History Detective
It’s been a busy month! Somehow, I’ve
managed to find myself giving talks for The
Peculiar Case of the Electric Constable (book
four), giving talks and radio interviews for
Black Widow (book five), and trying to get
as much written as possible for book six so
I can spend my time in London next week
doing some research. I was supposed to
be sightseeing with my husband, who has
never been to London before, but when I
have a choice between historical research
or sightseeing, it seems that research wins
hand’s down. I use the excuse that it will
save us money when I will need to return to England next year to finish the
research for the book but the truth is ...
Book six is complicated because the aviators travelled all around the
world and spent time in most if not all of the continents. Accordingly, I
have a huge amount of research and writing to do before I hand over the
manuscript in eighteen months. Realising that I need to scrounge more
time from my calendar, I’ve decided that I will need to cut back on the
newsletter as it takes much of a week for each newsletter. So I will now
produce one every three months. The next one will come out in October,
then there will be a jump to February 2016.
Meanwhile, Black Widow has continued to get great reviews and it even
had a lengthy (and rather sensationalised) write-up on the Daily Mail
online website in the UK. I also had an interview on ABC radio 702 in Sydney
(Robbie Buck’s programme) which was at 6.20am. Ugh! Fortunately, it was
a phone interview and I didn’t have to go in to the studio.
I have more author talks when I return to Australia in August and these
are listed below. I would love to see you there.
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Author talks in Sydney:
18 August, 6.30pm: Merrylands Library, 16 Memorial Ave, Merrylands (9793 7701)
20 August, 6.30pm: Hornsby Library, 28-44 George St, Hornsby (9847 6904)
24 August, 7.00pm: Concord Library, 60 Flavelle St, Concord (9911 6210)
26 August, 6.30pm: Ryde Library, 1 Pope St, Ryde (9952 8352)
29 August, 1.30pm: Society of Australian Genealogists, Sydney (9247 3953)
Other talks
11-13 September: NSW and ACT AFHS Conference, Port Macquarie (on the topic of NSW musters)
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History Hints: Errors in Authored Works
When I write true-crime thrillers, I inevitably come
across other books and articles on the same subject.
They are almost always riddled with errors. This has
occurred with the books/articles written about my
latest protagonist, Louisa Collins, so I decided to
discuss some of these errors in an article because they
provide a useful big-picture lesson for genealogists.
A recently published book had this to say about
Louisa on page 1: ‘Both her birth certificate and her
certificate of baptism make plain that she was born
Louisa Hall on 11 August 1847 at Belltrees, near
Scone’ [New South Wales].
Any genealogist who is tracing people living in NSW
in the 1800s should immediately notice an error. If
it hasn’t jumped out at you, read the quote again.
The critical words are ‘birth
certificate’ and ‘1847’.
For everyone who hasn’t
undertaken NSW research,
civil registration in NSW
commenced in 1856. This
means that there were no
‘birth certificates’ available
in 1847. Thus, Louisa’s birth
certificate could not ‘make
plain’ (a weird phraseology
in itself as if the author was
trying to hide something)
that Louisa was born on 11
August 1847 at Belltrees
because no such certificate
had ever existed.
In my decades as a
researcher, I’ve frequently
come across this type of
error. I remember once
receiving a letter from
a woman who said that
she’d been researching her
ancestry for twenty years and was a descendant of
my own First Fleet family and that she’d been trying
to find the ‘death certificate’ of a child who died
in NSW in 1789. My immediate thought was: ‘She
has been conducting research for 20 years and she
doesn’t know that civil registration didn’t begin until
1856? Oh dear!’ And ‘oh dear’ proved to be an apt
description of the woman’s research skills.
It is really important that researchers understand
the difference between a civil record of birth,
marriage and death and a church record of
baptism, marriage and burial. They were, of course,
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documented for significantly different reasons. A
birth certificate records a child’s birth for the benefit
of the government while a baptism register records
a child’s baptism for the benefit of the church (and
the child’s ‘salvation’). A baptism entry often records
a child’s birth details but a birth certificate never
records a child’s baptism details.
Some family historians seem to have a cavalier
