History Detective
This month, I have decided to offer a:

Freebie
On page six, I discuss the online seminars
that I’ve spent the last two months
preparing. These cover a variety of
subjects related to surnames. I am
offering one of these seminars for free.
It is called ‘Finding meaningfulness in
surname sounds’.
The other seminars are about to be
available via a pay-per-view gateway. It
came down to the wire—in terms of the
newsletter—and didn’t quite make it. Hopefully the seminars will be up
within the next few days. I was contemplating re-writing the newsletter
because of it, but decided that it would take more time than I had. I have
provided a link to the online seminar web-page in the covering email. That
same webpage will provide access to the pay-per-view seminars when they
are ready to go.
Part of the delay is because I am trying to keep the prices low. As I can’t
work out what the web-hosting service is charging me, I am waiting for
a reply to my email. Needless to say, I don’t want to charge viewers less
than I have to pay the web host for each sale. I had hoped to offer credit
card facilities but that proved complicated and expensive so the payment
gateway is through Paypal again. Thank goodness for Paypal. What a
wonderful invention!
Meanwhile, the blurb for Black Widow has been pushed to the June
newsletter as this issue is again too long. In the June newsletter, I’ll also
include dates and places for author talks (in Sydney) as the book is released
on 1 June.
Here are the details of my May seminars:
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Seminars:

Saturday, 9 May 2015: 10am, British Standard Time (7pm, Sydney time)
Society: The Surname Society (Google hang-out)
Topic: Finding ‘distorted’ surname beginnings
Saturday, 16 May 2015: 1pm, Level 2, Bowen Library Building, 669 Anzac Parade, Maroubra NSW 2035
Society: Randwick and District Historical Society
Topic: Why murder is good for us.
Tuesday, 26 May 2015: 7pm, Lane Cove Library, 139a Longueville Road, Lane Cove NSW 2066
Society: Lane Cove Historical Society
Topic: Why murder is good for us.
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Words to the wise: Chronological writing
In a reader review of one of my books, the woman
said that I had an easy-to-read writing style. When
I pondered why she should describe it in such a
way, I realised that one of the reasons is because I
write chronologically. I’m not talking about narrative
structure, but rather about prose on a sentence/
paragraph level.
It’s much easier for a reader to comprehend what
we are saying when the first occurrence is written
first and the second occurrence is written second.
This might sound blindingly obvious, but it’s amazing how many writers breach this simple guideline.
Here are some examples:
Mary fed the cat then went to the shops.
After feeding the cat, Mary went to the shops.
Mary went to the shops after feeding the cat.

The first two examples are chronological, with
the second example sounding more sophisticated.
The third example breaks the chronological rule.
It forces the reader to do a mental zigzag. The
reader’s mind is merrily travelling in one direction,
then it is forced to jump backwards, then forwards
again. When this happens once, the mental jarring
is almost unnoticeable. If it occurs regularly, your
reader will start to feel as if he or she is running a
mental obstacle race. Not good!
After you’ve completed your prose, read it again
to make sure your sentences and paragraphs have
a logical, chronological flow. Sometimes you will
deliberately deviate from this guideline for good
reasons. If it isn’t intentional and necessary, recraft
your prose to make it easier for the reader to
understand in a chronological sense.

Illustrations
Purely by chance, as I was looking for illustrations for one of my
online seminars, I came across some wonderful illustrations of
occupations from our medieval past.
When I am looking for illustrations for PowerPoint seminars,
I start with the Clip Art option in Word (see the image to the
right) and see what it brings up. If I find nothing useful (which
is the norm), I purchase images through the Can Stock website
or search for cartoon images in one of the two cartoon websites for which I have paid subscriptions. In this
instance, when I typed ‘dyer trader’ into Word’s Clip Art search function, a series of picture pairs turned up
including the images shown below. Knowing that a Clip Art search on a different day can bring up different
images (and miss one I hoped to access), I copied them all into a Word file and stored them. No doubt some
will make their way into future newsletters. Ironically, a picture of a dyer was not included.
As it happened, these images were not brought up when I searched Clip Art while writing this article. So I
surfed the net and found them on the BibliOdyssey website (http://bibliodyssey.blogspot.com.au/2008/12/
brothers-in-craft.html). This site included the following images:
- a weaver and hatmaker;
- a bookbinder and organ pipe maker;
- a brewer and cooper;
- a butcher and baker (to the left);
- a candlestick maker and goldsmith;
- a carpenter and stonemason;
- a court messenger and apothecary;
- a gardener and roof repairer;
- a glazer and leather worker;
- a gunsmith and armour maker;
- a metal worker and bell maker;
- a nail smith and cheese merchant (right);
- a sword smith and knife smith; and
- a tailor and textile dyer.
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Publications

