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   “The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.”  
 

 “The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.” These opening words of L.P. Hartley’s 

The Go-Between (1953) truly capture the vast gulf that separates us from our ancestors. One of the great 

challenges for all writers is to recognize our past is not so much another country, but another world. The 

decades that separate us mean that most people living today have no firsthand knowledge of the world 

prior to 1950.  For many modern readers, our ancestors acted and spoke in ways we would now consider 

alien. For example, for our ancestors, “going to the Poorhouse” or being “sold down the river,” were not 

just metaphors. To capture a sense of a bygone era, writers need to take full advantage of rich historical 

reference material available, now online, to ensure that historical scenes, dates, facts, and figures are 

accurate.                                           

 

Whether you are writing an autobiography, a family history, historical novel, a biography, a mystery, 

juvenile fiction, or romance, accurate historical details are important and can bring the past vividly to life. 

As writers we are taught to write about what we know, but setting a book in the past means we need to go 

beyond our personal experience. Our readers have to enter the minds of men and women long gone.  

Somehow we must convey their vanished world, the inhabitants, their streets, the noise, and the smells of 

a bygone era. Good writing transports us to the past, but what is crucial is to convince the modern reader, 

that the work is historically accurate. History for Writers is a brief summary of proven resources now 

available which will put you in touch with documents, photos, and information to bring history alive. 

       

Finding the Past, resources for writers       
 

Online historical resources available to writers; the more we know about a time period, and the more 

familiar we become with a locale, the easier it can be to write about it. The following are some of the 

online research tools for writers and suggestions to improve historical accuracy. Specialties and areas of 

concentration are noted, along with whether these resources are free, charge a fee, or are subscription 

base. 

 

Library of Congress photographic and picture collections https://www.loc.gov/ 

 
Unique in their scope and richness, the picture collections number more than 15 million images. These 

include photographs, historical prints, posters, cartoons, documentary drawings, fine prints, and 

architectural and engineering designs.  All LOC material is free.                     
            

Library of Congress Chronicling America Historic Newspapers 1789 -1925:  It is often said 

newspapers are the first draft of history and here they are http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/  in one 

of the largest collections of free digitalized newspapers in the world. All digital LOC newspapers are free.  

 

The Brooklyn Public Library:  The Brooklyn Daily Eagle is digitalized 

https://bklyn.newspapers.com/. Here you can find people and events in a complete run of this wonderful 

paper from 1841 -1955. The Brooklyn Daily Eagle is free. 

 

 

https://www.loc.gov/
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/
https://bklyn.newspapers.com/
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National Archives and Records Administration https://www.archives.gov/: 
The National Archives holdings date back to 1775. They capture the sweep of the past: slave manifests 

and the captured German records and the Japanese surrender documents from World War II; journals of 

polar expeditions and photographs of Dust Bowl farmers; Indian treaties making transitory promises; and 

a richly bound document bearing the bold signature "Bonaparte" - the Louisiana Purchase Treaty that 

doubled the territory of the young republic. All NARA online documents are free. 

                               

British Library online collections https://www.bl.uk/subjects:   

Writing about The Magna Carta, J.S. Bach’s score for The Well-Tempered Clavier or the 

birthday invitation penned by a Roman women living near Hadrian’s Wall? They are all at the 

BL and all free.          

 
Ancestry.com https://www.ancestry.com/: 
Need to find your family, someone else or someone famous?  Try Ancestry.com which has the largest 

collection of US census records (1790 -1940) available. Ancestry international has worldwide documents.  

This is a pay service. However both are available free at most local libraries or LDS Family History 

Centers. Below are five examples of what you can find.  

 
Five Tips: 

 

1. Anachronism is derived from the Greek word anachronous, which means “against time.”                          

Therefore, an anachronism is an error of chronology or timeline in a literary piece. In other words, 

anything that is out of time and out of place is an anachronism.  The most famous anachronism comes 

from Act 2, Scene 1 of William Shakespeare’s play Julius Caesar: Brutus: “Peace! Count the clock.” 

Cassius: “The clock has stricken three.” A popular variation of the anachronism is the counterfactual of 

the ‘What if?” variety.  For example Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle where Germany and 

Japan win the war 

 

2. Dialogue can be tricky in a historical novel, best not to write noir dialogue for characters solving crime 

in Rome of 70 CE, unless you’re Lyndsey Davis. If a scene is set in Roman or medieval times, after all, 

one is hardly going to put the dialogue in Latin, Anglo-Saxon or Norman French. 

 
3. Nostalgia, “Oh call back yesterday …” Shakespeare Richard II, 3.2.   Nostalgia is associated with a 

wistful yearning for the past, its personalities, and events, especially the "good old days" or a "warm 

childhood.” Many writers avoid nostalgia for a past nostalgically enjoyed is rarely taken seriously.  

However in the hands of a capable writer like Connie Willis’s in To Say Nothing of the Dog  

 

4. Location or where are we? Have a specific date for your story; readers expect within an appropriate 

time scheme, that events be located with accuracy and precision. For help try the Library of Congress 

online map collection https://www.loc.gov/maps/collections/  LOC maps are free. 

 

 5. Food and Drink, grab the reader’s attention. Details are important and authors need to carefully 

research food and drink lest they wrench “time out of joint.” William Shakespeare 1564 -1616 never 

drank a Mocha Frappuccino, in fact he wrote all his plays and sonnets with no coffee or tea, yikes! 

Accuracy counts; the first coffee house opened in London in 1653 and tea shop about 1660. 

https://www.archives.gov/
https://www.bl.uk/subjects
https://www.ancestry.com/
https://www.loc.gov/maps/collections/