attitude towards this terminology (unless they actually
don’t understand the difference). Family historians
need to make sure that they use the terminology
correctly otherwise the skilled researchers who
‘hear’ them will immediately judge them to be
ignorant and unskilled and might be reticent about
sharing information with them.
Back to the Louisa Collins
information, you can imagine
what I thought when I was
only eight lines down on page
1 of the book and had found
an error that raised immediate
and serious doubts about the
level of knowledge and skills of
the researcher/author.
Let’s go to the second claim
in that same sentence: that
Louisa’s ‘certificate of baptism’
also ‘made plain’ that she was
born on 11 August 1847 at
Belltrees.
The problem with this
statement isn’t as obvious
as the previous one because
the book doesn’t note which
religion or denomination
performed the ceremony. It
was in fact a Church of England
ceremony. The NSW Anglicans
used a pre-printed pro-forma
register at that time so all baptism entries were
consistent (unless a cleric chose to include additional
information, which wasn’t common). The columns in
the Anglican register were: ‘when baptised’, ‘when
born’, ‘child’s christian names’ (that is, information
relating to the child), then ‘parents’ christian
name(s)’, ‘parent’s surname(s)’, ‘abode’ and ‘quality
or profession’ (that is, information relating to the
parents). At no point did the register ask for details
of the child’s birthplace or the parents’ residence at
the time of the child’s birth. The questions asked of
the parents related to their abode and occupation at
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History Hints (continued)
the time of the baptism.
This is an important distinction that many family
historians fail to recognise. Unless the child was
baptised on or about the day of its birth, or the
parents were living at the same residence when the
previous AND the following children were baptised
(with no evidence that they had moved elsewhere
in the interim), or there are other primary sources
of information that allows us to determine the
parents’ residence at the time of the child’s birth
(or immediately before AND after the child’s birth),
then these Anglican baptism entries cannot be used
to state where the child was born. They merely show
where the child’s parents were living when the child
was baptised. And don’t forget that the family’s
home might not have been the baby’s birthplace
anyway. The mother might have stayed with friends
or relatives for her confinement.
So what did Louisa’s baptism entry actually record.
It noted that she was born on 11 August 1847 and
baptised on 7 November 1847—that is, three months
after her birth—and that her parents’ abode at the
time of her baptism was the ‘Township of Scone’.
Clearly, while her baptism entry ‘made plain’ that
Louisa was born on 11 August 1847, it most certainly
did not ‘make plain’ that she was born at ‘Belltrees’,
which was a property some distance from Scone.
The book itself included source-reference annotations and there was an annotation at the end of
the sentence referring to Louisa’s birth. As you can
probably imagine, I was curious to see what it said.
The endnote listed the source as ‘NSW Registry
of Births, Deaths and Marriages: Louisa Hall, birth
certificate no. V18472606 32A (1847).
When we decode this number (which I discussed
in a newsletter a couple of years ago), we learn that
it refers to Louisa’s baptism entry rather than a nonexistent birth certificate. And, of course, Louisa’s
baptism entry did not list her birthplace—at Belltrees
or anywhere else.
This same book then indicated that Louisa spent
her childhood at Belltrees and proceeded, on page 2,
to describe the property in detail.
But why the reference to Belltrees at all? It turns
out that Louisa’s parents were residing at Belltrees
when her eldest two siblings were baptised two
years and three months before her own birth. This
indicates that Louisa’s parents left Belltrees for the
Township of Scone at some stage between May 1845
and November 1847. This means that there is only a
10% chance that Louisa’s parents were still residing
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at Belltrees when she was born. And if they were still
residing there, they clearly left there within weeks
of her birth as they were living in the Township of
Scone by November 1847. According to the baptism
entries of later children, the family never returned
to Belltrees, indicating that Louisa couldn’t possibly
have grown up there.
So why do people think that Louisa was born at
Belltrees? Because when Louisa was asked to provide
details of her birthplace, she sometimes said that