History Hints: Sources

At a recent talk, an audience member asked how many
books I had written. I must have sounded like an idiot
when I said that it was a bit complicated and I wasn’t
sure. So let me clarify.
In the History Hints section (next column), I talk about
historical sources; that is, transcriptions, compilations and
authored works. It is critical that researchers understand
the differences between these types of publications
so they can recognise the merits (or otherwise) of the
information contained within them. In Help! Historical
and Genealogical Truth, I discuss the differences between
original sources, derivative sources (which include
indexes, transcriptions and, loosely, compilations) and
authored works. I explore these differences from both a
definition perspective and an accuracy perspective.
In terms of my own output, I have produced:
Transcriptions: six hardback volumes as follows:
- Musters and Lists, NSW and Norfolk Island: 1800-2
- Musters of NSW and Norfolk Island: 1805-6
- General Musters of NSW, NI and VDL.: 1811
- General Muster of NSW: 1814
- General Muster and Land & Stock Muster of NSW: 1822
- General Muster List of NSW: 1823/4/5
Compilation: one CD-ROM
- Convicts to NSW 1788-1812
Authored works:
- Guide books: two. Written in 2002 and to be published
by Unlock the Past this year, they provide information
about the ships and convicts detailed in the Convicts to
NSW CD-ROM listed above. They are not ‘how to research
your ancestors’ books.
Family histories: two
- The Drews of Dromlohan
- Nash: First Fleeters and Founding Families
True-crime thrillers: five (plus another in the pipeline)
- An Irresistible Temptation
- Breaking the Bank
- Captain Thunderbolt and his Lady
- The Peculiar Case of the Electric Constable
- Black Widow (discussed in next newsletter)
‘How to’ books: three (plus one or two more in 2015/16)
- Writing Interesting Family Histories
- Help! Historical and Genealogical Truth (page 5)
- Help! Why can’t I find my ancestor’s surname? (page 6)

Late in 1997, I was at home doing not much at
all when there was a knock on the front door.
It was a man demanding to know where I had
obtained the information about the people
listed as Coal River (Newcastle) residents in the
General Muster of New South Wales for the year
1806, which was included in one of the volumes
I edited in 1989. He also demanded to know why
I hadn’t answered his letters on the subject.
I explained, somewhat impatiently I must admit,
that I no longer worked for the publisher, the
Australian Biographical and Genealogical Record
(ABGR), as it had effectively closed in 1989, and
that I was now at home with young children.
I added that, if he had read the introductory
pages to the volume, he would have seen that it
was a transcription of the original document and
that the source details for the document were
provided in the publication. That being the case,
he could look up the original for himself.
I also added that I really wasn’t up to having
such a conversation as I was ill with whooping
cough. I then proceeded to whoop (if you’ve

