History Detective
Welcome to Volume 3 of the History
Detective newsletter. It’s hard to believe
that we are now into 2015 and commencing the third year of the newsletter.
I begin the year by announcing the publication of my second genealogical ‘how
to’ book: Help! Historical and Genealogical
Truth: How do I separate fact from fiction?
It is now available for purchase. A link to
the order page is included in the covering
email. Discounts apply if both of my ‘how
to’ books are ordered.
To everyone who placed a pre-order,
thanks for doing so and my apologies for the delay in receiving the books.
While the printer did a magnificent job, the whole process ended up being a
nightmare: fifteen weeks from go to whoa instead of the six to eight weeks
I was promised and virtual abandonment by the broker (an Australian man
living in Beijing) once the shipment left China. It cost me a few nights sleep,
that’s for sure! Still, that’s over and done with and the books are ... parked
in my lounge room as I’m not sure where to store 1000 books (less the preorders), particularly as I have two or three more ‘how to’ books being published this year. I also have stock of Writing Interesting Family Histories and
of my four true-crime thrillers. And I have another true-crime thriller being
published this year. In fact, I need the kids to move out so I can use their
bedrooms as storage space! (Fortunately, they don’t read this newsletter.)
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Bulk orders for societies and libraries
This week I will be sending an email to societies and libraries containing a
flyer offering bulk order discounts (that is, for two plus books) . This means
that a society can order copies of either or both of my ‘how to’ book and
keep a copy (or copies) for their own library and sell the others to generate
profits. If your society is not a subscriber to the newsletter, it will not
receive the email. If it would still like to benefit from the discount offer, I
can be contacted directly.

Lies,
damned lies ...
Mark Twain
(1835-1910)

Surnames book
Meanwhile, I have been working hard on the surnames book: on the plane
to and from America in November/December, in hotel rooms, even during
our Caribbean cruise when I was sick of reading. I even squeezed in four or
five hours on Christmas Day. Is that commitment or what? I am determined
to have it ready in time for the Australasian Genealogical Congress in
Canberra at the end of March. After it is available, I will include a section in
the newsletter discussing problem surnames submitted by readers.
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Publishing Pointers: Paragraph layout
I recently received a journal and had my usual
response to the journal’s paragraph layout—ugh! It
led to my decision to write an article on the topic for
the newsletter.
There are three types of paragraph layouts that
are relevant to anyone who puts fingers to keyboard
and produces a letter, article, book or website page.
These are as follows:
1. Block paragraphs as shown below:
Cras sit amet posuere lectus. Suspendisse potenti. Vivamus at enim mattis, posuere turpis ut,
fringilla nisi. Fusce vitae tellus ex. Praesent ullamcorper efficitur lectus sed eleifend.
Aenean sit amet lectus at elit bibendum imperdiet nec in ipsum.
Nunc a dolor odio. Nam venenatis cursus ex feugiat pharetra. Cras in dolor eu massa consequat

2. Block indented paragraphs as shown below:
Cras sit amet posuere lectus. Suspendisse potenti. Vivamus at enim mattis, posuere turpis ut,
fringilla nisi. Fusce vitae tellus ex. Praesent ullamcorper efficitur lectus sed eleifend.
Aenean sit amet lectus at elit bibendum imperdiet nec in ipsum.
Nunc a dolor odio. Nam venenatis cursus ex
feugiat pharetra. Cras in dolor eu massa conseq

3. Indented paragraphs as shown below:
Cras sit amet posuere lectus. Suspendisse potenti. Vivamus at enim mattis, posuere turpis ut,
fringilla nisi. Fusce vitae tellus ex. Praesent ullamcorper efficitur lectus sed eleifend.
Aenean sit amet lectus at elit bibendum im
perdiet nec in ipsum.
Nunc a dolor odio. Nam venenatis cursus ex
feugiat pharetra. Cras in dolor eu massa conseq

