History Detective
My author talks about The Peculiar
Case of the Electric Constable have now
finished, except for one at Parramatta
Library, Sydney, in October. At my last
talk, one of those odd, serendipitous
happenings occurred. A playwright, who
is writing a stage play set in colonial Australia, was sitting in Willoughby Library
at 11.30am reading my first book, An
Irresistible Temptation. All of a sudden,
an announcement came over the loudspeaker system to say that Carol Baxter
was speaking in the library at 12.30pm.
What are the odds! Not surprisingly, he came to my talk.
I’m back to genealogy subjects with my talks in the next couple of
months. In August, I am giving a full day of seminars in Port Macquarie,
NSW, as follows:
Topic: Researching and Writing Family Histories
Date and time: Thursday, 14 August 2014, 9.30am-4pm
Organiser: Port Macquarie & District Family History Society
Location: Rushcutter Room, Panthers Club, 1 Bay St, Port Macquarie
Phone: Wendy at 02 6582 1742
Website details: tinyurl.com/pm-cbaxter
Further information: The Port Macquarie series of seminars will cover
four of the eight sessions in my ‘How to become a skilled researcher and
writer’ series as follows:
1. Help! Historical and Genealogical Truth – how to separate fact
from fantasy
2. How to structure a family history
3. Crafting a good book
4. Gripping writing
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One cannot safely
live in a house with
a red-haired bluestocking.
Isaac Berlin
(1909-1999)

Internationally, I am the speaker for the American Professional Genealogists Virtual Chapter monthly meeting (via Gotomeeting) on 2 August.
This is held at 8pm Eastern time (USA), which is 10am on 3 August, Sydney
time.
Meanwhile, this is another shortish newsletter for time-constraint reasons. And this month’s quote will make sense when you read on ...
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Research Remarks: The Trajectory of Discovery
Human nature, knowledge, and the search for truth are
topics that intrigue me. Indeed, most of my reading these
days is devoted to these subjects. I discussed Malcolm
Gladwell’s fascinating books in a Rave Review article last
year. Since then, I’ve read the Freakeconomics series along
with other books on philosophy, behavioural economics,
and so on. In one such book, I discovered the subject for
this article. The Half-Life of Facts by Samuel Arbesman
(Penguin, 2013) is a book about ‘scientometrics’ – that
is, the quantitative study of science. It talks about the
growth of scientific knowledge and the time it takes for
that knowledge to be expanded upon or corrected.
So, you might ask, what does this have to do with genealogists, historians, writers and the like. The Half-Life of
Facts explains that it was ‘easier’ to make scientific discoveries in the past; for example, Galileo gained some of his
ideas through the simple activity of rolling objects down
slopes. However, the exponential growth of knowledge
over the past few centuries has meant that new scientific
discoveries are harder to make; they also require more
money and the involvement of more people to achieve a
result. In terms of knowledge growth, the book discusses
the ‘trajectory of discovery’. As I read that phrase I realised
that this could also be applied to the world of historical/
genealogical research, that I had just found another topic
for a newsletter article.
To clarify, when we first stumble across a reference to an
ancestor, for example – or, in my case, the subject of a
book – we begin with the most basic information. It’s as
if we pick up a box of jigsaw puzzle pieces that lack an
associated picture and have to put the jigsaw together. Say
we find a reference to a previously unknown parent on
a child’s birth certificate. A New South Wales’ certificate,
for example, provides the parent’s name, age, occupation,
place of birth, and date and place of marriage. This information positions the person within the frame of history –
that is, it provides the timeframe in which he or she lived,
the approximate location, and so on. Effectively, this basic
information serves as the jigsaw’s outside frame.
If we focus all of our attention and research finances on
this particular individual, we can usually find more information. The basic information from the birth certificate
serves as a key to a door that opens onto additional information. Each piece of information we discover expands
our knowledge about a part of the person’s life. Sometimes the door opens onto a row of doors and, when we
unlock those, our knowledge about the person rapidly
expands. As we add these pieces of information to our
jigsaw puzzle, we can begin to see the underlying picture.
The following is a graph titled the Exponential Curve of
Excellence. While the graph itself was used to discuss the
development of excellence in any endeavour (which is
useful for writers), it can also be used to reflect the pace
of discovery. We can often discover a lot of information in
a short amount of time with little effort, but as time passes
it gets harder and harder to find information. The pace of
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discovery slows down for one of two reasons:
1. We are limited by our own knowledge. For example,
we might be researching a carpenter living in England in
the mid-1700s and come to a dead end because we are
unaware that carpenters usually learnt their occupation
through an apprenticeship or because we are unaware
that English apprenticeship records have survived for this
period. To broaden our knowledge base, we need to read
books and articles and attend seminars. This can speed up
our pace of discovery again. When we gain more
knowledge and apply it to our research endeavours, the
curve changes to the following:

