


Session overview

Week 3 – The Art of Setting: Bringing the Past to Life

• Review of last week’s assignment

• Building the plot through character development

• Exploring historical settings & modern day settings

• Creating vivid and immersive descriptions

• Assignment: write the opening scene to parts of your story



Examples of compelling 

characters…



The Great Galveston Storm

Cast of lead characters:

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



The Great Galveston Storm

Cast of lead characters:

Past narrative:
• Teenager / orphan male - ‘good’

Ernest Gorton
• Age 17
• Difficult childhood in the orphanage. 

Despite this, he is a kind and good-
natured boy who looks after the other 
children in the home.

• Works for Henri Mantzel, a fisherman
• Saved from killer and storm by 

mysterious woman Empathy: Reader empathises with his being an 
orphan and with the difficulties of growing up in 
the orphanage. Empathy also comes from having 
his locket stolen. With him on his quest for the 
truth about the locket and his heritage. 

Mystery: Unknown birth parents. 
Abandoned at the Galveston Orphan’s Home 
as a baby. Left with a locket, which is stolen 
just before the storm.



Change of location?



Change of location?





The Great Galveston Storm

Cast of lead characters:

Past narrative:
• Teenager / female trapped outside the city

Clara Mantzel
• Age 17
• Born Galveston Island, Texas. Parents 

born in Germany
• Father a kind-hearted but hard-working 

fisherman (could be useful to the story 
later – i.e. use of his boat / proximity to 
the sea) Ernest works for him.

• Clara in love with Ernest
• Helps out at home but wants more 

from life

Mystery: Discovers something outside of the 
city about Ernest’s birth / the locket. Can she 
get back in time to help him / warn him if 
he’s in danger?

Empathy: Reader empathises with her kind 
nature and desire to help Ernest. Also with 
her wish to do something with her life.



The Great Galveston Storm

Cast of lead characters:

Past narrative:
• Bad man – murderer / trying to find the locket 

(antagonist)

‘He’
• Age 40
• Mysterious. 
• Kills someone thinking that they are 

Ernest. Realises just as storm 
approaches island.

• Eventually steals Ernest’s locket
• Trapped on the island by the storm
• Later transpires that the locket isn’t 

particularly valuable but its connection 
to Ernest and his bio family is why it 
was stolen

Mystery: Who is he? And why does he want 
the locket so badly?

Empathy: Not needed – antagonist. Want 
the reader to dislike him (although, as the 
writer I need to know why he’s ‘bad’!)



The Great Galveston Storm

Cast of lead characters:

Past narrative:
• Detective – ‘good’. Trying to solve crime

William Apple / Charles Buck / August 
Hoffman / Joe Homburg / Barney Gardner 
/ Wilson Glass
• Age 45
• Born and bred on Galveston Island. 

Comes from cotton farming stock
• Recently widowed. Struggling to look 

after young child & gets help from 
mysterious woman who saves Ernest

Empathy: Reader empathises with his being a 
widow and having young child(ren). Also with his 
kindly nature and desire to solve the crimes 
despite having no time

Mystery: Trying to solve the murder in the 
midst of helping storm victims / look after his 
child(ren)



The Great Galveston Storm

Present day narrative:
• Melissa Gorton – great-grandchild of Ernest Gorton (the 

orphan)

• [Probably won’t be a narrative lead]
• Age 28
• Interested in family history – heard about 

her great-grandfather’s story
• Takes DNA test to help work out her 

heritage 
• Goes to Morton Farrier for help



Character names

• Try and use a distinctive name (it doesn’t need to be Mr Pumblechook 
or Martin Chuzzlewit!)

• Three names which did exactly that: Morven MacAlpine, Boyd Rivers 
and Elberly Ellis.

• Avoid similar sounding names

• Be aware of using same name senior / junior 

• Be aware of using difficult to read names

• Historic names – get them from contemporary records



Genealogical 
Crime 

Mystery

Plot

Character Research



Historical Settings



Historical Settings – external conflict?



Wickford Hollow, Fordshire



Historical Settings

Whichever time period you 
set your story, you need…

RESEARCH!



Historical Settings - Research



Historical Settings

Time period: 1820s
Location: Hastings, Sussex, England
External conflict: a dispute between 1000 residents of the America Ground and the Crown.





Historical Settings

www.oldbaileyonline.org/



Historical Settings – getting the balance

Character & story Historical detail



Chapter Four

3rd February 1827, The Priory Ground, outside Hastings, Sussex

The Priory Ground, outside Hastings: four acres of  land, close to the abandoned 

Priory of  the Augustinian order of  Black Canons; donated by the sea and 

bestowed upon the town by a series of  devastating storms in the thirteenth 

century, it lay dormant and desolate for four hundred years. Gradually, led by a 

group of  rope-makers, this land was sliced into small parcels, upon which sprang 

a variety of  homes and business concerns. Begrimed ramshackle wooden huts sat 

incongruously beside substantial buildings of  stone and timber. By the mid-1820s, 

a complete community of  close to two hundred properties had arisen, with more 

than a thousand people calling the Priory Ground their home: carpenters and 

cabinet-makers dwelt alongside mast-makers, millers and mariners; ostlers and 

brewers made neighbours among coachmen, labourers and butchers; tax 

collectors inhabited the same forsaken walkways and darkened alleys as those 

whose very existence there was to defy any kind of  official duty. It was an unruly, 

raucous mixture of  town and village, where a stranger might lose anything from 

his handkerchief  to his life.