Let’s discuss the pros and cons of each of these
paragraph styles.
1. Block paragaphs. This seems to be the default
setting of most word processing programmes. Many
users (including me before I became a professional
writer) adopt it without thinking twice about it. The
problem with a block paragraph style is that it is sayHistory Detective 3/1 Copyright Carol Baxter 2015

ing something to us but most people don’t seem to
be listening.
If you look at the Speaking Engagements section
on the next page you will see that it uses a block
paragraph style. So, what is this style saying to us? It
tells us that every new paragraph is communicating
something that is distinctly different to the previous
paragraph, which is why it is ideal for laying out
information that needs to be clearly separated.
For the same reason, it is not ideal for laying out
information containing ideas that should flow on
from one to the other, which is what is intended
with the prose in books and articles. When these
types of publications use the block style, the result
is unflowing and jerky for the reader.
Both the Speaking Engagements section and the
text example separate their paragraphs by using two
“carriage returns” (otherwise known as hitting the
“Enter” key twice). This is the worst type of block
paragraph style. If you have no choice but to use a
block paragraph style, you can improve the situation
by reducing the size of the gap between paragraphs.
This flows into the subject of “leading”, which
relates to the height of a line of text, but I’ll discuss
that topic in the next newsletter.
Meanwhile, how do we reduce the gap between
paragraphs.
Reducing the paragraph gap
If you are using Word 2010, it is a good idea to
change this is the “Normal” function key. On the
“Home” page, in the line of menu options near the
top of the screen, there are a number of “Style” boxes, one of which is “Normal”. To change this option
(which is what the programme defaults to when you
open a new document), do the following:
a. Right click on the Normal box. This will bring up
a few options, one of which is:
b. “Modify”. Click that and it will bring up a “Modify
Style” screen. Go to the bottom left and click:
c. “Format”. This will bring up some options
including:
d. “Paragraph”. Click that button and make sure
the “Indents and Spacing” menu is on the screen.
Half way down is:
e. “Spacing”. On the second line is:
f. “After”. If you want to reduce the gap between
paragraphs, change this to “6 pt”. If, however, you
want to introduce the “Indented paragraph” option
that I am recommending, change it to “0 pt”.
Your own version of Word (or whatever
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Paragraph layout (continued)
programme you use) might be different but the
principle is probably similar. It means that, hereafter,
there will only be a small gap or no gap between the
paragraphs of any text you produce.

2. Block indented paragraph. This is the worst style
of all. Not only does it have the jerkiness of the
block style, it forces the reader to drag their eyes
across the page to find the text. Please do not use
it. It is unsightly and also costs money in printed
publications because of the amount of wasted space.

3. Indented paragraphs. If you glance at novels or
books like my ‘true crime thrillers’ or my ‘how to’
books or newsletters, you will see that they use
the indented paragraph style. This is the most
comfortable paragraph layout to read (hence its
use in novels). It is also the most cost-effective as it
reduces the amount of wasted space.
It is important, though, to use an indent or “Tab”
setting that is not too large. The default setting for
the first tab in Word is about 1.27. This is much too
large. I generally use 0.4 for a paragraph on an A4
single column page.
You can change the tab setting in Word 2010 by
following the “Reducing the gap” instructions until
point four. Instad of clicking “Paragraph”, click “Tabs”
and set it at 0.4 or the indent setting you prefer.
Now, look back at the three paragraph layouts in
column one. Can you see what I mean? The indented
paragraph layout looks neat and easy to read whereas
the other two look ungainly and clearly waste space.
In fact, they might even make you think ... ‘Ugh!’