2. We are limited by the availability or accessibility of
information. Ultimately, this happens to all researchers no
matter how skilled.
However, the latter limitation is not always permanent
because many resources are now becoming more accessible.
Think about the online newspapers. In the past, there
was usually little point in looking through microfilm copies
of daily newspapers in an attempt to find information
about our ancestors (unless they were ‘important’
people who appeared regularly in the press), because
the reward for effort was too low. For many researchers,
the availability of online newspapers has ramped up the
pace of discovery again. However, there is a hitch. The
digitisation of newspapers involved the use of Optical
Character Recognition programmes (OCR) and, as a result,
the output is often gobbledygook. To solve this problem,
the publishers allow crowd-sourcing data corrections;
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that is, individuals can access the OCR transcriptions
and correct the text. Courtesy of this corrected text, the
likelihood of finding relevant information rises again.
Earlier in the article, I mentioned how the ability to make
scientific discoveries generally requires more money and
larger numbers of researchers. The newspaper digitisation
programme is a perfect example. This is a high-cost
endeavour with an output that is made more accessible
by the involvement of large numbers of people.
I began writing this article with no idea that it might
serve as a means to motivate researchers to get involved
in crowd-sourcing activities; nevertheless, these are the
best means of overcoming many of our research limitations. It will take a long time and a lot of money to digitise
and correct all extant historical records, but imagine how
much more information we could find about our ancestors
or other research topics if this was done.

Until I read The Half-Life of Facts, I had thought about
research in terms of the 80/20 rule: we find 80% of our
information in 20% of the time and it’s a really hard
slog to find the remainder. In fact, in terms of my truecrime books, it’s not worth continuing the pursuit after
about the 95% mark because the reward-for-effort ends
up being too low (eight hours of research at NSW State
Records at a cost of $40/50 in petrol and tolls might garner
only a paragraph of relatively unimportant information).
However, with the increasing availability of newly indexed
and digitised sources, the 80/20 rule is no longer as rigid.
It means that our historical/genealogical knowledge will
continue to grow for a long time yet.
We just have to cross our fingers and hope that a major
research limitation is not breached just after our decadeslong research and writing endeavour has gone to the
printers!

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Words to the Wise: Eponyms
While writing my latest book, I was trying to find some
descriptive words that had once been names. I googled
for anything that might assist me and discovered that I
was looking for ‘eponyms’.
Dictionary.com describes eponym as a ‘word based
on or derived from a person’s name’. One of the most
well-known examples of an eponym is Judas, meaning
‘betrayer’.
Eponyms include any word deriving from a name, for
example, sandwich from the name of the Earl of Sandwich;
he was reluctant to leave the gambling table so he asked
the servants to bring him two slices of bread with a filling
of meat. Eponyms also include Geiger counter, which
was named after its inventor, Hans Wilhelm Geiger, and
crapper (toilet), named after Sir Thomas Crapper who
invented the modern flushing toilet.
However, these types of eponyms were not the sort of
descriptive words I was interested in finding. The examples above describe objects that have been named after
their discoverer, inventor or otherwise producer. What interested me was eponyms that could be used to describe
human behaviour or character, words that could be used
when writing about people and their actions. So I started
making my own list of useful words, ones that are more
powerful than the customary words people use like big,
small, etc. Here are some of them, with descriptions taken from Dictionary.com and remarks from A New Dictionary of Eponyms by Morton S. Freeman (Oxford, 1997):
Achilles heel: ‘a portion, spot, area, or the like, that
is especially or solely vulnerable’. It derives from the
legendary hero, Achilles, the chief protagonist in Homer’s
Iliad.In the last few decades, British tabloids have taken
great delight in finding the Achilles heel (or some other
part of the anatomy) of a number of British politicians.
Amazon: ‘a tall, powerful, aggressive woman’. This word
does not derive from the South American river, but from
a fierce tribe of warrior women mentioned by Greek phiHistory Detective 2/7 Copyright Carol Baxter 2014