she was born at ‘Belltrees’ or ‘Belltrees near Scone’.
But on other occasions she said that she was born
at Scone. And her husband sometimes said that she
was born at Belltrees (near Scone) and sometimes at
Scone and sometimes at one of the other properties
that housed the Hall family in later years.
A person cannot recollect their own birth so,
if this information is not documented in a birth
certificate or baptism entry, the person is reliant
upon information communicated by others. We don’t
know whether Louisa’s parents ever specifically said
that she was born at Belltrees or at Scone or whether
her knowledge was based on conjecture because her
parents had talked about being at Belltrees in the
mid-1840s and at Scone soon afterwards.
In Help! Historical and Genealogical Truth, I
talk about the importance of understanding the
difference between direct and indirect evidence. If
Louisa’s birth certificate had existed, it would have
provided direct evidence of her place of birth. But
because Louisa could not remember her own birthplace, the information she provided about her own
birthplace in the birth certificates of her children is
indirect rather than direct evidence. Unfortunately,
we have no direct source of evidence regarding her
birthplace. So the best we can conclude (as I wrote in
Black Widow) is that there is only a 10% chance that
Louisa was born at Belltrees and that, if she was born
there, she lived there for no more than the first few
weeks of her life.
Now, you might be thinking: does this really matter?
Isn’t it just splitting hairs? The thing is, it does matter.
We cannot change the past. It has already happened.
What we can state with absolute certainty is that
Louisa was either born at the Belltrees property or she
was born somewhere else. Each is mutually exclusive.
So what matters is that we do our best to work out
what really happened, and we do so by exhaustive
research and accurate analysis of the evidence.
As you can no doubt appreciate, alarm bells were
ringing in my mind when I read in the book that
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History Hints (continued)
Louisa was born and brought up at Belltrees because
it was at odds with the evidence. It raised questions
not only about the information contained in the book
but about the skills of the author.
Let’s think about the evidence and what it says
about the author.
1. That the author clearly didn’t know that NSW
civil registration began in 1856 and, therefore, that
there were no birth certificates prior to that time.
Of course, no-one knows everything so let’s give
her the benefit of the doubt and allow her this error.
What else does the evidence tell us?
2. That the author referred to two separate sources
(a ‘birth certificate’ and a ‘certificate of baptism’) yet
provided only a single source-reference; and
3. That she stated that the source she referenced
was a ‘birth certificate’ whereas it was actually a
‘baptism entry’.
How easy would it be to make this type of error?
A birth certificate can be obtained from the NSW
Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages as an official
certificate (either as a photocopy of the original or
an official transcription). Alternatively, an unofficial
transcription can be obtained from a transcription
service. Whatever its nature, it will state ‘Birth
Certificate’ somewhere near the top of the document.
Details of a baptism can be obtained from the NSW
Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages in the form
of a transcription of the register entry; alternatively,
a transcription can be obtained from a transcription
service. In each case the word ‘Baptism’ will be noted
somewhere near the top. There is a third option as
well: a researcher may obtain a photocopy of the
actual church register entry which will either state
‘Baptism’ (or words to that effect) at the top or it
will be blindingly obvious that it is a baptism entry
because it refers to the date and place of baptism.
That being the case, if the author had viewed
the source-reference she quoted, she would have
known that it was a baptism entry rather than a birth
certificate. However, let’s give her the benefit of
the doubt again and say that she accidentally typed
‘birth certificate’ instead of ‘baptism entry’ when she
provided the source reference.
Of course, this doesn’t account for the fact that she
referred to two separate sources in the text but only
provided a source-reference for one. But let’s give
her the benefit of the doubt again and say that she
either didn’t understand the distinction between a
‘birth certificate’ and a ‘baptism entry’ or somehow
mixed the phrases together when she produced her
History Detective 3/6 Copyright Carol Baxter 2015

