History Detective
Welcome back to the second year of the History
Detective newsletter. I hope you’re all refreshed
and ready for another year of history hunting and
writing, indeed of pursuing all of your goals and
dreams.
A new year; a new newsletter design. It took
forever to send the previous pdf version, and
some people had trouble receiving, opening or
reading it, so I’m speeding up the process by
sending only a link to a webpage. If you would
still like to receive a pdf version, let me know (my
email address is on the last page). I will maintain
a second email list containing only those
addresses so it will be quicker to send.
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Not ignored after all!
I said ‘zippo, zilch, diddly-squat’ too soon. The Sydney
Morning Herald has joined the chorus of international
accolades. Interestingly, the reviewer made a similar
comment to the London Times in writing that my book is ‘as
gripping and readable as any crime novel, but all factual and
based on remarkable research’.
When I give writing seminars, I say that Writing Interesting
Family Histories tells you ‘how to’ and that Peculiar Case and
my other popular histories provide 400,000 words of
examples. While my publications are not family histories per
se, I am doing exactly what many of you are trying to do; that
is, turning dry facts into interesting, if not exciting, narrative.

Persist!
For those of you who dream of success in whatever field you aspire to but find
yourselves getting downhearted, I want to share with you the story of my journey in
writing Peculiar Case. This was actually the third manuscript I wrote although it is the
fourth published. In its original form, it had a chronological structure, similar to my
first three published books. My literary agent pitched it early in 2009, which as many
of you may recall was the beginning of the Global Financial Crisis. It was a bad time to
pitch a book, particularly when I was an Australian author who was largely unknown
outside my own country and had written a book primarily set in England. We almost
had it picked up by three publishers, but didn’t quite succeed. For a time I thought my
writing career was over. Devastating!
I put it on the back-burner while I wrote Thunderbolt. During some free-thinking
time while on a holiday, I had the idea of turning it into a murder-mystery. When my
literary agent pitched the new version, it was picked up by a Britain publisher in three
days! I am now so relieved that the first draft was rejected because the murdermystery version is a much better book – as confirmed by the international acclaim.
So here’s what we all need to remember. Keep going – persist! – because the more
we do, the better we get. Keep our minds open to new ideas, because the old ways
are not necessarily the best ways. And remember that the bottomless abyss lying in
front of us may be just a pothole on the road to success.
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Man's mind, once
stretched by a new
idea, never regains its
original dimensions.
Oliver Wendell Holmes
(1809-1894)

Page 1

Words to the Wise: Numbering Nuances
There is an advertisement on TV that annoys me every
time I see it – or hear it, actually. It’s not because of the
ad itself. In fact, I can’t even remember what the ad is
about. What annoys me is the fact that the copy-writer
isn’t thinking logically about numbers. Basically, the ad
says that the product has ‘five times less’
oil/sugar/whatever than its competitors. Five times less?
I don’t think so. How about one-fifth of the oil or sugar?
Or should it be one-sixth?
Actually, the copy-writer probably knows exactly what
she is doing. She is probably thinking that five times
sounds more impressive than one-fifth and that we are
idiots and won’t notice the absurdity.
These sorts of errors can slip through
even with professional writers, so let’s
discuss some of the problem areas. Let’s
begin at the beginning by talking about
how we communicate numbers when
we are writing prose.
Writing numbers: Some numbers
should be written as words (eg., twenty)
and some as numbers (eg., 20). Here are
the rules:
1. In their style guides, some publishers
like authors to write all numbers from one to twenty in
words, and from 21 onwards in numbers. Others decide
that the demarcation point should be the number ten,
with 11 onwards being written in numbers. If you are a
self-publisher, pick a style and stick to it.
2. Never start a sentence with a number number; that is,
don’t start a sentence: ‘24 people sailed …’ Instead
write, ‘Twenty-four people sailed …’
3. If you are dealing with a large number at the
beginning of a sentence, it’s best to restructure your
sentence. If you’ve written ‘1864 was the year …’ you
can change it to ‘Eighteen-sixty-four was the year…’ but
it’s rather laboured. It’s better to write ‘The year 1864
was …’
4. Do not use a mix of word numbers and number
numbers in the same sentence/paragraph. The following
example is not good: ‘After travelling for sixteen miles,
we turned east and travelled 24 miles.’ Default to the
word number in those instances.
Writing fractions and percentages: Have you ever read a
book or article and noticed that the numbers don’t add
up. It seems sloppy, doesn’t it? So here are some things
to watch out for:
1. Write all fractions in words; eg., one-quarter not ¼.
2. Do not mix fractions and percentages in the same
paragraph or section; for example, ‘The room was onehalf blue and 50% green.’ Choose one or the other and
stick to it.

