities to maintain. 



BENEFITS

o Available at the visitors’ convenience,   
  24 hours a day. 

o People literary stumble across them.

o Democratic about who they reach 
including people who might not think 
about history.

o Use the built environment as a giant 
artifact.

o Last for a long time.
See guidelines from LOKI Interpretive Group here.



DOWNSIDES

o People have to stumble across them.

o Expensive and can be vandalized and 
damaged by weather.

o You can’t convey a lot of ideas or use 
a lot of words.



WHAT WORKS?

Maps that show where you areOld photographs Short readable text blurbs



CONTENT & DESIGN

o Use short sentences and paragraphs.  
o Keep text blocks short. 

o Avoid using jargon or technical terms. 

o Do not overload the reader with 
information.

o Use historical images, artifacts, or 
archives that are easy for people to 
understand.

o Hire a graphic designer who has 
experience with educational graphics.



IS AN INTERPRETIVE SIGN THE RIGHT APPROACH

o Is a sign the appropriate form of 
interpretation? 

o Will enough visitors see the sign to 
make it cost effective? 

o Who is the target audience of the 
sign?

 Is it for visitors from outside to learn  
 more about your neighborhood? 

 Is it for current residents?

FOR YOUR ORGANIZATION? 



o What do you want the audience to 
know and learn?

o What do you want the audience to 
do? 

o How do you want the audience to feel?

IF YES, WHERE DO YOU START?



TOURS 



WALKING (OR DRIVING) TOURS 

Missouri Historical Society Project
Where We Live

o Worked with the neighborhoods and 
compiled guides with great information.

o The problem was distribution.
 Where do you put them?
 Who stores/updates/reprints them?
 How do they get into the hands of  
 the people who are interested?



WALKING (OR DRIVING) TOURS 

Downsides

o Distribution is difficult and often needs 
someone to keep up on it

o Best for providing dates and facts. It is 
difficult to give the sites context.  

Alternative Approaches
Maps and material in a brochure
Maps and material in brochures on line
Maps and material in a podcast



HERITAGE TOUR

National Trust for Historic Preservation
7 Tips to Create a Heritage Trail

1. Set goals.
2. Identify compelling stories.
3. Determine themes.
4. Map the stops.
5. Decide how to tell your stories.
6. Create a plan.
7. Market the trail. See Heritage Trail Tips slideshow here.



HERITAGE TOUR

Nashville City Cemetery
Self-Guided Tour

o Interpretive signs distributed as kiosks 
throughout the cemetery to support self-
guided tours.

o Sign information can also be found on 
their website.

See Nashville City Cemetery website here.



HERITAGE TOUR

Friends of the Riverfront
Three Rivers Heritage Trail Interpretive 
Signs

o Interpretive Sign system along the 
Three Rivers Heritage Trail in Pittsburgh.
o Signs highlight notable historical 
events, areas of cultural significance, and 
facts about native wildlife.

See Three Rivers Heritage Trail Signs here.



HERITAGE TOUR

Greater Hampden Heritage Alliance & 
Preservation Maryland
Jones Falls Valley Historic Sites

o Google map embedded with tagged 
sites.
o List of historic sites that link to detailed 
information about each site.

See Jones Falls signs here.



HERITAGE TOUR

Baltimore Heritage
Website

o People/building stories from entire 
Baltimore area

o Neighborhood and suburbs participate

o Baltimore Heritage administers and 
has the technology to do it

o Wonderful way to capture these 
neighborhoods Visit Baltimore Heritage site.



Pioneer Square in Seattle
Interpretive Signs

o One of oldest neighborhoods in 
Seattle

o First neighborhood of Skid Row

o One of the first neigborhoods they 
turned into a tourist area

o Pretty traditional tour

HERITAGE TOUR



Pioneer Square and the Making of 
Queer Seattle
StoryMap by Julian Barr

o Pioneer Square is also the first 
neighborhood where the gay community 
had a place to call their own. 

o Grad student Julian Barr added 
a queer tour of Seattle, using what's 
already there but adding another story.

EXPANDING THE NARRATIVE

Visit Pioneer Square Making Queer Seattle site.



VIRTUAL TOURS : STORY MAPS

Lost St. Charles
StoryMap Platform via ArcGIS

o Highlights buildings that no longer 
exist.

o Sites are tagged on the map with text 
and additional images.

o People from the community institutions 
can continue to add to it.

Visit Lost St. Charles site.



VIRTUAL TOURS : OTHER PLATFORMS

Google My Maps

o Product tied to Google Maps.

o Has a guide to visualizing data.

o Easy to use.

o No license required.

Google My Maps How-To.



Richmond Cemeteries
Website + Map

o Click on the tags for information about 
each cemetery. 

o Scroll to the bottom to access podcasts 
people have created about the sites.

o Fairly easy to create via your phone 
or simple programs like GarageBand.

VIRTUAL TOURS

Visit Richmond Cemeteries site.



SOCIAL 
MEDIA



BLOGS

Distilled History: A Drinking Blog 
with a History Problem

o Pretty good historian.

o Offers a cocktail for every historical 
story. 

o Outlines every brewery in St. Louis.

Visit Distilled History.



FACEBOOK AND INSTAGRAM

Priest Lake Museum
Facebook Page
 
o Post Then and Now photos.

o Most views for This Week/This Month 
in History posts with a short story.

o Instagram is hard to use for these kinds 
of things because it's only images.

Facebook Instagram



WEBSITE

BlackPast : Remembered & Reclaimed

o National website focsued on African 
American history.

o Features many local sites, such as The 
Ville neighborhood.

Visit BlackPast's page about The Ville.



ORAL 
HISTORIES



STORYCORPS

o Oral histories are a great way 
to preserve history and get people 
engaged.

o StoryCorps provides a user-friendly 
phone app to transcribe oral interviews. 
that end up at the Library of Congress.

o Format is that two people have a story 
to tell each other and a historian acts as 
mediator.



BOOKS



WHAT ABOUT PUBLISHING A BOOK? 

o Some good local history book 
examples are out there (Arcadia Series, 
Reedy Press).

o BUT books are a big project, require 
a lot of work and can cost quite a bit of 
money to produce.
 



WHAT ABOUT PUBLISHING A BOOK? 

o Other book challenges:
 Who will distribute the book?
 Who will make sure they get there?
 Who will go back to collect the   
 money?
 Who will do the book signing?
 Who will pay for the advertising?

o With a book, you have to get it 
printed, bound, produced, and ultimately 
stored. 
 



TAKE-AWAY



SO WHAT'S THE TAKE-AWAY?

o Good local history is good history that 
happens to be local.

o Get it right! Honor-bound to check our 
facts.

o There are lots of ways to disseminate 
your history.

o There are lots of audiences that access 
your history in different ways.

o Everything costs money. Seriously. 