losopher Herodotus.
Bacchanalian: ‘a drunken feast; orgy’; from the Roman
god of wine and vineyards.
Bluestocking: ‘a woman with considerable scholarly,
literary, or intellectual ability or interest’. This is often
employed in a derogatory way as a means of putting
down capable women (right-wing shock-jocks are a classic
example of these types of perpetrators).
Bobby or peeler: ‘policeman’ after Sir Robert Peel, who
established London’s Metropolitan Police in 1829.
Casanova or Lothario or Don Juan or Romeo: ‘a man
with a reputation for having many amorous adventures’
(for example, those British politicians I mentioned under
Achilles heel).
Colossus: ‘anything colossal, gigantic, or very powerful’.
Similar words include cyclops, gargantuan, goliath,
Hercules (or herculean effort), leviathan, Samson, titan.
Croesus or Midas: ‘a very rich man’.
Dickensian: ‘resembling or suggestive of conditions
described in Dickens’ novels, especially squalid and
poverty-stricken’.
Draconian: ‘unusually severe
or cruel’. It comes from Draco,
the name of an Athenian
magistrate who drew up a
code of laws that harshly
punished those who breached
them. It was once British law
to execute those found guilty
of cutting down trees in an
avenue, which is the epitome
of a draconian punishment.
Why an avenue and not a
street? Because avenues were
the portals to the gentlemen’s
estates and who made the law?
Epicurian: ‘fond of or adapted to luxury or indulgence in
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Words to the Wise: Eponyms (continued)
sensual pleasures; having luxurious tastes or habits, especially in eating and drinking’. It derives from the name of
the Greek philosopher, Epicurus.
Fabianism or Fabian tactics/policy: ‘seeking victory by
delay and harassment rather than by a decisive battle as
in the manner of Fabius Maximus’.
Faust or Faustian pact: ‘a “Faustian” bargain is one in
which a person is willing to make extreme sacrifices for
power or knowledge without considering the ultimate
cost.’ The terms derives from the German Dr Johan Faust,
a magician and astrologer. (I will button my lip and not
name the many politicians whose policies seem to reflect
examples of this!)
Gordian knot: ‘pertaining to Gordius, ancient king
of Phrygia, who tied a knot (the Gordian knot) that,
according to prophecy, was to be undone only by the
person who was to rule Asia, and that was cut, rather than
untied, by Alexander the Great’. It is used to describe the
solving of intricate problems with a single, decisive step.
This reminds me of one of the most famous scenes in the
first Indiana Jones movie, Raiders of the Lost Ark. Indie
faces a Arab swordsman who mockingly shows his skills in
an attempt to intimidate Indie. This incident, as written,
was intended to be the beginning of a protracted fight
between the two men; however, Harrison Ford, like most
of the crew, was suffering from protracted dysentery and
couldn’t keep his pants on for more than a few minutes.
He suggested that, instead of a long fight scene, he should
just ‘shoot the f***er’. The result was one of the funniest
and most memorable scenes in the movie.
Gothic: ‘of or relating to a literary style characterized
by gloom, the grotesque,
and the supernatural’. From
the Germanic Goth tribes,
considered to be barbarians,
that overthrew Rome. There’s
a Gothic undertone in many of
the movies made today, like the
Twilight and Wolverine series.
Hobson’s Choice: ‘the choice of taking either that which
is offered or nothing; the absence of a real alternative.’
It derives from liveryman, Thomas Hobson, who only
allowed his customers to take the horse nearest the
stable door as a means of safeguarding his best horses.
Homeric: ‘of heroic dimensions; grand; imposing’; from
the works of the poet Homer.
Janus: ‘Janus was pictured with two faces looking in opposite directions, one young and one old. Consequently,
a hypocritical person is often called “Janus-faced.’ (Do I
mention politics again ...?!)
Jezebel: ‘a shameless or scheming woman’ from the
Biblical character.
Juggernaut: ‘any large, overpowering, destructive force
or object, as war, a giant battleship, or a powerful football team’. At an annual celebration, Jagannath, an idol of
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Krishna, was wheeled along in a giant cart and devotees
threw themselves under the cart to be crushed.
