


Session overview

Week 5 – Using Real Genealogy in Fiction

• Review previous task

• Choosing the right records for the story
• Balancing fact and fiction
• Past or present reveal?
• Being creative with the records
• DNA
• Assignment: write a scene where your protagonist uses a 

genealogical record to push the case forward





Using dialogue…
Chapter One

8th September 1900, Galveston City, Galveston Island, Texas, USA

The city of  Galveston sat serenely under a brilliant and clear September sky. Known as the Wall Street of  the South, this wealthy city was a bustling hive of  activity. In direct contrast to the 

sleepy bayous on Texas’s opposite southern shore, each of  the port’s wharves [how many?] were heaving. Fishermen along the piers hauled in their nets for the final time of  the day, as 

long lines of  dock-workers emptied the last bales of  cotton[is this right?] from horse-drawn trolleys onto the awaiting steamships. A few streets behind the port, along this twenty-seven-

mile spit of  land, well-dressed Victorians strolled the city’s lively centre, conversations blending with the calls of  street vendors and the distant hum of  passing trolleys and carts.

On the opposite side of  the island, past several neat blocks of  elegant and smart homes, was a narrow strip of  sandy beach which faced the vast, open Gulf  of  Mexico. Despite being just 

under three miles from the busy port on the north of  the island, the beach on the south was tranquil, with only a murmur of  a sea breeze wafting over the balconies of  the beach-front 

properties. One building, standing alone on the shore was St Mary’s Orphanage, a three-storey wooden structure that housed ninety-three of  the city’s abandoned children. Standing on 

the balcony of  the second floor was sixteen-year-old Ernest Gorton. As he tried to do for a short moment each day, Ernest tucked himself  out of  sight of  the main dormitory, 

giving himself  a view of  the wide ocean. The sea was calm with foamy waves gently unrolling on the sandy beach just thirty yards from the orphanage. Ernest was tall and 

broad for his age. His clothes--grey trousers, a dirty white shirt—were tight on him, but, as the eldest boy here there was nobody else to pass clothes down to him and the 

nuns [is that how they would be described?] had made it quite clear that because his time at the orphanage would soon be ending, there would be no new clothes for him. 

His dark brown eyes scanned the horizon for any ships inbound to the island but there was nothing but the wide open sea.

        ‘Ernest!’ came a sharp voice from inside the dormitory. He recognised the French bark instantly and turned to see Mother Gabriel standing with her hands on her 

hips [need outfit description] glaring at him. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’

        Ernest looked at the floor, which he should be sweeping right now. ‘Sorry, Mother [correct?],’ he said.

        ‘You think because you are leaving us soon you don’t have to bother with your chores? Is this it?’ she demanded, anger boiling up inside of  her. She was sick and tired 

of  telling him. It wasn’t the fault of  the nuns at the orphanage. No, she was certain that the cause of  his wickedness was firmly rooted in the wayward parents who had 

abandoned him at the orphanage gates as a tiny infant.

        ‘No, it isn’t that,’ Ernest answered. ‘I was just-’

        ‘It’s just what? You are lazy? Or you want to get away from this island?’ she interjected, knowing that he held both of  those feelings.
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Mother Gabriel couldn’t contain her anger towards the boy. [etc, showing all interactions and dialogue from her perspective]



‘Violet,’ the woman introduced, extending her black-gloved hand to meet Elsie’s. ‘Violet 

Christmas. Absurd name—you don’t need to say.’

‘I think it’s a lovely name,’ Elsie said with a grin. ‘I’m Elsie—Elsie Danby…’ She faltered at her 

error. ‘Elsie Finch,’ she corrected, her face hot with a wash of embarrassment and shame at 

forgetting.

Violet nodded her head in understanding. ‘Like that, is it?’

‘My husband—Laurie—he’s missing in action. Lost at Dunkirk.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Violet said. ‘And now you want to do your bit for your country?’

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ Elsie mumbled. She looked up and met Violet’s dark, almond eyes. ‘Actually, 

no. I’m doing it entirely for selfish reasons: I’m dying a terrible death of boredom at home and I can’t 

stand it for a moment longer.’

Violet laughed another of  her throaty laughs. ‘Well, good for you, Elsie Finch. Perhaps it’s wise, 

though, to keep that little admission quiet when you get inside.’

‘Oh, don’t you worry, it’ll be King, country and Empire when I get in there. Plus a heavy dose of 

this’ – she fluttered her eyelashes—‘and maybe even a bit of  this’ – she puffed her chest into the air 

like a boastful pigeon.

‘Elsie Finch, I rather like you,’ Violet declared. ‘Smoke?’

‘Absolutely,’ Elsie said, taking the proffered cigarette.

At last, the queue began to move and, embracing the comfort of  the cigarette between her lips, 

Elsie began to relax again. ‘What about you?’ she enquired. ‘Are you married?’