It was to this nefarious spot in Southern England that there came, four 

Michaelmases ago, the Lovekin family: Joseph, his wife Eliza and their children, 

Harriet, Keziah and Ann. 



Historical Settings

Chapter Three

22nd October 1919, Stratford, London

An autumnal wind blew over the narrow cobblestone streets of  Stratford in London’s East End, swirling a 

melancholic symphony between the rows of  cramped terraced houses. Coal fire smoke, rising from the twin 

chimneys of  almost every home churned out into the slate-grey sky, melding with the metallic stench from the 

factory on the street corner. The red-brick houses on Angel Lane, like most in the neighbourhood, were tired and 

tatty. The windows of  many were cracked, others were begrimed in the layers of  local industrial output. The air 

inside number ninety-seven Angel Lane was no warmer or cleaner than the outside. A cold draft breathed through 

the house, flickering the gas lamp in the parlour. The room was sparsely furnished with just three wooden chairs, a 

sideboard and the open fireplace, above which ran a mantelpiece with a carriage clock and the sepia photograph of  

Herbert Partridge, standing proudly in his London Regiment uniform.

Kneeling just in front of  the fire, on a worn rag-rug was nineteen-year-old Nellie Partridge.



Using senses

• Sight: Describe the physical world. What kind of buildings, clothing, or landscapes are present?

• Example: The cobblestone streets glistened with rain, the gas lamps casting flickering shadows against the soot-covered brick 
walls.

• Sound: What were the sounds of the period? Street vendors calling out, the clatter of horse-drawn carriages, or the ticking of a 
grandfather clock?

• Example: A carriage clattered past, the driver’s voice sharp as he barked commands at the restless horses.

• Smell: Smells can evoke a strong sense of place and time. The scent of wood smoke, perfume, or a dirty city street can instantly 
transport readers to the past.

• Example: The faint smell of coal smoke hung in the air, mingling with the sharper scent of wet leather from the man’s boots.

• Touch: What textures are present? How does fabric feel, or the roughness of tools and materials?

• Example: Her fingers brushed the velvet curtains, the thick fabric cool and heavy against her skin.

• Taste: What food or drink is consumed in the period? Describing a meal or beverage can help ground readers in the time period.

• Example: The bitter tang of the strong ale lingered on his tongue as he set the clay mug back on the table.



Based on what you know about this story, 
where would you start the past narrative?

Would you use an omniscient narrator to set 
the scene or jump straight into a character’s 
perspective?

What kinds of historical information would 
you include? 

Which of the senses would you use to help 
describe the scene?

Exercise - The Galveston Storm



The Galveston Storm – historical setting

Based on what you know about this story, where 
would you start the past narrative?

Would you use an omniscient narrator to set the 
scene or jump straight into a character’s 
perspective?

What kinds of historical information would you 
include? 

Which of the senses would you use to help 
describe the scene?

• Use an omniscient narrator to introduce the past 
narrative – one or two paragraphs to set the scene

• Describe Galveston Island, perhaps its size and 
location. Include the weather – good to contrast 
what is to come.

• Describe some of the key sounds and visuals, 
focusing on an area which will be relevant to the 
story, i.e. the wharf / seafront.

• Then ’zoom’ into the life of one of my main 
characters (house / work / wherever they are) and 
describe that setting

• Then get on with the story!



The Galveston Storm – potential opening

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.



Historical Settings – getting the balance

Past Present





Present Day setting

The Deserter’s Tale

The Sterling Affair



Exercise

• Start to think about the opening chapter with your genealogist 

character

• First, jot down some general ideas about what you will include 

in this chapter (how are we introduced to the case?)

• How much description will you include about the setting? Are 

you going to give information about the town / street / house 

at the start or drip feed it to the reader?

• Is this a real place or fictional?

• Will you use an omniscient 3rd person narrator or go straight in 

with your character?

• Remember: the story is the priority – hook the reader into 

your mystery ASAP!



Final thoughts… To date or not to date?



Assignment
To write the opening scene to parts of your story. 

• Part 1: Write the opening scene to your past narrative using as accurate description as you can (research!)

• Use omniscient 3rd person narrator if your setting or time period is likely to be unknown or obscure to the reader

• Don’t include dialogue at this stage

• Part 2: Write the opening scene to your present day narrative where you introduce your main genealogist character

• Decide how you will show the reader the location and how you will introduce the case (you don’t need to actually write this, yet)

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

• Name your document your name week3

• Upload by Sunday if possible

Points to consider:
• What is the structure of your story going to look like? 

(switching between past / present or different?)
• Will you use an omniscient 3rd person narrator in both time 

periods to introduce the setting?
• Try to strike the balance between setting the scene and over-

loading the reader with unnecessary detail!





Any questions?
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