single source-reference.
There is, however, another problem. She stated
in her book that both the birth certificate and the
baptism entry ‘made plain’ that Louisa was born at
Belltrees. But the source-reference she quoted makes
no reference to Belltrees at all.
So, did the author view the source-reference she
quoted but, for some unknown reason, ignored
the information it contained? Or did she obtain her
information about Belltrees from a secondary source,
assume that it came from the source-reference listed
in the Registry’s online index (which appears to refer
to birth certificates but actually includes baptism
entries for the pre-1856 period), and list the sourcereference provided on that website as her reference
without actually viewing the document?
I will leave you to make that judgment for yourself.
*
As historical researchers, we often draw upon the
information contained in authored works, either
because they provide information about our ancestors
themselves or because they provide the historical,
social, political or economic background information
that helps us to understand our ancestors’ lives. If we
are to rely on information contained in an authored
work, we need to be able to feel that we can trust the
author. One of the best ways of assessing an author’s
skills and reliability is to assess the accuracy of the
‘known’ information in their book or article. I discuss
this process in more detail in Help! Historical and
Genealogical Truth.
In the case of the Louisa Collins book, I was only
eight lines down on page 1 when I already had
serious doubts about the author’s skills and historical
integrity.
They say ‘don’t judge a book by its cover’, which
is a wise saying. But we can often reach an accurate
conclusion about a book’s accuracy and the author’s
integrity within the first few pages. First impressions
can be a powerful and surprisingly reliable source
of information but, of course, when assessing an
author’s work don’t just rely on gut instinct. Make
sure that any conclusions you reach are based on an
analysis of the evidence.
One reason we need to be able to determine if an
author’s work is accurate and therefore trustworthy
is because the author will inevitably reach some
big-picture conclusions. If the author’s evidentiary
foundations contain inaccuracies, then these bigpicture conclusions are likely to be as solid and
reliable as quick-sand.
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Serendipitous Stumblings: Online Newspapers
Thank goodness for online newspapers. In 2004, when I began researching Jane New and the colonial sex
scandal at the heart of my first book, An Irresistible Temptation, there were no online newspapers available—well, not that I knew of. Now there are so many that I fear every history book
that deals with events falling within the newspaper era should be re-written.
For example, in the 1960s, an Englishman wrote a book about the male half of
the aviator couple I am writing about for my sixth ‘true-crime’ book. He was able to
interview one of the protagonists, along with others who had a collateral connection
(all long dead now), so he obtained a lot of otherwise undocumented information
that I could never find. However, he did not have access to online newspapers, not
only in the UK, but internationally. He devoted only 4500 words to the aviator’s
record-breaking trip to Australia. Thanks to the most extraordinary information I’ve
found in online Australian newspapers (thank you Trove!) and international ones as well, I have currently
written 30,000 words on the same trip and we haven’t reached Australia yet. My problem is not that I am
struggling to find information. It is deciding how much of the located information should be included or
omitted. I fear that this will be a much longer book than the desired length and will require a lot of effort to
‘Cut! Cut! Cut!’ it down to a more manageable size.
Which brings me to a couple of extremely useful international newpaper/journal sites I’ve stumbled
across. Since they don’t seem to be in Cyndi’s List, I thought I’d include them in my newsletter.
1. RAF pilots and other aviators
Thanks to an email I sent the company that built my aviators’ plane, I learnt about an online digitised journal
published on their museum website. It is the Flight journal, first
published in 1909.
If your ancestors were RAF pilots in WWI or afterwards or were
involved in the British-based aviation industry in the twentieth
century as commercial or hobbyist pilots, or were international
pilots involved in races or record-setting, it is possible that you
will find a reference to them in the journal. The search function
is only simple so it helps to be searching an uncommon surname.
However, if worse comes to worst, you can always look at the
digitised pages one by one for the period of interest. The journal
came out weekly—in the years I was interested in, at least.
I will include a link to the website in my covering email. Otherwise, either google ‘Flight Global’ or go to
<www.flightglobal.com> and click the tab titled ‘Historic’. This brings up the search page for Flight magazine
for the years 1909 to 2005. The journal had a tendency to list men under their initials-plus-surname (eg.
T.S. Smith) rather than given name and surname, and sometimes the OCR did not read the initials correctly,
so keep this in mind when conducting your search. My male aviator was in the RAF and I found useful
information about his promotions and postings and other odds and sods.
2. Asian newspapers
In the pre-WWII period, many parts of Africa, the Middle East and India/Asia were part of the British Empire.
Accordingly, they had large ex-patriate populations who had an interest in keeping abreast of events
occurring in their own English-speaking communities and in the rest of the western (particularly Englishspeaking) world. This means that if your ancestors lived in this type of community in the 1800s/1900s, the
odds are that there will have been an English-language newspaper published. Sometimes copies of these
newspapers can be found—in part or in full—in places like the British Library. Presumably, some of these
countries will also have maintained their own newspaper libraries. Unfortunately, some of the newspapers
have not survived.
My aviators flew from England south-east to North Africa then east to Burma then south-east to Australia.
So I was interested in online newspapers for places along their route or English-language newspapers that
might be found in the British Library (where I will be researching next week before hopping on the Baltic Sea
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Serendipitous Stumblings (continued)
cruise-ship). In my searches, I stumbled across a website with digitised Singapore newspapers.
Singapore is now the wealthiest country my aviators passed through (once they had left Europe) so it’s
not surprising that it has online digitised newspapers and seems to have been the only country to have
invested in this resource. The reports in these newspapers have proved to be a boon for my research,
not only because they provided information about my aviators’ time
in Singapore (a couple of months), but because they also republished
information previously published in other newspapers. For example,
my aviators spent a week in Rangoon after a forced landing there due to
engine trouble, and the Singapore newspapers reprinted articles about
them from the Rangoon Times.
For my aviators, I found information in three newspapers on the website: The Straits Times, The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, and the Malayan Saturday Post.
Again, I will include a link to the website in my covering email.
Otherwise, you can google ‘NewspaperSG’ or type <http://eresources.
nlb.gov.sg/newspapers/> to access the site. After I stumbled across
it the first time, I had trouble finding it again (I had forgotten to note
down the web address—groan!—and had to wrack my brain to remember how I had come across it in the
first place) so it’s worthwhile including the link in the Favourites Box in your browser.
The site owners seem to want readers to pay for copies of pages so I got around this by using my browser’s
print function to print the relevant articles or by using the ‘Print Screen’ option on my keyboard to get a
screen shot, then I loaded it into ‘Paint’ (a programme I have on my machine; I think it’s free) which allowed
me to crop and print the text as desired.
Other Asian English-language newspapers from the colonial period are also available online through ProQuest Historical Newspapers. These include The Times of India and a couple of Chinese newspapers (and
also other newspapers from the United Kingdom and the United States of America).
Those of you with a reading card for the State Library of New South Wales can access these for free via the
library’s website. The web address is <http://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/eresources/>. If you click the tab titled
‘Newspapers’, it will bring up a menu of online resources. You will need to use your library card number to
access these. The various State Library newspaper databases also include The Times (London) digital archive.
One of the most exciting things about conducting historical research in the twenty-first century is that the
digitisation of newspapers is ongoing. Who knows what will come online next. It is all so very exciting, isn’t
it. And, from my perspective, I can write a much better international book because of my ready access to
newspapers from all over the world.