In fact, in 2015 alone, I’ll have between five and seven
works published. No wonder I’m struggling to keep a
tally!
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ever heard a whooping cough ‘whoop’ you’ll
know exactly why it has that name) and the man
beat a hasty retreat!
The man’s appearance followed an astonishing
number of letters and phone calls received by
the ABGR in the aftermath of our publication of
the various musters. These people all said pretty
much the same thing and, as a consequence, we
soon reached the conclusion that people didn’t
bother to read the introductory pages even
when they had purchased the publication and
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History Hints: Sources (continued)
had a query about its contents.
(Did you notice how the first sentence of the above
paragraph deliberately deviates from a chronological
structure? The phrase “The man’s appearance”
transitions from the earlier paragraph.)
But there is another conclusion we perhaps
should have reached: that they didn’t understand
the meaning of the word ‘transcription’. Since I
have encountered that particular problem at other
times, this is probably a good opportunity to discuss
the meanings of a number of words that describe
publications that family historians access.
Transcription: A transcription, generally, is a letterfor-letter, word-for-word rendition into a typewritten
or database format of a handwritten (or combined
handwritten and pre-printed) source record. The
layout of the original is not always maintained
because the focus is on functionality rather than
blind repetition, particularly in database renditions.
However, transcribers do not make a choice as to
how they spell a surname. Rather, they attempt to
record it as it was written.
The type of complaints we received in the
aftermath of the publication
of our transcriptions of the
musters were of the nature:
‘My ancestor’s surname was
Byrne but you spelt it Burn!’
(with gnashing of teeth). In
Help! Why can’t I find my
ancestor’s surname?, I discuss
the problems inherent in the
rigid view of surnames held
by many family historians
—not the least of which is the fact that it will limit
their chances of finding their ancestors.
Compilation: The Convicts to NSW 1788-1812
CD-ROM, for example, is a
compilation rather than a
transcription. It includes a
single entry for each individual;
however, these entries draw
their information from a
number of different sources.
My original intention was to provide a transcription
of the convict indents until I realised that a variety of
lists had survived. Some provided different details for
the convicts while others provided different lists of
convicts altogether (suggesting that one or other of
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these pre-transportation lists was obsolete). As such,
it seemed more useful to bring all the information
for the same person together; that is, to produce
a compilation that documented in a single entry
the different pieces of information that had been
recorded for each individual in the various lists.
That being the case, I had to decide which source
would act as the foundation source and, therefore,
would provide the surname under which the person would be listed. Accordingly, the spelling of the
individual’s surname was an arbitrary choice based
upon the spelling listed in the chosen foundation
source rather than a spelling that descendants 200
years later deemed ‘accurate’.
Authored work: This is usually a prose publication
that—in the case of historical works at least—
draws its information from original sources along
with other sources of background material (many
of which are themselves authored works). Some
authored works are valuable additions to the body
of knowledge. Others are little more than works of
fiction.
For example, when I
researched my book about
the bushranger, Captain
Thunderbolt, I discovered
that a single previous book
had launched a thousand
myths about Thunderbolt
and his lover, Mary Ann
Bugg. Annie Rixon’s books
about Thunderbolt, which
she claimed told the true
story, were so riddled with errors that it was easier
to bracket the correct bits than highlight the errors.
In fact, I soon gave up marking them at all after
employing one of the strategies I discuss in Help!
Historical and Genealogical Truth, which is to ‘assess
the likely veracity of unverifiable information by
determining the veracity of verifiable information in
the same source’. In other words, if the known or
verifiable information is rubbish, then assume that
the unknown or unverifiable information is rubbish
as well. Do not cherry-pick!
Summary: It is important that family historians
understand the distinctions between these types of
publications in order to correctly assess their likely
reliability. They are discussed in more detail in Help!
Historical and Genealogical Truth.
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Help! Historical and Genealogical Truth: Review
The following review was published in The Ancestral
Searcher, the journal of the Heraldry and Genealogy
Society of Canberra (HAGSOC) and was written by a
member, Eleanor Vardanega. It is such an intelligent,
articulate and comprehensive review—a ‘what more
needs to be said’ review— that, for this and another
reason, I asked for permission to include it in the
newsletter. The other reason is that Eleanor had a
brilliant suggestion, one that I decided to act upon.

Review: Carol Baxter has been engaged in family
history research and writing since a teenager.
She worked extensively in colonial document
interpretation, editing and transcription before
establishing her own successful business as the
‘History Detective’. Her career now
is as professional writer, author
of true crime thrillers and family
history how-to books, conducting
seminars along with a very useful
and informative web site.
The purpose of this book is to
assist family historians to develop
skills in accurately interpreting
the information that they have
collected about their ancestors.
Many people spend considerable
time and money gathering
information, so it makes sense you
would want to be confident that
this information actually relates to
the correct (usually your) family and the conclusions
that are drawn are accurate and defensible. This
book provides a rigorous and systematic approach
to getting at the truth.
As set out in the book, this process of getting at the
truth is divided into principles—the foundations of
evidence analysis, and practices—typical strategies
which may be used to put the principles into practice
aided by the use of conflict resolution skills. These
strategies are illustrated through a series of case
studies involving family identity, family lore and how
misinformation can take on a life of its own. The case
studies are drawn from her records and research
pertaining to the Nash, Drew and Douglas families;
the Bank of Australia robbery and her extensive
work on Fred Ward, later known as the bushranger
Captain Thunderbolt.
The book is divided into 27 short chapters, plus a
Summary Check List, Endnotes and a Bibliography.
The principles’ chapters comprise about half of the
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book, with the practices occupying the other half.
The principles’ chapters cover the key concepts;
the nature of their systematic application and the
reliability of various types of evidence, including
family stories. The diagrams illustrate and emphasise
the key points of several important concepts
including the Genealogical Proof Standard (GPS) on
page 15 and Evidence Analysis Models (pages 39, 52
and 63).
The diagrams and the case studies worked well
as they helped me to understand the theoretical
concepts such as the GPS particularly in the first half
of the book. Some of the diagrams would be useful
in a larger format. I could see them being used as a
handy A4 cheat sheet to remind researchers to apply
ongoing checks to the robustness
of their genealogical journey and
the accompanying paperwork.
In terms of the practices,
each chapter illustrates typical
complications of evidence and
an appropriate practical strategy
to deal with it. For example, the
author refers to Ockham’s Razor
(p.73) in the context of developing
theories to explain inconsistencies,
glitches and oddities in family
history records. Basically, this
means among competing theories,
first go for simplicity. By way of
simple explanations of record
oddities, people may make mistakes because
they are tired or distracted, or have protected a
reputation, or put too much faith in someone else’s
recollections.
Chapter 15 struck me as particularly interesting
coverage of people’s unmovable belief in a certain
historical result or outcome which is virtually
impossible to shift regardless of the weight of
evidence to the contrary. This is clearly an important
theme for the author. We will inevitably encounter
people like this and may need to our own strategies
to deal with it. I have had the experience of a person
demanding that my claims to a certain female
ancestor (an assisted immigrant) cease as he had
claimed her first. My impression was that he had a
strong ongoing belief that his ancestor was a free
settler. The only alternative ancestor was a convict
and that this person had never considered a convict
woman as an ancestor and wasn’t planning to start
now.
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Help! Historical and Genealogical Truth: Review (continued)
The two page Summary Check list at the end of the
book is useful for historians at all levels of skill and
experience. I found it a useful device to run over a
recent article that I thought was just about finished.
It really helped the tidy-up pre publication.
As a bookshop shelf browser and buyer, the book
cover would not immediately attract my attention.
However I expect that a lot of Carol’s books are
distributed via other means. Overall, this book is
easy to read, with short chapters broken up with
diagrams and case studies. The case studies are
detailed enough to illustrate the lesson and very
interesting in themselves. Further information on the
Drew, Douglas and Captain Thunderbolt case studies