3. Make sure that your fractions or percentages add up
to 100%. If rounding means that percentages don’t quite
equal 100% then tweak the numbers slightly so that they
do, because all fractions and percentages are a
proportion of one or 100% respectively.
4. Round your percentages as much as possible so they
are meaningful without being pedantic. For example, it
probably isn’t necessary to say that 23.8% of females
had the given name Mary in 1811. Just round it to 24%.
In fact, it might even be better just to say a quarter or
one-quarter, or even one-fourth (but not ‘four times
less’!) Common fractions like this are more easily
comprehended than percentages.
Describing increases and decreases: This
is where it gets surprisingly tricky. Let’s
start with an easy example:
1. If there were 10,000 immigrants one
year and 20,000 the next, then there
were twice as many immigrants or
double the number or an increase of
100% (not 200%).
2. If there were 10,000 immigrants one
year and 50,000 the next, then there
were five times as many immigrants. But
was it a fivefold increase? Some would say yes, but
others no, that it was instead a fourfold increase (the
original 10,000 plus another four folds of that number).
One could also argue folds upon folds, viewing each fold
almost in an exponential way. Since such descriptions
are intended to provide statistical clarification, and since
ambiguity exists in how different people interpret the
meaning of the word, it would be best to forget using
fold altogether.
3. If there were 10,000 immigrants one year and 50,000
the next, then there were four times more immigrants in
the next year (more means in addition to the first figure).
4. If one person has $100 and the other person has $600,
the latter is six times as rich as former but the phrase six
times richer is also ambiguous as, to some, it means he
had $700.
5. If something decreases in size, it can’t decrease more
than 100% as it would then disappear altogether.
6. If there were 50,000 immigrants one year and only
10,000 the next, there was one-fifth as many or 20% as
many or an 80% decrease.
Be very, very careful with numbers. Most writers just
toss them into their prose without thinking twice about
them … or double the number … or an increase of …!
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‘How to’ book: Evidence analysis

Rave Reviews:

As mentioned in my December newsletter, I decided that if I
could get the first draft of The Lucretia Borgia of Botany Bay
completed before Christmas, I would give myself a break and
write a ‘how to’ book. I did … and I did (except that it wasn’t a
break as I was exhausted by the end!).
Which book did I decide to write? Since I am giving the twoday seminars How to become a Skilled Historical Detective and
Writer, I decided to start at the start and write about research
principles and practices.
During my years as a history detective, both as a researcher
and as a speaker, I have realised that many researchers crashand-burn because they don’t know how to properly analyse
evidence. They can spend a huge amount of time gathering
information but little time learning how to correctly interpret it
or weight it for its accuracy. This can create huge problems.
When they mess up big-time they end up carjacking not one
person but a whole branch of their family tree and they tip
these people off a cliff then merrily cruise along researching
generations of the wrong ancestral line. In doing so, they
spawn an insatiable error-monster that gobbles up their
precious time, effort and money. The purpose of my book is to
make sure that we don’t spawn such an error-monster, let
alone feed it.
The book’s working title (unless one of my readers can come
up with a better idea) is:

The Man Who Lost Himself

Help!
Which information about my ancestor is correct?
Strategies for determining historical ‘truth’

Let’s be frank. It would be very easy for a book like this to be
really dry and tedious. As you know, my goal is to write books
that are interesting so I had to work out the best way to make
this particular topic appealing – not just for readability reasons
but because something that interests a reader is more likely to
be remembered, which is the whole purpose of writing such a
book. Case studies would, of course, be important in bringing
the principles and practices to life but which case studies
should I choose? I thought about using one-off examples from
lots of different countries and different time-periods, but soon
realised that the result would seem choppy and sporadic.
Instead, I wanted the reader to become invested in the case
studies themselves as if a familiar character kept reappearing
in a book or TV series. Indeed, I wanted each chapter to flow
into the next as if the case studies themselves drove the
narrative. In this way, readers would feel as if they were
themselves on a journey of discovery, rather than seeming like
spectators watching from the sidelines.
In the March or April newsletter, I’ll announce a prepublication discount offer that will be open for two weeks and
will allow newsletter readers to pre-order cheaper copies.
Hopefully the book should be available before I conduct my
next series of History Detective seminars.