Speaking Engagements
Date and time: Wednesday, 11 February 2015, 11am - 1pm.
Organiser: Royal Australian Historical Society.
Location: 133 Macquarie Street, Sydney.
Contact: history@rahs.org.au or (02) 9247 8001 or the link in the covering email.
Topic: The Peculiar Case of the Electric Constable aka Why murder is good for us. In this seminar, I will
talk about the book itself and about the research process, covering some of the issues discussed in Help!
Historical and Genealogical Truth.
Date and time: Saturday, 14 March 2015, 10.30am to 12.30pm.
Organiser: Lake Macquarie City Council (free event).
Location: Meeting room, Charlestown Library, cnr Smith and Ridley St, Charlestown, NSW.
Contact: history.lakemac.com.au or 4943 5555 or the link in the covering email.
Topic: Writing Interesting Family Histories.
Date and time: Friday, 27 March 2015, Afternoon Session.
Organiser: 14th Australasian Congress on Genealogy and Heraldry
Location: National Convention Centre, 31 Constitution Ave, Canberra.
Contact: http://www.congress2015.org.au/congress-2015/ which has a link in the covering email.
Topic: Help! Which information is correct?: Tried-and-true strategies for determining historical truth. This
seminar covers some of the topics included in Help! Historical and Genealogical Truth.
Date and time: Saturday, 28 March 2015, Morning Session.
Organiser, Location, Contact: as above.
Topic: Help! Why can’t I find my ancestor’s surname? This seminar covers some of the topics included in the
book of the same name.
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History Hints: Beware the ignorant genealogist
I was reading through the blog posts I wrote years
ago, deciding which could be adapted for use as a
newsletter article (they are no longer on my website). I was amused when I came across the following
post written five years ago as it communicates some
of the ideas now found in Help! ... How do I separate
fact from fiction? Evidently, the book has been brewing in me for years.
In my Help! book, I focus on the Source/Information/
Evidence triad more than the Primary/Secondary
source dichotomy but the fundamental principles
remain the same.
For those who have already read the piece on my
website, think about its tone. Do you pick up (as I did
when I read it just now) that I was frustrated and exasperated when I wrote it or am I merely recalling
the sense of head-shaking bewilderment that led me
to put fingers to keyboard all those years ago. Tone
and style, like paragraph layout, speak to us even if
we might not consciously notice them.
~~*~~
Beware the ignorant genealogist
It would never have occurred to me that researchers
could be so frighteningly ignorant of simple research
principles if I hadn’t come across practical evidence
of this problem twice in a matter of weeks.
Genealogy is a science, a form of detective work.
It uses scientific methodology, the same used by
detectives. If our police force used the approach that
these ignorant researchers use, our gaols would be
full of innocent people.
The first rule of thumb in historical detective work
is to assume that a primary source record is accurate
unless there is strong evidence to suggest otherwise.
So what is a primary source record? It describes
source material that is “closest to the person,
information, period or idea being studied”. When
researching the past, it relates to a “document that
was created at the time being studied by a source
with a direct personal knowledge of the events being
described”. An example of a primary source record
is a death certificate. It was produced at the time or
shortly after a person’s death and provides details of
the death; that is, the name of the person, the date
and place of death, cause, and so on.
By contrast, “secondary source” is a work that
combines, filters and analyses, drawing together
primary source material to produce, for example,
a history book or family history. Within that work
it may include a photocopy of an original record (a

primary source) and a discussion about the historical
period (secondary source).
Primary source records also include a mix of primary
source and secondary source information. So what
is the distinction between primary and secondary
source information in any historical record? It is easy
to work out. A death certificate is attesting to a death
so the details of death—a body at a certain place on
a certain date—are pieces of primary information.
Everything else (that is, details of the deceased’s
birthplace, parentage, marriage, offspring, etc.) as
listed on the death certificate are pieces of secondary
information because they did not happen around
the time of the event in question (that is, the time
of the death). They come from the “memory” of the
informant. To obtain the relevant primary source
information, we must seek out the deceased’s birth
certificate, marriage certificate, children’s birth
certificates and so on.
Sometimes the secondary source information on
a primary source record proves to be accurate. A
good rule of thumb is that, if the known secondary
source information is accurate, then the unknown
information is more likely to be accurate. For
example, if the death certificate lists the deceased’s
age at marriage and the ages of children and we
can confirm that the age listed for the deceased at
marriage and for one of the children tallies with the
details provided in the relevant marriage and birth
certificates, then it is more likely that the ages of the
other children are accurate as well.
However, if the known information is inaccurate,
then we must assume that the unknown information
is also problematic. For example, if the birth
certificate of one of the deceased’s children indicates
that the child’s age on the parent’s death certificate
is wrong, then we must assume that the ages of the
other children are problematic as well.
Primary source records can be wrong. But
researchers have to accept that they are accurate
unless there is proof to the contrary. Anecdotal
evidence is not proof. For instance, the suggestion
that the date on a person’s birth certificate must
be wrong because the family always celebrated the
person’s birthday on a different day is not ‘proof’ that
the birth certificate is wrong. If, however, one finds
a hospital record logging the mother’s arrival and
the baby’s birth, and the date of birth in that source
differs to the birth certificate then that will override
the birth certificate. Why? Because the hospital log
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History Hints (continued)