is available on the author’s website.
When you first start out with family history, you are
pretty keen to accumulate your very own collection
of documents, websites, transcripts and sometimes
new relatives. It is only when you have a critical mass
of stuff are you able to start recognising the gaps,
overlaps and inconsistencies. There are plenty of
books and websites out there to assist people with
the accumulation phase, roadblocks and brick walls.
This book fills an important need around the quality
control of your information, write-up and conclusions,
by providing theoretical principles, practical exercises
and lessons in understanding historical context and
human motivation.

Help! Historical and Genealogical Truth ‘Cheat Sheet’
So ... I produced a laminated cheat sheet. It includes the three main analysis charts published in the Help!
book (pages 39, 52 and 63 for those who have a copy of the book) plus the summary check list at the end. A
link to the ordering page is provided in the covering email.
The usual retail price is $7.50 but it will be available for $5.00 plus $1.50 postage for the month of May.

The Surname Sage: Online Seminars
The best laid plans ... !
As part of my speaker training, the experts talk
about communicating our knowledge in different
ways: live seminars, books, live webinars,
online training webcasts, podcasts, DVDs
and so on. People learn in different ways
and, sometimes, a piece of information
will pass over a person’s head when it is
communicated in one form but will resonate
when it is communicated in another.
It’s hard for me to get ... everywhere ...
and as my knowledge about surnames is
extremely helpful for family historians, and as I need
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to spend the next two years writing my sixth truecrime thriller, I decided to produce a series of online
seminars on surnames. This would mean that the
information is available to anyone anywhere
in the world. A triumph of technology over
distance.
Since I had already written Help! Why
can’t I find my ancestor’s surname? and had
the surname examples at hand, I figured
that it would take me only a couple of
weeks to prepare the PowerPoints, record
the presentations, edit them and load them
onto a payment gateway site.
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The Surname Sage: Online Seminars (con’d)
A friend directed me towards a brilliant recording and editing piece
of software, which, amazingly, is less expensive than it could be. Then
the problems began. Sibilant hisses meant I had to buy a proper
recording microphone—a whopping great thing that dominates my
desk. Then I realised that an online seminar needed a lot more slides
than a live seminar. One of the seminars lasts for 40 minutes and now
has 335 PowerPoint slides. Then I realised that I would need to script
the whole thing so that the presentations didn’t seem like a ramble.
This would also make my speech slower—although, unfortunately,
this also makes it less dynamic.
And then the recording. The first three seminars took six-to-eight
attempts each to record because of errors in my speech or on the
screen or in the movement of the PowerPoint slides, or a cursor on
the screen, or a message popping onto the screen from my computer
(which I didn’t see until the editing process).

Eventually, for that 335-slide presentation, I spoke all the lines twice
so I could delete any problems. It took 2 hours to record and nine
hours to edit. Ultimately, it has taken nearly two months to prepare
and record four presentations ... so much for my plans to write another
‘how to’ book!
So here are the ‘Surname Studies’ seminars in the series I have
called ‘Seminars from my Study’. A link to the online seminar webpage
is included in the covering email.
Free:
1. Finding meaningfulness in surnames sounds
Pay-per-view that is coming in the next week (hopefully):

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

2. Surnames as sounds: Consonants
3. Surname beginnings
4. Mc surnames
Coming in the next few months:
5. Surnames overview

Thanks again to Stephen Kent Ehat 6. Surnames as sounds: vowels
7. Silent letters
for proofing the newsletter.
8. Surnames analysis
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