Robyn Annear’s The Man Who Lost Himself:
The unbelievable story of the Tichborne
claimant is a must-read. It is a wonderful and
truly unbelievable story. As they say – as I
say! – truth surely is stranger than fiction.

The book tells the story of Wagga butcher
Tom Castro who claimed to be the heir to
Britain’s Tichborne estate. The two Tichborne
trials, in 1871 and 1874, together lasted for
291 days making this the longest case in
English history until 1996. In the second trial,
the defence council’s closing address lasted
for 26 days and the judge’s summing up for
22 days. The jury took only 30 minutes to
reach its verdict.
It is a beautifully written book and is also
brilliantly structured. In one chapter, she has
the reader thinking that Castro was the heir;
in the next that he wasn’t, and it continues
that way so the reader is left dangling.
And the prose! There is one sentence that
I’ve never forgotten: ‘His hair he wore long
and pushed straight back from the forehead,
smoothing it with his lardy hands so often
that it stank of slaughteryard pomade.’
Slaughteryard pomade! What a classic.
I like to buy great books like these so I can
keep them in my library. As I read them I put
a pencil cross next to prose that I appreciate
then I copy it into a ‘great writing’ Word
document. When it’s time to polish my prose,
I read the examples to help with inspiration.
Slaughteryard pomade! Can’t beat that.
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History Hints:
Myths and Legends
By the time I had finished the first draft of Help!, I was
desperately in need of that break I hadn’t taken.
Fortunately, we had a holiday planned, a cheap Pacific
cruise we’d been offered just before Christmas. People
would ask me where it was going. I would respond: ‘Who
cares! It’s cheap and has a balcony.’
As mentioned before, I always keep an eye out for
newsletter topics and, glancing at the P&O Pacific journal, I
found one. It was an article about story-telling through the
ages. What particularly interested me was that the article
defined the different types of historical stories. We often
talk about ‘myths and legends, fable and folklore’ yet, when
I read the article, I realised that I didn’t know the exact
definition of each term or the distinction between them. I
figured that many of you would be the same, so the topic
would make a good newsletter article.
Folktales: This is the umbrella category under which all the
others fall. To state the obvious, these are tales shared
between folk that have been passed down from one
generation to another through oral storytelling. As cultures
traded with other cultures and as individuals and groups
migrated to other areas, these folktales spread. Over time,
they evolved to meet the changing needs of the society.
Myths: Myths are stories that were once created to explain
humanity and the surrounding world, stories that were
considered true by the cultures that crafted them. The
Pacific article mentions creation myths, as an example,
which are found in most cultures and religions (Christianity,
Aboriginal Dreamtime stories, and so on), and were the
means by which ancient cultures explained the origin of the
their world, something that in their pre-scientific times was
impossible for them to comprehend.
When something is beyond our comprehension, we try to
extrapolate from what we know to explain what we cannot
know. In many cultures, when humans saw themselves as
dominant, as the agencies of creation and change in their
own little world, they decided that bigger humans – that is,
super humans or anthropomorphic (human-like) gods –
must be responsible for creation and change in the bigger
world, that of the universe they couldn’t explain; hence
Neptune, Thor, Zeus, Aphrodite, Yahweh. Over time, for
political and social reasons, cultures promoted and
demoted gods in terms of their importance, sometimes
ending up with a single supreme being. The stories of the
demoted gods are among those that we now refer to as
myths.
Interestingly,
this
visualisation
of
the
unknown through the
prism of the known can
be seen today in the
description of extraterrestrial beings. They
are usually anthropomorphic in appearance