‘God, no,’ Violet answered flatly. ‘Never. The very idea of  one man for all of  eternity doesn’t bear 

thinking about.’

A slight movement in the queue and the horn beep from an appreciative man in an Austin Seven 

placed a chasm in the conversation until Violet asked, ‘Are you local?’ 

‘Sussex, middle of  nowhere. You?’

‘Surrey, middle of  nowhere.’



Choosing the right records
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Choosing the right records



An account of the admeasurement of the parish 
of Aldington in the county of Kent giving an account
of the quantity of land in the occupation of each person
whose names are hereafter attested where the plough and
scythe goes also including woods and ?? Be the same more
or less as take in the respective months of March, April
& May in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred
and twenty four by me
William Stiles



Choosing the right records





Choosing the right records

Think outside 
the Genealogy 
Box!





Balancing Fact & Fiction
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Balancing Fact & Fiction

If a real record exists 
that most genealogists 
would know about & 
would help to solve 
your mystery – you 
have to use it!



Cliffhanger!
‘Yes,’ she agreed, glancing down at whatever she had removed from the wall. ‘But you’ve stuck this up, 

which says that Alexander died between 1941 and 1945.’

‘What?’ Morton replied, reaching out for whatever was in her hand. She passed it over. It was the 

indexes for deaths overseas. Morton laughed. ‘No, this is Alexandria,’ he explained. ‘She was his mother—’ 

he stopped talking when he saw what she had seen.

GRO Consular Death indices (1849 – 1965)

First names: Alexander

Sex: Male

Last Name: Emmett

Death year: 1944

Birth year: 1927

Type: Consular / Overseas

Country: Egypt

Place: Port Said

Page: 121

Age: 16

How had he missed that? He had missed it because he had been searching for Alexandria’s death and, 

once found, he had printed the reference page from the indexes but not actually looked closely at it. It could, 

of course, pertain to somebody else, but what really were the chances? 

If, as he strongly suspected, Alexander Emmett had died in 1944, then who on earth was the real 

identity of the man he had been researching?

‘Is that not him, then?’ Juliette questioned.

Morton nodded slowly. ‘I need to order the certificate to be sure, but…yes, I think it is.’

‘So,’ Juliette began, gazing to the ceiling to clarify her thoughts, ‘the guy pretending to be Maurice 

Duggan was actually also pretending to be Alexander Emmett. That right?’

‘It looks that way.’

‘So, who was he, really, then?’ she asked.

Morton shrugged. He had no words.



DNA

• Not applicable to all stories

• If using it, stick to the real world

• Can be used to extend / complicate 
the mystery



DNA
He was about to log out from the site but thought that he 

would quickly check his own matches. Vanessa Briggs was 

there, now his second closest match. But above her, with a 

startling 2,220 centiMorgans of  shared DNA, was another 

new match, listed under the name LZ025 with the email 

address of  lazarus84101@gmail.com.

Morton was stunned.

Scrambling quickly to the DNA painter website, Morton 

entered the astoundingly high figure of  2,220 centiMorgans 

into the Shared cM Project tool.

Three options were returned: Lazarus was either Morton’s 

grandparent, grandchild or half-sibling.

He was bewildered. What the hell was going on?



Genealogical Records



Genealogical Records





The Galveston Storm – Records

• Use DNA (probably start with Ancestry then other companies, buying me revelation time!)
• Use variety of the big genealogy companies for the basics (likely immigration records from 

Germany to the U.S., vital records & census documents)











Exercise



Exercise

Can you think of any other records / 
documents which might not be 
immediately obvious but could be used 
in this story?

Where would you have Morton start his 
research? [assuming he can’t visit 
Texas]

Would you use DNA? 

Could you bring in photograph 
analysis?

• Would get Morton to start at the very 
beginning – check the basic facts first (also 
helps the reader to trust that I’m not 
holding something back!)

• Get Morton to research the Galveston Storm 
(for the reader’s benefit)

• Get the client (Ernest Gorton’s great-
granddaughter) to take an Ancestry DNA 
test (link to Germany)

• Definitely use real newspapers / census / 
vital records 

• Need to think about how my baddie gets 
found out!



Assignment
Part 1: Make a list of all potential genealogical records which could help your genealogist to solve 

the mystery

Part 2: Write a scene where we see your main character using a genealogical record to help push 

the case on

• Try and read some fellow students work and offer constructive criticism

• Name your document your name week 5

• Upload by Sunday if possible
Things to consider:

• Remember your work from the previous 
weeks regarding setting, character & 
dialogue

• Remember that some readers will not be 
familiar with the records you refer to

• Can you make this an ‘aha!’ moment or a 
cliffhanger for your story?





Any questions?
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