is an impartial source that is even closer time-wise
to the event in question. In fact, it is likely that the
birth certificate was prepared from those hospital
logs so it is possible that the person preparing the
birth certificate made a ‘typo’.
Anecdotal evidence referring to an event that
happened long before is not primary source
information even if it is found in a primary source
record like a newspaper report or a letter or a
diary. How do we know that? While the anecdotal
information may come from a person who had a
personal knowledge of the event in question, it is not
documented at the time in question. As time passes,
and as anecdotal information passes from one person
to another, it becomes more and more unreliable.
This is because it springs from memory, which is
one of the most unreliable sources of surviving
information (as anyone who has studied psychology
can attest). As time passes and as information passes
from one person to another it becomes even more
unreliable. In fact, far from assuming that secondhand anecdotal evidence is reliable, researchers
would be better off assuming that it wasn’t.
This is where one of these two ignorant researchers
has come a cropper. The researcher believes that,
if a primary source record does not tally with the
anecdotal evidence, then the primary source record
is wrong. He uses a “history” (a secondary source)
prepared decades later by a policeman who had
no personal knowledge of the events in question to
make statements about about people and events and
publishes “refutations” of the primary source records
that reveal the truth.
He has failed to abide by this piece of wisdom: “In
contexts such as historical writing, it is almost always
advisable to use primary sources if possible, and that
‘if none are available, it is only with great caution that
[the author] may proceed to make use of secondary
sources’.”
What is really scary about this researcher’s claims
about the individuals in question is that these are now
being published in other texts, including academic
works. Pointing out the primary source evidence that
proves him totally and utterly wrong merely results
in even more elaborate obfuscations in an attempt
to claim the truth of his erroneous statements.
Arrogance and ignorance are a deadly combination.
This researcher, as well as the other I mentioned
previously, have agendas—even if they claim
otherwise. The other person, a woman, wants a First
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Fleet ancestor. She states that her ancestor was a
First Fleet marine even though the primary source
records show that he was a Second Fleet convict.
She goes as far as claiming that these primary source
records were deliberately changed to record him
as a convict. She quotes my own words from the
introduction to the various general musters that I
edited in which I said that the musters contained lots
of errors and inconsistencies, and she says that the
errors in her ancestor’s entries were among them. In
fact, my comment was in reference to spelling errors,
a clerk mixing up the lines when he copied an entry,
a convict making a mistake in his reference to ship of
arrival (saying Indefatigable instead of Indispensable)
and so on. But, like the other man, she has built a
wall in her mind around her belief and will not let the
truth penetrate.
There are times when anecdotal evidence that
appears to disagree with primary source records
must be taken seriously: for example, tribal memories
of an Aboriginal massacre that are not backed up by
primary source records. In that situation, delving
deeply and reading between the lines might expose
a backdrop conducive to such an event happening
(although it must be noted that, in my Thunderbolt
research, I found that claims of an Aboriginal
massacre at Mount Mackenzie near Gloucester, NSW,
proved to be a massacre of whites by Aboriginal
people at Mackenzie’s estate near the said mountain,
so one must always be wary). Even if such a claim
proved to be true, we must not consider that rare
exceptions override the simple detective principles
that are fundamental to accurate historical research.
Let’s strive to document the truth when we are
researching our ancestors. Surely, tracing “our”
family history is what it is all about, isn’t it?
~~*~~
So, to whom was I referring when I wrote this
blog post? The man was one of the Thunderbolt
researchers. As it happens, many of the case study
examples in my Help! book come from the erroneous
claims made about Thunderbolt and his lover Mary
Ann Bugg. The woman who wanted First Fleet
ancestry has since passed on. (Should I mention that
her death notice declared her First Fleet ancestry,
which will, no doubt, be used by descendants as
“proof” of the connection?)
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Baltic cruise
I mentioned in an earlier email (or two) that I will be speaking on
the Unlock the Past Baltic Cruise that leaves Southampton, England,
on 11 July 2015. The fourteen-day cruise includes ports of call in
Scandinavia and St Petersburg, Russia and returns to Southampton
on 25 July.

During the cruise, I will be giving eight seminars, those that comprise
the ‘How to become a skilled historical detective and writer’ series.
These are:
1. Three seminars on evidence analysis, the subject of my ‘how to’
book, Help! Historical and Genealogical Truth.
2. One seminar on structuring a family history.
3. Three seminars on writing an interesting family history.
4. One seminar on publishing.
Additionally, I will be conducting a few writing sessions for small
groups of attendees during the cruise—limited to ten or twelve keen
writers in each session. Hopefully, these will be held at around 5pm
so attendees can grab a drink and relax and get into the writing spirit.
I will ask Alan Phillips if any History Detective readers who are coming
on the cruise can get in early and pre-book one of these sessions. I
will keep you posted on that one. Naturally, you can pick my brains at
any time during the cruise or at the dinner tables at night.
Can’t wait! Hope to see you there.

Farewell for now
The History Detective bids you good researching, writing, and reading.

© Carol Baxter 2015
www.carolbaxter.com
c_baxter@optusnet.com.au
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