and have technology that is within a generation or two of
our own capabilities. Similarly to the ancient humans’
inability to comprehend the origins of the universe, the
experts say that if/when we do encounter extra-terrestrial
beings, they and their technology will probably be unlike
anything we can possibly imagine.
Legends: These are generally the stories of actual people
and events from the distant past, although they have
become embellished and expanded to the point that
they’ve reached ‘mythic’ proportions. Kings and queens,
saints, wars – they are all the stuff of legend. The story of
King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table is a legend
whose historical veracity has been questioned since the
Renaissance. The legend of Robin Hood is also open to
challenge, although it is probable that the story has merely
been embroidered so much that its origins are no longer
recognisable.
The phrase ‘urban legend’ is used to described contemporary legends, many of which may have little or no
substance in truth but are often believed to be true by
those who repeat the story. For that reason, they are also
called ‘urban myths’. They usually happened to a ‘friend of
a friend’, a phrase so commonly used in referencing this
type of folklore that it has now has the acronym FOAF.
Fairytales: The name Walt Disney has largely become
synonymous with fairytales
these days, although the
Brothers Grimm once had
that distinction. Fairytales
began in France in the
seventeenth century and
were originally targeted at
adults. The ‘bad’ endings of
some original fairytales have been massaged over time – if
not upturned altogether – to improve their appeal,
particularly for the children who are now their main
audience. They tend to focus on the magical.
Fables: Stories like The Hare and the Tortoise are fables.
They aim to communicate the morals
and other values of a particular
community, so they are primarily
educational in nature. They often
include anthropomorphism, giving
human qualities to animals or plants or
even inanimate objects.
So what are family stories? If they occur within the
immediate family, they can probably be considered a form
of anecdote. As they pass down the generations, becoming
embroidered during their passage, they seem to become a
combination of myth and legend. Family members often
remained convinced that they are true even when there is
clear evidence that they contain little if any truth at all.
Beliefs are a powerful thing as I discuss in Help! …
Strategies for Determining Historical ‘Truth’.
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Monthly musings
About the author
Carol Baxter is the
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by Allen & Unwin: An
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and his Lady (2011).
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Borgia of Botany Bay
in 2015. Her fourth
book,
The
Peculiar
Case of the Electric
Constable, was published
by
Britain’s
Oneworld
in
2013,
receiving acclaim from
the mainstream media
in Britain, America,
Canada and Australia.
Carol
has
also
written a genealogical
‘how to’ book called
Writing INTERESTING
Family Histories, and
has more ‘how to’
books in the pipeline.
Carol is an adjunct
lecturer at the University of New England
(NSW), a Fellow of the
Society of Australian
Genealogists, and has
edited
many
early
Australian records.

I recently received an email from American genealogist and podcaster, Marian
Pierre-Louis, asking if I would be willing to be interviewed for her Genealogy
Professional podcast. She was interviewing Shauna Hicks, who is a regular
speaker on the Unlock The Past Genealogy cruises, and noticed my name
among Shauna’s LinkedIn connections. I wasn’t sure if I would be suitable as
I’m not the average genealogy professional (I don’t do research for others) but
Marian thought I would be ideal for that reason. She sent a list of questions we
would cover but my unusual journey meant that we soon deviated from the
list. The podcast of our interview will air on 3 March, so add the date to your
diary.
Marian’s focus is on having professional genealogists communicate the joys
and pitfalls of their journey to becoming successful professionals so as to help
others who might be interested in turning professional as well. You can access
her podcasts via this link: www.thegenealogyprofessional.com. It’s a great
idea to listen to her other podcasts as well, including Shauna’s, whose name
will be familiar to many of you.
It reminds me that when I first became interested in genealogy as a
profession – when I was still at high school – there was no profession, not in
Australia at least. We’ve come a long way!

Unlock the Past genealogy cruise:
Unlock the Past’s fifth
cruise is now open for
booking. This is an
opportunity for family
historians to increase
their level of knowledge, particularly in
the area of British
research. It is also a
wonderful opportunity
to visit new places. The cruise runs from 19-29 July 2014 and sails from
London. Ports of call are in Scotland, Orkney Islands, Outer Hebrides, Isle of
Mull, Ireland, Isles of Scilly and Guernsey, France, and back to London. Costs
start from £1199 twin share.
This cruise sounds like a lot of fun. The ship is small—only 800 passengers in
total—so if you are interested you will need to book early.
For further information, google ‘unlock the past cruise 2014’.

FAREWELL
So, until the next issue, the History Detective bids you good researching, writing, and reading.

© Carol Baxter 2013
www.carolbaxter.com
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A big thank-you to Stephen Ehat for proofreading the newsletter and for his suggested amendments.
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