Words to the Wise: Alliterations
When I write, I usually have an online dictionary and
thesaurus open so I can readily find the meaning or
synonyms of a word I am thinking about. Synonyms
are particularly interesting. Sometimes I decide
that I want to produce an alliterative pair—like
‘serendipitous stumblings’. I start with a word for
the adjective (or whatever) and see if I can find an
alliterative word for the noun and if that fails, I try
the other way around, jumping between the two
words and their synonyms until I find something
alliterative and meaningful.
For book six, I was trying to imagine the world’s
newspaper headlines if the aviator(s) had been
forced to ditch in a shark-filled ocean and were
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eaten. I could come up with ‘Ace aviator eaten’ and
‘Feeding frenzy finishes fliers.’ But do you think
I could come up with a ‘p’ word that worked with
‘pilot’. I could get as far as ‘Pilot perishes ...’
I’ve often noticed that a word might have a number
of synonyms that commence with one letter but
have none that commence with a different letter.
Think about the word ‘vicious’. My online thesaurus
brings up ‘violent’, ‘vile’ and ‘villainous’ (which I
found noteworthy because ‘v’ is not a common
word-commencing letter) yet it doesn’t produce any
synonyms commencing with ‘g’.
Ain’t words fascinating.
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History Detective Shop
With so many publications now available, I decided that it would be
a good idea to have a page devoted to them in my newsletter (they
help pay the mortgage!). All of these items are accessible via my
website and postage details (where applicable) are also detailed on
the website.

www.carolbaxter.com

Item

RRP

Web

Help! Historical & Genealogical Truth
Help! Historical Truth “Cheat Sheet”
Two-item package

$22.00
$7.50
$29.50

$20.00
$6.00
$24.00

Help! How do I find my ancestor’s surname?
Help! Surnames “Cheat sheet”
Two-item package

$27.50
$7.50
$35.00

$25.50
$6.00
$29.90

Writing Interesting Family Histories
Two-item pack: WIFH & Help! Historical Truth

$22.00
$44.00

$20.00
$38.00

Genealogical ‘how to’ publications

Online seminars
Surnames as sounds: consonants
Distortions in surname beginnings
‘Mc’ surnames
Meaningfulness

$US 4.99
$US 4.99
$US 4.99
Free

Historical ‘true crime’ thrillers
Black Widow
The Peculiar Case of the Electric Constable
Captain Thunderbolt and his Lady
Breaking the Bank
An Irresistible Temptation

$30.00
$30.00
$33.00
$35.00
$27.00

$27.00
$27.00
$30.00
$32.00
$25.00

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

© Carol Baxter 2015
www.carolbaxter.com
c_baxter@optusnet.com.au
My thanks to Stephen Kent Ehat for proof-reading this newsletter.
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