Lilliputian: ‘tiny’ from Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels.
Luddite: ‘any opponent of industrial change or innovation’
from Ned Ludd of Leicestershire who destroyed textile
machinery that was replacing workers. In the media, we
often read articles wailing about the demise of industries
as if the world will end because of it, but all we have to
do is look to the past, to occupational surnames or even
to the occupations listed in groups of records like convict
records, to see how many occupations are no longer
among us, mainly because new industries have taken
over. Of the four members of my nuclear family, two are
employed in the computer industry and one in the travel
industry, which are all ‘new’ industries.
Machiavellian: ‘characterized by subtle or unscrupulous
cunning, deception, expediency, or dishonesty’; from
Niccolo Machiavelli, author of The Prince, who is described
as being ‘the founder of political science’. (Oh, I really
have to button my lip here and refrain from mentioning
certain politicians!)
Methuselah: ‘old’ from the Biblical character.
Napoleonic: can be used to describe
a short, stock build, overweening
ambition, desire for power at any
cost, greed, etc.
Nemesis: ‘an opponent or rival
whom a person cannot best or
overcome’ or ‘an agent or act of
retribution or punishment’; from the
Greek goddess Nemesis, who was
the goddess of retributive justice
and vengeance.
Odyssey: ‘a long journey or campaign’ from Odysseus,
one of the Greek heroes of the Trojan War.
Parthian shot: ‘a sharp, telling remark, act, gesture, etc.,
made in departing ... so called from the ancient Parthian
cavalry’s habit of shooting arrows rearward at the enemy
while in real or feigned flight’.
Pyrrhic victory: ‘a victory or goal achieved at too great a
cost ... after a remark attributed by Plutarch to Pyrrhus,
who declared, after a costly victory over the Romans, that
another similar victory would ruin him.’
Quixotic: ‘extravagantly chivalrous ... from Don Quixote,
romantic, impractical hero of Cervantes’ satirical novel
Don Quixote de la Mancha (1605).
Sword of Damocles: ‘any situation threatening imminent
harm or disaster’. This is particularly appropriate for those
writing about criminal ancestors.
... and many more. If you want to build up your own list,
you can draw them from Greek and Roman mythology,
Biblical characters and events, well-known characters
from the classics, and so on.
Eponyms can add colour and life to our writing – and
even humour if we use them in a cheeky manner.
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Unlock the Past Barrier Reef Cruise, March 2016
For those who are interested in attending genealogical cruises but would prefer
to remain closer to Australia, I am one of the lead presenters on the Unlock the
Past Barrier Reef cruise in March 2016. We will be sailing on Royal Caribbean’s
Legend of the Seas, which will be based out of Brisbane for the summer of
2015/16. The itinerary is as follows:
Sun 6 March 2016, Brisbane – departs 4.30pm
Mon 7 March 2016 – at sea
Tue 8 March 2016, Airlie Beach – 6 am to 4 pm
Wed 9 March 2016, Cairns – 9 am to overnight
Thu 10 March 2016, Cairns – departs 6 pm
Fri 11 March 2016, Willis Island – 8am to 9am
Sat 12 March 2016 – at sea
Sun 13 March 2016, Brisbane – arrives 6 am

This is a more affordable cruise as it starts at $AUS1236 per person twin share.
The other speakers have yet to be decided, however more details will be
provided on the Unlock the Past website. I have included a direct link to the
website in the covering email.
On this cruise, I will be giving my eight-seminar researching and writing series.
This comprises sessions on evidence-analysis (three seminars), structuring and
publishing a family history (one seminar each), and writing interesting family
histories (three seminars). The latter sessions incorporate a lot of new ideas,
which will be incorporated in another ‘how to’ book coming out next year.
I also hope to give a couple of small, interactive writing workshops where we
can expand on ideas communicated in the three writing seminars.
I’ll look forward to seeing some of you there.

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

© Carol Baxter 2014
www.carolbaxter.com
c_baxter@optusnet.com.au
A big thank-you to Stephen Ehat for proofreading the newsletter and for his suggested amendments.
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