your family

Opposite An image can convey more than words:
a portrait of Granny Agnes Muir Moir in her thirties;
and Agnes’ granddaughter, writer Hazel Edwards

She has my face!
Children’s writer Hazel Edwards has been entertaining young families for more than
two decades. She also runs popular workshops based on her book, Writing a Non-Boring
Family History. Here, the much-loved author tells how she caught the family history bug

N

ow I’m of an age where I can recognise
patterns of behaviour or faces across at least
three generations, and where others’ grandkids
now resemble friends or family of my youth.
I tried to resist the family history bug, but one
ancestor captured my attention: Agnes Muir Moir,
my paternal grandmother. We’re look-alikes — two
generations apart. I knew nothing about her until
recently, when an antique family photo arrived.
Agnes and I have the same face. Well, close enough.
What’s more intriguing, is that we may share some
character traits. That’s a polite way of indicating
“strong females” or “femmes formidable”, as my
husband says. I’m not sure if that’s a compliment?
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Lists of dates and names are uninteresting to
anyone unrelated. But the motivation of why
someone might have done something, in those
circumstances, is the real mystery of history.
That’s what bugged me about Granny Agnes: the
inconsistencies in her story. She was a widow with seven
children in a Glaswegian slum, yet she travelled to
Russia, Europe, the US and Switzerland. (How do I
know? Read on and I’ll share my clue trail.) Her son
David, my father, read political philosophy and played
the violin. Not a common trait in former slum dwellers.

how did I start writing my family history?
My father David Muir Moir left the Gorbals slums of

Glasgow in 1926, for Australia and adventure,
aged 20, and didn’t return. He never spoke about
his parents. Papers found only after his death
gave a Glasgow address.
As a mystery writer, clues interest me, and here
was a structure of motivations I didn’t have to create,
the personalities were already there, so I just had to
uncover the name clues.
My maiden surname was Muir Moir, not just
Moir, which is what we used on a day-to-day basis.
Only for formal documents did my father use Muir
Moir. Muir was not his middle name, it was part
of his surname so I assumed there must have been
a second marriage somewhere. (I was wrong about
that and a few other guesses.)
As an author I’m conscious of the symbolism of
names. But once I realised the custom of naming
children after the previous generation, or women
keeping their maiden surname as a middle name,
the multiplicity of Alexanders, Agnes, Leos, Davids
and Muir in this family made sense. It was also a
mathematical nightmare to work out the dates of
generations to ensure I didn’t mix up an uncle and
a nephew. Or a father and a grandfather. But I did.
Mix them up, I mean.

Facing Secrets
My Dad’s past was a secret. So it became mine. Since
my father wouldn’t answer questions about his
childhood, I imagined the worst. Disinherited
royalty? A wicked stepmother? Prison? Espionage?
A black sheep pensioned to the colonies? We had no
money, so he couldn’t have been paid to stay away.
Since he spoke with a broad Glaswegian accent,
served porridge with salt and quoted poet Robbie
Burns, it was no secret that he was born in Scotland.
Although he used the Socratic method of asking
questions until I found my own answers, whenever
I got the courage to ask about his past, he’d only
say, “Better here than in the Gorbals.”
My parents had met and married in Melbourne
where he was holidaying after gold prospecting in
the outback for years. Internationally, the Salvation
Army operate a missing persons service, and when
I was five, they tracked my father to our Melbourne
home. Reassured he was alive, they left. When a

Below The Moir family in Glasgow, with parents
Agnes and Alexander, and their seven children.
David, Hazel’s father is on the far right, aged 10

Scottish doll arrived from Aunty Jean for ‘wee
Hazel’, it was the first we knew Dad had a sister.
A believer in equality, he encouraged me to play
sport, read widely, and not be afraid of being
different. But there were no photos of his past.
In 1984, my husband and I went to Europe with
our two children, and had one day in Glasgow devoted
to finding Muir Moir family history clues. I wrote down
everything that happened that day — events, emotions,
conversations — so I wouldn’t forget the details.
Auntie Jean’s name was one clue. And two
addresses from my father’s paperwork: 6 Redan
Street, and Dumcross Road, no number. It was
a shock to discover that Redan Street no longer
existed. Clearance of the Gorbals had wiped out
the entire block. Dumcross turned out to be a long
road, so we decided to try houses with good 

gardens. More chance of an avid gardener noticing
neighbours. “D’you know anyone by the name of…,”
we asked the owner of the best garden.
“Yes. But she died three months ago.”
My heart sank. So close. “But Jean’s daughter
is there,” continued the gardener. “Why don’t
you ask her?”
I walked up the path rehearsing, ‘Hullo. My
name is Hazel. I’m from Australia. My father was
David. I think I’m your cousin.’
I knocked. The woman who opened the door
looked like me. Obviously she got a shock, too.
“My name is Moira,” she said. A definite
family link to Muir Moir.
Cousin Moira arranged for us to meet the clan.
Aunt Nessie (same name as Agnes, but a different
generation), the current matriarch in her seventies,
sat surrounded by family whom she introduced.
“And then there’s Robert who went to Australia.
Have you seen him?”
“No. Australia is quite big.”
They talked of fiery, political activist David as a
beloved, intelligent but erratic 20-year-old who had
gone overseas after a protest “incident” during the
Depression when he’d nearly been arrested. He left to
make his fortune in order to help his family. No money
and misplaced pride stopped him from returning
despite sporadic exchanges of letters with his mother.
As for Cousin Robert? He turned out to live in the
same suburb as me! And he looked and sounded just
like my father. Months later a package of letters in
my father’s copperplate arrived from Scotland,
on the day my son left to backpack around Australia.
A photo of my father at the same age fell out of the
pile. Same body. Same sandy colouring.
Maybe family genes are not secret. They show.
But as a fiction writer I would never use such
coincidences in a story. Serendipity rules reality.

