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Aims & Expectations of the course
• Understanding of the genre and key elements
• Get you writing (for pleasure or profit)
• Give you practical writing skills
• Write part of a genealogical crime mystery story
• Fun & enjoyable



Course overview
Week 1: Introduction to Genealogical Crime Mysteries
Week 2: Crafting Compelling Characters
Week 3: The Art of Setting: Bringing the Past to Life
Week 4: Dialogue & Interactions
Week 5: Using Real Genealogy in Fiction
Week 6: Unravelling the Past: Plotting your Mystery
Week 7: Writing your own Genealogical Crime Mystery
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Any tech issues, please email: techsupport@thenovelguys.com 

mailto:techsupport@thenovelguys.com


Session overview
Week 1 - Introduction to Genealogical Crime Mysteries: Setting the 
Scene

• Understanding the genealogical crime mystery genre

• Exploration of key elements of the genre

• Case Study. Small group discussion. Individual writing task

• Assignment: Write a brief outline of a genealogical crime mystery 

story



What is a genealogical crime 
mystery?



Essential components of the 
genre…
• A crime / mystery is involved, usually in the past
• Has to have a significant element of genealogy involved throughout 

the story
• Genealogy / genealogist helps to solve the crime in a significant way 

by the end of the book
• Main protagonist usually a genealogist working in the modern day
• Some level of personal story for the main protagonist
• Sometimes main protagonist(s) in the past narrative (if depicted)
• Sometimes somebody trying to stop the genealogist



Basic plot lines

Former police detective, Jayne Sinclair, now working as a genealogical investigator, is 
commissioned by an adopted American billionaire to discover the identity of his real 
father.

Two hundred years ago a loyalist family fled to England to escape the American War of 
Independence and seemingly vanished into thin air. American genealogist Jefferson 
Tayte is hired to find out what happened.

Esme Quentin is devastated when her sister Elizabeth is assaulted and left unconscious, 
miles from her home. Two days later Esme discovers that Elizabeth has a secret past.



Basic plot lines

When amateur family historian Peter Sefton buys the marriage certificate he sees on display in 
an antiques arcade, little does he realise that it will lead him towards a potentially lucrative 
discovery and a long-forgotten family secret.

Peter Coldrick had no past; that was the conclusion drawn by years of personal and professional 
research. Then he employed the services of one Morton Farrier…

As dawn breaks over London, the body of a young man is discovered in a Notting Hill 
churchyard. The killer has left DCI Grant Foster and his team a grisly, cryptic clue. It's not until 
the clue is handed to Nigel Barnes, a specialist in compiling family trees, that the full message 
becomes spine-chillingly clear…



Common themes
•Adoption
• Illegitimate children
•Fake identity
•Missing person / artifact / treasure
•Concealed criminal activity – often murder
Most genealogical crime mysteries boil down to 
this central theme:
Family secrets & hidden pasts





Central themes - Family secrets & hidden pasts



Central themes - Family secrets & hidden pasts



Central theme

What family history mysteries 
have you come across in your 
research with the theme of 
family secrets / hidden pasts?

• Adoption
• Illegitimate children
• Fake identity
• Missing person / artifact / treasure
• Concealed criminal activity – often 

murder



Finding stories



Plotting a genealogical crime 
mystery – Case Study

• The Great Galveston Storm
• Fourth largest city in Texas in 1900 with 

a population of 37,788.
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Plotting a genealogical crime 
mystery – Case Study

• How would I plot this story?
• Keep it simple and uncomplicated at 

this stage
• You don’t need to know everything!
• Know my ‘story world’ is Galveston, 

Texas, USA in September 1900



Central themes – Family Secrets / Hidden 
Pasts

• Adoption
• Illegitimate children
• Fake identity
• Missing person / artifact / treasure
• Concealed criminal activity – often murder
• (or more than one of the above!)



Individual activity
• Choose one theme and jot down 

some ideas of how this could 
work in the Galveston Storm 
story. Keep it brief and don’t get 
bogged down with detail!
• Then choose a different theme 

and jot down some ideas about 
this could work in the Galveston 
Storm story.
• Can you combine any themes?
• (You won’t be forced to share 

your notes!) 

• Adoption
• Illegitimate children• Fake identity
• Missing person / artifact / treasure
• Concealed criminal activity – often murder
• (or more than one of the above!)



Individual activity
• What would I do?
• A murder. Possibly someone 

killed just before storm hit. 
Body found among the storm 
victims. Detective suspicious.
• A missing person. Someone 

disappears that night
• A valuable artefact that goes 

missing that night – presumed 
lost to the storm

• Adoption
• Illegitimate children• Fake identity
• Missing person / artifact / treasure
• Concealed criminal activity – often murder
• (or more than one of the above!)



Basic plot lines
When esteemed forensic genealogist, Morton Farrier is called upon to investigate what 
happened to a priceless artefact that disappeared on the night of the Great Galveston Storm in 
1900, he is drawn into a world of murder, deception and fake identity…

What’s next?

RESEARCH!



Assignment
To write an outline for your own genealogical crime mystery
• Can be entirely fictional, from your own family history research or something found in the 

archives 
• Expand on your central theme(s). Who was murdered? Why? What was the missing artefact? 

Who faked their identity? Why? 

• Do some basic research on the ‘story world’ that allows you to expand on your central themes.
• Try and read some fellow students work and offer construct criticism

• Name your document your name week1

Things to consider:
• Essential components of the genre
• Central theme (What is the family secret / 

hidden past?)
• Where / when is your story world?









Any questions?




