


















Session overview
Week 2 – Crafting Compelling Characters
• Review last week’s assignment
• Creating relatable protagonists / antagonists
• Genealogist as Protagonist
• Developing character back stories
• Assignment: writing sketches for your main characters



Genealogical crime mystery 
outlines…



The Great Galveston Storm story 
– next steps…

• Create a dedicated file for the 
story
• Look at reliable sources online
• Read as many factual books as I 

could
• Biographies / oral history crucial
• Visit locations if possible
• Don’t discard anything yet!



Research!



Research!



Research steps



Research steps



Research steps
On the morning of Sunday, September 9, some bodies were 
buried where they were found in unmarked graves. Others 
were brought by wagons to various cotton warehouses on 
the Strand, which were used as temporary morgues. There 
people attempted to identify the bodies.

The following day, over 700 bodies were loaded onto barges 
where they were taken out to sea, weighted, and dropped 
overboard. The bodies eventually washed back on the beach.

By Tuesday afternoon, September 11, with the number of 
bodies growing astronomically, the Central Relief Committee 
decided to burn them in funeral pyres with the wreckage. All 
attempts of formal identification ended; however, jewelry 
and other personal items removed from the bodies were 
made available for later identification.



Plotting a genealogical crime 
mystery – Case Study
• 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 during the storm– 
presumed lost.

• We see bodies being loaded onto barges and buried at sea – 
one of these is relevant to the story somehow and washes 
back up on shore – identified by jewelry?

• A child from the orphanage survives the storm – possibly 
saved by a mysterious woman from the women’s home. Child 
watches the storm roll in from the balcony?

• The artefact is of German origin - perhaps the orphan is too, 
but is unaware of their heritage…

• Someone goes missing that night but no sign of the body – 
possibly connected to the person who washed back up on 
shore?

• Is the artefact a piece of jewelry?

• Girl is outside of the city looking for answers to something 
connected to the story – can’t get back to warn the orphan 
because of the storm



Creating relatable protagonists and 
intriguing antagonists



Goodies versus baddies!



Goodies versus baddies!

Bad Good

“Sometimes villains feel self-
doubt; sometimes they feel 
pity. And sometimes the good 
guy tries to turn away from 
doing the right thing…”
Stephen King, On Writing



Goodies versus baddies!

Bad Good



Goodies versus baddies!
Cast of lead characters: (all fictional, but other real 
people are in the story)

Present day narrative:
Morton Farrier – lead character / genealogist

Minor lead:
Phil Garrow – ‘bad’ (antagonist) 

Past narrative:
Samuel Banister – ‘good’ smuggler
Ann Fothergill - ‘good’ vagrant / apothecary / criminal 

Minor lead:
Jonas Blackwood – Bow Street investigator (antagonist)



Goodies versus baddies!
Cast of lead characters: (all fictional, but other 
real people are in the story)

Present day narrative:
Morton Farrier – lead character / genealogist

Minor lead:
Phil Garrow – ‘bad’ (antagonist) 

Past narrative:
Samuel Banister – ‘good’ smuggler
Ann Fothergill - ‘good’ vagrant / apothecary / criminal 

Minor lead:
Jonas Blackwood – Bow Street investigator 
(antagonist)

90% of the story is 
shown from the 
perspectives of Morton 
Farrier, Samuel Banister 
and Ann Fothergill – all 
of them should be liked 
/ empathised with by 
the reader



The Galveston Storm story –
 lead characters

Based on what you know about the Galveston Storm story, 
how many lead characters might you have in the past 
narrative?

What struggles / difficulties do they have that endear them to 
the reader? What mystery do they have in their life that is 
related to the story?

Who would be the antagonist(s)? What might their motivation 
be?

Would you have any other leads in the present day, or just 
your main genealogist character?



The Galveston Storm – lead characters
Based on what you know about this story, how 
many lead characters might you have?

What struggles / difficulties do they have that 
endear them to the reader?

Who are the antagonists?

Will have you have any other leads in the 
present day, or just your main genealogist 
character?

Cast of lead characters:

Present day narrative:
• Morton Farrier – lead character / genealogist (mystery: 

working on an aspect of his own / wife’s own genealogy)

Past narrative:
• Teenager / orphan male - ‘good’ (mystery: birth parents / 

circumstances of birth)
• Teenager / female trapped outside the city (mystery: what 

was she doing / trying to find out outside of the city?)
• Detective – ‘good’. Trying to solve crime (mystery: trying to 

solve a murder / unidentified body / stolen artefact)
• Bad man – murderer / trying to find the artefact / jewelry 

(main antagonist) (mystery: what’s his motivation? How 
does he know about the artefact?)



Using real people…





Genealogist as Protagonist
Jayne Sinclair – female, 40s, former 
detective, British, genealogist

Jefferson Tayte – male, American, 
professional genealogist

Morton Farrier – male, British, 30s-40s 
professional genealogist 

Esme Quentin – female, British, 
genealogist

Anna Ames – female, British, probate 
genealogist

Nigel Barnes – male, British, 
genealogist



Genealogist as Protagonist



Basic elements to consider:
• Hobby genealogist or professional?
• Nationality? (where are cases based?)
• Gender / age / ethnicity
• Domestic situation

Genealogist as Protagonist
More detailed character points:
• Physical description
• Possible city / town / village they live 

– why here?
• Education background
• Interests outside of genealogy
• Significant past relationships
• Temperament
• Internal / external conflicts?
• Political? 



Individual activity
• Start to think about your main genealogist 

character

• Jot down some ideas about them, starting with 
the basics, then move to more detail

• When your character has a choice about an 
aspect of their lives, try and think about why they 
have chosen it? i.e. where they live / hobbies / 
friendships / pets / car / vacations

• Try and make them likeable but well-rounded and 
not perfect. What are their flaws?

• Is there some mystery in their own life? (adopted 
/ unknown parent / missing child?) – you don’t 
need to ‘solve’ this by the end if this story!

• Hobby genealogist or professional?• Nationality? (where are cases based?)• Gender / age / ethnicity• Domestic situation

• Physical description• Possible city / town / village they live – why here?
• Education background• Interests outside of genealogy• Significant past relationships• Temperament
• Internal / external conflicts?• Political? 



Genealogist as Protagonist



Assignment
To write a sketch for your main characters

• Start with your genealogist in the modern day

• Then work your way through your lead characters in the past narrative – use research for the time period to help you

• Include basic information and then elaborate to make them rounded characters. Try and include some conflict and mystery for each of them. 
(Remember that the mysteries in the past narrative need to be wrapped up by the end but not necessarily for your main character in the modern 
day)

• Present it how you like. This could be a report or in note form or subheadings or full sentences

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

• Name your document your name week2

• Upload by Sunday if possible

Things to consider:
• Where do your characters sit on the continuum between 

‘good’ and ‘bad’?
• How will you get readers to like / empathize with your main 

characters? 
• What mystery does each character have to offer the story?
• What internal / external conflicts do your characters have?





Any questions?