The trail of clues
That was 1984. Why start the search again in 2011?
My husband Garnet subscribed to Ancestry.com.au
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to find the ancestors of his distinctively named
Welsh mother, Mary Jane Jones. He did! (With
help from researcher, Gail Arkins.) And found his
Uncle Garnet among the WWI military records.
Inspired, I started my “Granny Agnes” project,
to distinguish her from the other Agnes in that
Muir Moir family, including the Aunt Nessie
I’d met in Glasgow in 1984.
Over a recent coffee with cousin Robert, we
poured over the draft family tree. Luckily it was in
pencil. He suggested changes and additions in his
broad Glaswegian accent, reminiscent of the way
my father spoke. But was I missing clues?
Perhaps Granny Agnes was not just a Gorbals
slum dweller, but owned some of it? And lived in
Bridgeton, the Gorbals upmarket neighbour.
I was getting hooked on Agnes. She was more
intriguing than one of my fictional characters
because the facts were there, I just had to find them.
Usually I make up a fictional dossier. Agnes was real.
But what motivated her?
She’d taken her daughter (Robert’s mother), as
a girl, on a Mediterranean cruise and to Switzerland,
and she’d also been to Russia. How could she have
afforded the trips?
Robert put me in touch with his sister Margaret,
and we began a satisfying exchange of dates,
anecdotes and more importantly, photos. I realised
I share my face with a few of the Moir women.
We went back to the sepia photo of the family
with seven children. What happened to the rest
of them? And were the names and dates right?
Agnes’ husband died in WWI. And between 1925
and 1928, Agnes lost three sons (two died and one
went to Australia, never to return). What tragedies
to live through. How significant was the timing of
my father’s leaving as a young man? Was it after or
between the deaths of his two brothers? Checking
the maths, we found he left Scotland a year after
the death of James, the first brother. Perhaps he
had not known of the loss of the second brother,
Alix, for some time due to being uncontactable

in the Australian outback. So he was not unfeeling
nor thoughtless of his mother.
We then discovered the military cemetery where
Agnes’ husband, Alexander Moir, was buried. The
precise records had details of his wife Agnes and
his parents. More clues!
Alexander Moir joined the 6th Perthshire
Battalion. It amalgamated with several other
battalions to form The Black Watch Territorial Army,
which fought in Flanders and France during WWI.
Alexander was killed in action on April 10, 1918,
and is buried in Vieille-Chapelle New Military
Cemetery, Lacouture, France. It’s likely he died
close by, although the cemetery does include graves
brought in from other cemeteries after the war.
Ten years after his father died, David left
from London on the Berrima, and arrived in
Fremantle, Australia on September 1, 1926. The
826 passengers had travelled to Australia via
the Cape of Good Hope. There were occasional
letters sent to and from his mother.
So what have I learnt since? Mainly due to my
newly found cousin Margaret, and Gail’s research
skills, I’ve learnt a little of Granny Agnes.
In 1918, Agnes Muir Moir was left a widow with
her seven children to care for. The eldest, Jean,
was 15, while the youngest, Mary was only three.
Robert remembered an older Agnes, “who used
to give me 10 shillings each birthday. But she

died just before my 10th birthday. So I didn’t
get the 10 shillings.”
There was also a postcard from Agnes to her
daughter from the State Fair in New York in 1939.
Why was Agnes there? Business? Pleasure?
It appears that Agnes inherited property from her
father-in-law, and bought into the Gorbals in the
more upmarket Bridgeton area, to support her
children. She was not a money lender nor pawnbroker
as first hinted. But she was still a formidable female
who’d lost a husband and several sons.
I’d like to learn more of her. And many of the
Moir women who look similar.
She’s my challenge for the next year. I don’t
feel I need to visit the grave of my grandfather
Alexander, but I have a postcard which indicates
that Agnes visited that area after the war ended,
which would be credible. I’m still intrigued
as to why she went to Russia.
Maybe she could become the basis of a factional
story set in the period? Or perhaps I should just
stick to the facts? 
Hazel Edwards has written more than 200
books for adults and children. In 2009 she
was awarded the ASA Medal, and has been
nominated for the 2012 Astrid Lindgren Award.
MORE www.hazeledwards.com

Writing a Non-Boring Family History

WRiTiNG A

NON
boring
family
history
revised edition

hazel edwards

is the ideal tool for family historians wanting
to write their research in an engaging format
(ISBN 978-0-9871078-5-5). Chapters include:
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊

Avoiding chronological boredom
Using humour
Dramatising but keeping to the facts
What if the family criticise what you’ve written?
Diplomatically handling family secrets?
What if you’ve only got a name on
a shipping list?
Available from bookshops for $22.95,
or as an e-book for $10 from
www.hazeledwards.com/shop/item/
writing-a-non-boring-family-history

Meet Hazel

Hazel’s next workshop is at Coburg Library,
Victoria, on November 7. For a list of workshops
in 2012, or to book Hazel to talk at your library
or society, visit www.hazeledwards.com
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