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Introduction:

My great-grandmother, Virginia Bryant, has been a huge part of my life, especially after
she moved to Laramie, Wyoming, in 2008. During my entire childhood, extended family
members would ask her to write her life story, with the most outcries for this occurring at her
100th birthday party. Unfortunately, she has yet to accomplish this, and now it may be next to
impossible for her because reading and writing have become incredibly difficult for the 107-
year-old woman. In the spring of 2022, | decided to take on the task of recording her life stories.
| used my studies in journalism and multimedia production to record and edit audio stories from
Virginia’s life. I wanted to create content that will be treasured by my family for generations and
remember my great-grandmother.

Although this project was incredibly personal to my family and me, | utilized the various
skills and experiences | acquired from my time pursuing a journalism degree. | approached my
project similar to how | would approach writing a profile piece for a magazine. | began with
background research and interview prep. During the interviews, | really tried to pull strong
narratives from my great-grandmother, despite her declining health and inability to detail her
memories. | then used my skills in multimedia production to edit the interviews into short audio

vignettes.

Process:

| began my project by researching and establishing background knowledge of Hat Creek,
Wyoming, where Virginia’s family homesteaded. Most of this information came from my great-
grandfather’s book, Hat Creek and Hard Times by Edward Bryant (1988). This book informed
the questions I drafted for the interviews and guided how | approached each interview. After
testing my equipment to ensure | would have little to no technical difficulties, | started the
process of interviewing Virginia. During each interview, | followed the basic guidelines to
successful interviewing that | have been taught while pursuing my journalism degree (Clark,
2015). | had a total of seven recordings from six sessions when | decided | had enough content,

as well as when her health began to decline.
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| listened back to each interview to timestamp and organize the various topics she
discussed. This is a common tool used in journalism and audio editing because it streamlines the
audio editing process. It was during this time that | noticed there was a loud fan in the
background of several parts of the interview. Sometimes the fan almost overpowered my great-
grandmother’s voice. I addressed this issue during the editing process by using noise reduction
and amplifying tools in Audacity. After I finished categorizing, | chose the clips | wanted to use
and began editing the recordings into short vignettes. These short edits ranged from three
minutes to thirty minutes in length, and focused on certain stories from her life, such as her
brother Kenneth’s death or her childhood home.

The editing process was the most difficult part of this project. My great-grandmother was
106 at the time of the recordings, and with old age comes a loss of memories and ability to recall
details. She often repeated information and jumped from topic to topic during the interviews.
Editing this content was difficult because it was hard to create cohesive storylines from the
tangled web of stories. | was able to overcome this challenge thanks to the time | committed to
sorting through the interview clips. I used the program Audacity to edit the audio files. Audacity
is a free to use software that | was introduced to through my journalism courses. Testa (2021)
provided additional insights to the program, helping me successfully finish editing, despite the
challenges | faced.

Once the audio stories were completed, | displayed each recording on a website focused
on Virginia Bryant. | decided a website dedicated to my great-grandmother would be the best
medium to access multiple materials from her life, including the interviews | recorded. My
decision was also informed by the evolving field of journalism, in which most articles and
materials are now digital (Briggs, 2019). | made the website easy to navigate and access by
following basic design principles like proximity, contrast, repetition, white space, and alignment
(GCFLearnFree, 2016 November).

To add further context to her stories and life, I also included family trees, photographs,
letters, and other materials on the website. | designed three family trees that can be found on the
page “Virginia’s Stories.” The first shows her immediate family, the second her children and
grandchildren, and the third her great-grandchildren. The colors I chose followed the basic

guidelines of color theory and design (GCFLearnFree, 2016 October). Every color in the family
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tree sends a message. Dark green is stability and wealth, which represents where my great-
grandmother is now. Light green is energetic and vibrant, reflecting how Virginia has lived her
life. Light blue is calming and friendly, which perfectly describes Virginia, and happens to be
one of her favorite colors.

| digitized materials from my great-grandmother’s life to highlight moments in her life
she didn’t speak about, that added context to what she discussed, or that provided visual aids to
her stories. For example, I included materials her son Eddie gathered to tell his life story because
it added context to Virginia’s adult life, of which she spoke little. It was interesting, but also
difficult, to sift through all of Virginia’s photos and physical memories of her life. She lived
through the Great Depression, so she developed the habit to not waste or throw out anything that
may become useful later. This meant | had to use a critical eye to decide what was worth
including on the website. The final product of my project is a website that has Virginia’s stories,
family trees, and materials from her life.

After | had completed the audio stories and website, | felt that something was missing. |
realized that despite my best efforts, the information | got from my great-grandmother focused
almost exclusively on the first quarter of her life. | decided to add one more page to the website
to help fill this gap. This page was set up similar to a forum, where her family members can
share their favorite stories of Virginia. Once | share the website with my extended family, | hope
for this page to be full of interesting short stories that can’t be found in the audio stories I

created.

Conclusion:

| faced several obstacles while creating this project, but the skills and experiences |
gained through my journalism degree equipped me with the tools to overcome these challenges.
What I wasn’t prepared to face were the several health issues my great-grandmother had this
year. For the past few months, she has been in and out of the hospital after she overcame
COVID-19. Although she has always been really strong and healthy for her age, it was jarring to
see her old age finally catch up to her. This project has been really fulfilling and | am glad to

have had the opportunity to work on it through the Honors College.
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